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Introduction

I began writing on the Book of Mormon in earnest more than a 
dozen years ago. At the time, it was probably safe to say that there was no 
recognizable field of Book of Mormon studies, no recognizable thing that 
could be called Book of Mormon studies. During the year that I wrote 
what would become my first published study of the Book of Mormon, the 
fifteen-year-old scholarly Journal of Book of Mormon Studies was renamed 
the Journal of the Book of Mormon and Other Restoration Scripture—as if to 
suggest that if there had then recently been a thing rightly called Book of 
Mormon studies, it was fading or had largely disappeared. And as I looked 
around the Latter-day Saint publishing world at the time, there were few 
obvious places to publish a scholarly study of the Book of Mormon. 
Latter-day Saint history had long been an established sub-discipline of the 
larger academic world, and it had intensified greatly in the first years of the 
twenty-first century. But, although an intense period of scholarly investi-
gation of the Book of Mormon occurred in the 1980s and 1990s in (often 
distant) conversation with professional Latter-day Saint history, the new 
century had brought a deceleration rather than an acceleration to Book 
of Mormon research. I had myself learned a great deal from the writings 
of scholars working on the Book of Mormon during the last decades of 
the twentieth century, apologists working to place the Book of Mormon 
in an ancient context, and doctrinal readers laboring to bring the Book 
of Mormon into harmony with official Church teachings. My approach 
to the Book of Mormon differed in significant ways from theirs, but even 
more importantly, the venues they had created for publishing work of any 
sort on the Book of Mormon had largely turned their attention to other 
subjects than the Book of Mormon. Thus, as I began sending my work 
to various publishers, it felt like I was asking them to consider wildly 
outlandish things: articles that they might find interesting but that they 
almost certainly felt were incomprehensible.
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That was 2008. Just a decade later, not only had a vibrant scholarly 
conversation taken shape around the Book of Mormon, that nascent con-
versation had begun to intensify. The year 2009 saw the first major culmi-
nation of Royal Skousen’s work on producing a critical text of the Book 
of Mormon, and the following year saw the publication of Grant Hardy’s 
breakthrough Understanding the Book of Mormon. The Latter-day Saint 
Theology Seminar (at the time called the Mormon Theology Seminar) be-
gan publishing the proceedings of its seminars on the Book of Mormon in 
2011, and 2012 saw the publication of the first lastingly important book 
on the Book of Mormon by a non-Latter-day Saint scholar. The Neal A. 
Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship at Brigham Young University 
sponsored in 2013 a think tank on the possibilities of Book of Mormon 
studies and then restored the name and the format of the Journal of Book 
of Mormon Studies in 2014. The Joseph Smith Papers Project published the 
printer’s manuscript of the Book of Mormon in 2015, the Maxwell Institute 
launched the book series Groundwork: Studies in Theory and Scripture in 
2016, and 2017 saw the Book of Mormon Academy at Brigham Young 
University conclude work on its first collection of essays. In 2018, the 
Book of Mormon Studies Association was formally organized at Utah State 
University, and Grant Hardy offered to the world his Maxwell Institute 
Study Edition of the Book of Mormon. In just a decade, an unrecognizable 
thing had become recognizable, at least to some. (And much has continued 
happening in the field in the few years that have passed just since 2018!)

This is not to say that all questions regarding the nature and direc-
tion of the fledgling field of Book of Mormon studies are settled today, 
as the discipline enters the third decade of the twenty-first century. The 
governing concepts and categories for the field are the subject of direct 
and sustained conversation, and the future of the discipline necessarily 
remains unclear. What will serious and sustained scholarly attention to 
the Book of Mormon yield by way of insight and understanding? Ought 
the project to proceed, and how might it best do so? These are burning 
questions for those with intellectual curiosity about the Book of Mormon. 
They are burning questions for me.

What I have therefore gathered here in the two volumes is a kind of 
archive of my own experiments with a field that has, in my view, slowly 
but surely become recognizable over the past dozen years. All the essays in 
this collection are ones I wrote or presented or published between 2008 and 
2018, those ten years during which the question of the possibilities for Book 
of Mormon studies was a live and largely unanswerable one. The earliest 
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essays here I wrote when I was unsure whether there was any interest at all 
among readers of the Book of Mormon in a serious scholarly investigation of 
the volume. The latest essays I wrote after it had become clear to me that a 
field of Book of Mormon studies could thrive. In many ways, the essays col-
lectively amount to a chronicle of the crucial period during which a new field 
came into being, at least as I have experienced it—and worked to shape it.

I have tried to be relatively exhaustive in my act of self-inventory in 
this volume and its companion, taking my own experience of the field and 
my own attempts at contributing to it to be illustrative in certain ways of 
the field’s rise into visibility. Consequently, thirty-eight papers appear in 
the two volumes. I have included every essay I published on the Book of 
Mormon between 2008 and 2018 (spread out over many venues), but I 
have also included unpublished papers or talks I presented at scholarly 
conferences and other events during the same decade. There appear in 
addition a few other essays on the Book of Mormon I wrote during the 
same years but neither presented nor published for whatever reason. This 
does not mean, however, that this project consists simply of an undiscern-
ing two-volume collection of everything I happened to write on the Book 
of Mormon during a decade (as if my contributions to the field were so 
important simply on its own terms!). Rather, it seems to me that my slow 
incursion into a field that was still taking shape traces a definite trajec-
tory—clear now that I can look back on it. It has therefore proven possible 
to arrange all these essays, despite the various occasions that summoned 
them into existence, into a single, overarching argument. The argument 
that the whole of this collection sets forth is that the Book of Mormon will 
be best served, going forward, by theological reading.

The Anatomy of Book of Mormon Theology divides into two volumes. 
Each concerns a different part of my defense of the claim that theology 
is and ought to be particularly important for Book of Mormon studies. 
In this first volume, I gather (1) early essays in which I gestured toward 
theological interpretation without knowing how to defend it; (2) essays 
about why theology is important to Book of Mormon scholarship and 
how to ensure that it does not overstep its boundaries; and (3) essays that 
do theological work on the Book of Mormon in relatively obvious ways 
or with relatively traditional topics. The last category of essays divides into 
two subcategories: (3a) essays specifically on the central theological ques-
tion of Jesus Christ’s Atonement, as the Book of Mormon understands it; 
and (3b) essays on a variety of traditional theological topics, again as the 
Book of Mormon understands them. 
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Each of these categories or subcategories of essays makes up a part of 
this first volume. In the first section, “Halting First Steps,” my four earliest 
essays on Book of Mormon theology appear. These capture what things 
looked like to a young scholar at a time of great excitement in the Latter-
day Saint intellectual world but of great insecurity about the possibili-
ties for Book of Mormon studies. Then, “Running toward Theology,” the 
second section of this volume, gathers essays about why theology might 
be particularly important in Book of Mormon studies, especially in light 
of the dominance that historical disciplines have had in traditional Book 
of Mormon research. Essays in that second section also address—at least 
preliminarily—the justifiable worry that theology requires constraints if it 
is not to run to excess. The third and fourth sections of this volume, both 
titled “Traditional Theology” but with distinct subtitles, bring together 
essays that address the kinds of topics theologians in the Christian tradi-
tion have addressed for two thousand years. The third section, subtitled 
“Atonement,” naturally brings together various essays focused on the cen-
tral mission of Jesus Christ. The fourth and last section, unimaginatively 
subtitled “Other Themes,” ranges more widely, with essays on typology, 
gender, pneumatology, materialism, and transcendence.

All the essays gathered into this first volume of The Anatomy of Book of 
Mormon Theology remain more or less within the boundaries of traditional 
theology. The fact is, though, that the work that I and a few others have 
done over more than a dozen years has raised important questions about 
how theological work might best be done on scripture. The essays that 
appear in the second volume of The Anatomy of Book of Mormon Theology 
thus all move away from traditional theological models to more experi-
mental ones. That second volume has its own logic and arguably consti-
tutes the real heart of this project. Although we are free to ask traditional 
theological questions of the Book of Mormon, there is reason to think 
that the Book of Mormon calls on us to revise our notions of theology in 
crucial ways. Before addressing that complex issue, however, it is necessary 
just to broach the subject of doing theology with the Book of Mormon at 
all. And that is what this first volume aims to accomplish. 

I would like to note that, in preparing this two-volume collection, 
I decided against touching the essays up (or, as I was tempted in certain 
cases, wholly rewriting them). Because I wish the collection to function 
as a kind of archive of what happened in the world of Book of Mormon 
studies—as I saw them from my corner of the field—I have decided to 
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leave the essays as I originally published or presented or sketched them. 
This means that, because everything here was originally written before 
President Russell M. Nelson clarified the importance of using the proper 
name of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—and therefore 
of avoiding the slangy use of “Mormon” as an adjective or “Mormon(s)” 
as an identifying noun—these essays occasionally use terms I would not 
if I were writing them today. I hope that readers who are particularly 
sensitive to this issue will be understanding on that score. If nothing else, 
perhaps they can with something of a smile read the words “Mormon” and 
“Mormons” as awkwardly quaint terms, marks of the passing time.

Although I have not altered the essays in these two volumes, I have 
added occasional footnotes that might prove useful in orienting read-
ers. Added footnotes are marked as such by being surrounded by square 
brackets. In addition, each essay included in the two volumes opens with 
an added introduction that explains the original occasion of its creation 
between 2008 and 2018—that crucial decade of emergence for Book of 
Mormon studies. Full bibliographical information for previously pub-
lished essays can be found in those brief introductions to each essay.

Finally, a few words of thanks are in order. Of course, because these 
essays arose out of a good many different circumstances and situations, I 
cannot possibly mention all of the people who encouraged or assisted me 
in producing them—certainly not without embarrassingly neglecting too 
many of them. I do occasionally mention individuals in the course of intro-
ducing the essays, and I hope they feel my appreciation. I also mention orga-
nizations and events, where I had an opportunity to present versions of these 
essays, as well as previous publishers for many of the essays. I owe gratitude 
to officers, organizers, and editors in all those cases. In addition, though, I 
would like to thank Alice Judd and Sydney Bailiff, my indefatigable research 
assistants, for their work on this project. Alice checked all the essays against 
their published versions, formatted everything, caught typos and other er-
rors, and simply provided her invaluable thoughts as she read through the 
whole two-volume collection. Sydney read through the whole two volumes 
in turn, catching further typos and noting places where wording might be 
improved. Both deserve all my gratitude for their work on the project.

I would like to dedicate The Anatomy of Book of Mormon Theology to 
one of my most supportive and certainly one of my clearest-eyed friends: 
Chris Thomas. It was something unrecognizable God did when he brought 
us together in friendship, but I have come to see what He has been doing 
in and through us. Enjoy, my friend.



Chapter Twelve

What Can We Do?
Reflections on 2 Nephi 25:23

By no later than the mid-twentieth century, Latter-day Saints were using 
Nephi’s famous words about being “saved by grace after all we can do” to 
do battle against their Evangelical neighbors and friends. In an era when 
the Saints were looking for ways of distinguishing themselves from (at least 
some) other American Christians, the passage was an obvious prooftext 
for arguing against cheap notions of grace. As the Book of Mormon has 
become once more a central object of Latter-day Saint devotion, and so as 
the theme of grace has become a frequent subject of reflection for Latter-
day Saint writers, it has been consistently recognized that the traditional 
reading of Nephi’s words does not seem to square with what the rest of 
the book says about grace. It has become a necessary exercise in writings 
about grace to suggest alternative interpretations of Nephi’s words, the 
varieties of which are really quite interesting. A wonderful history of how 
Saints and scholars have understood this one verse from Second Nephi 
remains to be written.

Because grace was a topic of great interest to me from the very be-
ginning of my own work in theology—due in part to my having taken a 
course on the writings of Paul from Stephen Robinson at Brigham Young 
University—I have naturally felt the same compulsion to explain Nephi’s 
words, to my own satisfaction at least. It seemed to me that the standard 
ways I had found in the literature of rereading Nephi’s words were pro-
vocative but largely unconvincing. When I shared or taught these reread-
ings, they did not take with students. I wondered if there was a better way, 
a way more faithful to the text, to understand the famous passage without 
letting it mean what it had been taken for so long to mean. This essay 
resulted from my reflections on this problem.

I read a first version of this essay at “Theology of the Book of Mormon,” 
the 2012 annual conference of the Society for Mormon Philosophy and 
Theology, held at Utah State University. A fuller and more developed ver-
sion then appeared in The Religious Educator: Perspectives on the Restored 
Gospel 15, no. 2 (2014): 24–39.
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Half a century has now passed since Latter-day Saint scholars began 
to give systematic attention to what the Book of Mormon has to say 
about the role played by grace in salvation. Although the earliest efforts 
in this direction were, according to one early (and unappreciative) ob-
server, limited to “Mormon academic circles,”1 subsequent developments 
have drastically expanded the impact of such study. Thanks especially to 
the immensely popular writings of Stephen E. Robinson and Robert L. 
Millet beginning in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and more recently to 
the similarly popular writings of Brad Wilcox, English-speaking Latter-
day Saints have generally become better aware of the unmistakable fact 
that salvation by grace is among the principal teachings of the Book of 
Mormon.2 As all of these authors emphasize, however, at least one Book 
of Mormon text seems to warn against giving too much prominence to 
grace: Nephi’s famous statement that grace saves us only “after all we can 
do” (2 Ne. 25:23). This one passage—more than any other—has been 
used to justify a certain understanding of the Atonement, that grace is the 
reward for righteous works rather than the enabling gift that makes all 
works possible in the first place. As Robinson, Millet, and Wilcox all state, 
it is necessary to determine the meaning of this passage to clarify what the 
Book of Mormon teaches about the Atonement. 

In this paper, I build on the work of these and other scholars.3 I do 
so, however, by offering a theological interpretation of 2 Nephi 25:23 

1. Sterling McMurrin, The Theological Foundations of the Mormon Religion (Salt 
Lake City: University of Utah, 1965), 67.

2. See Stephen E. Robinson, Believing Christ (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 
1992); Robert L. Millet, Grace Works (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2003); and 
Brad Wilcox, The Continuous Atonement (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2009). 

3. Other important works along lines similar to those drawn by Robinson, 
Millet, and Wilcox are Bruce C. Hafen, The Broken Heart: Applying the Atonement 
to Life’s Experiences (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1989); and Donald P. Mangum 
and Brenton G. Yorgason, Amazing Grace: The Tender Mercies of the Lord (Salt 
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1996). Also worthy of mention, though written in a 
different vein, are Hugh Nibley, “Work We Must, but the Lunch Is Free,” in 
Approaching Zion, ed. Don Norton (Salt Lake City and Provo: Deseret Book and 
FARMS, 1989), 202–51; C. Terry Warner, Bonds That Make Us Free: Healing 
Our Relationships, Coming to Ourselves (Salt Lake City: Shadow Mountain, 2001); 
Blake T. Ostler, Exploring Mormon Thought: The Problems of Theism and the Love of 
God (Salt Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2006); and Adam Miller, Rube Goldberg 
Machines: Essays in Mormon Theology (Salt Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2012). 
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that is distinct from any other in the relevant literature.4 My intention is 
to provide a three-pronged approach to interpreting the passage. In a first 
section, I highlight a number of ambiguities in Nephi’s words that have 
not been sufficiently noted. Paying attention to these details helps to make 
clear that Nephi’s saying is far more complex than it might at first appear, 
so further work must be done if Nephi’s words are to be understood as he 
meant them to be. In a second section, I turn my attention to potential 
scriptural sources on which Nephi might have drawn in outlining his un-
derstanding of grace. Only one source is identified—the only absolutely 
sure source related to Nephi’s words—and it proves to be immensely help-
ful in attempting to clarify Nephi’s meaning. In a third section, I look at 
the context into which Nephi inserted the doctrine of grace. The setting 
in which Nephi decided to say something about grace helps both to clarify 
his meaning and to suggest a way in which the doctrine of divine grace 
applies to concrete situations. In the end, I hope to show that Nephi’s 
words, read carefully, highlight and enrich—rather than simply fail to 
contradict—the Book of Mormon’s clear emphasis on grace. 

A word about methodology is likely necessary, since I offer in what 
follows a theological reading of scripture.5 Contrary to certain popular 
associations with the word theology, to interpret scripture theologically 
is neither to systematize doctrines nor to square prophetic passages with 
academically fashionable secular perspectives. Rather, it is simply a mat-
ter of asking how scripture might inform theological reflection, that is, 
how it might shape responsible thinking about questions pertaining to 
the life of religious commitment. Consequently, in what follows, I under-
take neither a strictly historical investigation (where the aim would be to 
determine what Nephi’s words meant in their original historical context) 

4. [This paper quickly provoked an interesting response in the form of Jared W. 
Ludlow, “‘After All We Can Do’ (2 Nephi 25:23),” Religious Educator: Perspectives 
on the Restored Gospel 18, no. 1 (2017): 34–47. A still more recent essay pursues 
a parallel interpretation to my own, but beginning from a rhetorical analysis. 
See Daniel O. McClellan, “2 Nephi 25:23 in Literary and Rhetorical Context,” 
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 29 (2020): 1–19.]

5. For a good but brief introduction to theological interpretation of scripture, 
see Kevin J. Vanhoozer, “What Is Theological Interpretation of the Bible?” in 
Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible, ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, 
Craig G. Bartholomew, Daniel J. Treier, and N. T. Wright (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, 2005), 19–23. Many helpful short articles on theological 
interpretation can be found in the same volume. 
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nor a strictly doctrinal study (where the aim would be to determine how 
Nephi’s words coalesce with official or authoritative teachings). I draw 
on what I take to be the best of such work, but my aim is principally to 
ask how Nephi’s words might help to shape charitable reflection on the 
struggles of the average Latter-day Saint to be right with God.6 Questions 
of charity have unmistakably motivated the reinterpretations offered by 
Robinson, Millet, and Wilcox. I hope they motivate my own, more em-
phatically theological investigation of 2 Nephi 25:23 as well. 

Ambiguities in 2 Nephi 25:23 

Nephi’s words are as familiar as any in the Book of Mormon: “For we 
labor diligently to write, to persuade our children, and also our brethren, 
to believe in Christ, and to be reconciled to God; for we know that it is 
by grace that we are saved, after all we can do” (2 Ne. 25:23). But just as 
familiar as the words themselves, unfortunately, is a certain problematic 
interpretation of this passage. In his well-known book Believing Christ, 
Stephen Robinson identifies the problem: “At first glance at this scripture, 
we might think that grace is offered to us only chronologically after we 
have completed doing all we can do, but this is demonstrably false.”7 It is 
demonstrably false that grace is given only after we have done all that lies 
in our power because—as Robinson goes on to explain—everything we 
do is through the life that God in loving grace has already extended to us. 
As King Benjamin reminded his people, God “has created you from the 
beginning, and is preserving you from day to day, by lending you breath, 
that you may live and move and do according to your own will, and even 
supporting you from one moment to another” (Mosiah 2:21). It is in this 
sense that, as Bruce C. Hafen has put it, “the Savior’s gift of grace to us is 
not necessarily limited in time to ‘after’ all we can do. We may receive his 
grace before, during, and after the time when we expend our own efforts.”8 

It is, then, false that grace comes to us only after and in response to our 
first doing all we could possibly do to obtain salvation. But it is also en-
tirely unclear that Nephi’s words are meant to suggest anything like what 
readers tend to see in his words at first glance. The supposedly obvious 

6. See Adam S. Miller, introduction to An Experiment on the Word: Reading 
Alma 32, ed. Adam S. Miller (Salem, OR: Salt Press, 2011), 1–8. 

7. Robinson, Believing Christ, 91; emphasis added. 
8. Hafen, The Broken Heart, 155–56. 
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reading is, in other words, not obvious.9 This is because, Nephi’s penchant 
for plainness notwithstanding, 2 Nephi 25:23 is a difficult text, and one 
that deserves close reading. To understand just how unclear Nephi’s words 
are, a few interpretive questions, none of which has any obvious answer, 
might be asked: 

1.	 How important to the interpretation of 2 Nephi 25:23 is the use 
of the word we? The word appears four times in the passage, and 
the first two instances of the word have a limited rather than a 
general meaning. When Nephi says that “we write” and “for we 
know,” he seems straightforwardly to be using the word we to refer 
to those who write scripture for the benefit of later Nephites (“our 
children”) and Lamanites (“our brethren”). Does the referent of we 
change in the last bit of the passage, when Nephi says that “we are 
saved” and refers to “all we can do”? If so, why? And if not, how 
does the meaning of the text change?

2.	 In the first part of 2 Nephi 25:23, Nephi claims that his aim is to per-
suade his readers “to believe in Christ, and to be reconciled to God.” 
How are these two things—believing in Christ and being reconciled 
to God—different, and how significant is the difference between 
them? Is it important that the first is active (one believes in Christ), 
but the second is passive (one is reconciled to God)? Is it important 
that the first is connected only to the Son (one believes in Christ), but 
the second seems to be connected to the Father (one is reconciled to 
God)? Most importantly, which of these—or is it both of them—
does Nephi understand as being linked to salvation by grace? 

3.	 Whatever Nephi ultimately means to suggest when he qualifies sal-
vation by grace (that is, by adding “after all we can do”), it has to be 
recognized that he ties salvation exclusively to grace. Indeed, even 
if one interprets him as affirming the claim that grace comes only 

9. One might object at this point that the vulgar interpretation Robinson singles 
out is too easy to criticize, that it would be more responsible to focus on more 
sophisticated readings of 2 Nephi 25:23. Is it “demonstrably false,” for instance, 
that Nephi has reference specifically to one sort of grace (the sort associated with 
salvation), where other prophets might have reference to another sort of grace (the 
sort associated with creation)? Presumably not. For my own purposes, though, such 
a rightly concerned objection strengthens rather than weakens my point—namely, 
that an interpretation of Nephi’s words must be undertaken more carefully, since 
the passage is more difficult than it might seem at first glance. 
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after and in response to human efforts, it has to be confessed that 
the only source for salvation he identifies is grace (grace does the 
actual saving, even if it is mobilized by human efforts). However it 
should be qualified, Nephi’s statement that “it is by grace that we 
are saved” could not on its own terms be much clearer. How should 
this incontrovertible fact shape interpretation of Nephi’s words? 

4.	 Is it at all clear what Nephi means by the word after? Stephen 
Robinson has suggested that the word in this passage serves as “a 
preposition of separation,” with the result that Nephi’s message, 
paraphrased, amounts to the following: “We are still saved by 
grace, after all is said and done.”10 And there are other meanings of 
after with which to experiment. Noah Webster’s original American 
Dictionary of the English Language—published in 1828 and there-
fore a helpful source for understanding the meaning of English 
words at the time Joseph Smith dictated Nephi’s writings to his 
scribe—reminds us that after sometimes means “in imitation of” 
or “according to the direction and influence of” (as in “to walk 
after the flesh”).11 How might alternative (but plausible) interpreta-
tions of the word after change the way we interpret the passage? 

5.	 Had Nephi meant to say that grace comes to us only chronologi-
cally after and in direct response to our best efforts, should he have 
said not “it is by grace we are saved, after all we can do” but “it is 
by grace we are saved, after we have done all we can do”? Strictly 
speaking, the claim that grace saves “after all we can do” does not 
say or imply anything whatsoever about human efforts actually be-
ing made—or even attempted, for that matter. Is there something 
heavy-handed about assuming that Nephi meant to say “after we 
have done all we can do” when his words read otherwise? If so, how 
should a reference to what can be done, without any actual men-
tion of what has been done, be understood? 

As these questions evince, what has for far too long passed as the obvious 
reading of 2 Nephi 25:23 is anything but obvious. The pronoun Nephi uses 
is ambiguous; he draws distinctions we as readers tend to ignore; he qualifies 

10. Robinson, Believing Christ, 91–92. Other interpreters have followed suit. 
See Mangum and Yorgason, Amazing Grace, 60–61; Millet, Grace Works, 131; 
and Wilcox, The Continuous Atonement, 104.

11. Noah Webster, American Dictionary of the English Language, facsimile ed. 
(Baltimore: United Book, 2009), s.v. “after.” 
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salvation by grace only after affirming it straightforwardly; he formulates his 
qualification with a preposition whose meaning is uncertain; and he men-
tions only what can be done—not what has been done. Moreover, I suspect 
that further close scrutiny of the text would allow other complicated (and 
complicating) questions to be raised. But if there is no straightforward or 
obvious meaning of Nephi’s words concerning grace, how is the text to be 
interpreted? Are there no answers at all to any of the questions raised here? I 
think there are answers, but they are not to be secured through an appeal to 
the supposedly obvious meaning of the text. Rather, they are to be learned 
through an investigation of Nephi’s scriptural sources. 

Sources for 2 Nephi 25:23 

It might seem a bit bold to suggest that Nephi drew his understanding 
of salvation by grace from an identifiable human source. At worst, such 
a suggestion might be regarded as a secular gesture, a refusal to consider 
the possibility that Nephi came to know the nature of salvation directly 
from God, or at least through the Spirit. These are real and justifiable 
worries, and yet it seems undeniable—as I believe will become clear—that 
Nephi more borrowed than revealed his doctrine of salvation by grace. 
The source for his understanding seems rather straightforwardly to have 
been his brother Jacob. 

Close reading of Nephi’s writings suggests that he was right to borrow 
his understanding of salvation from Jacob. While Nephi says very little 
about Christ’s Atonement—primarily, it seems, because he was much more 
interested in the history of Israel, which was the focus of his most impor-
tant prophetic vision (recorded in 1 Nephi 11–14)—Jacob is presented in 
Nephi’s record as the primary audience of Lehi’s remarkable sermon on the 
Atonement in 2 Nephi 2 and the sole preacher of the other great sermon 
on the Atonement in Nephi’s writings, 2 Nephi 9. Moreover, it was Jacob 
who, after Nephi’s death, would ask of his readers the rhetorical question, 
“Why not speak of the atonement of Christ, and attain to a perfect knowl-
edge of him?” (Jacob 4:12). While Jacob cut his teeth on Atonement theol-
ogy and continued to reflect on it to the end of his prophetic career, Nephi 
gave his time first and foremost to understanding the Abrahamic covenant, 
the chief subject of the writings of Isaiah.12 In light of these details, it makes 

12. While Nephi says relatively little about Atonement theology and focuses 
almost exclusively on covenant theology, Jacob seems to have been deeply 
interested in both themes. Jacob gives his attention to Isaiah and the covenant 
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perfect sense that Nephi’s few words on grace are deeply rooted in—in-
deed, more or less borrowed from—his brother’s teachings.13 

Making of his brother Jacob one of the three “sentinels at the gate 
of the [Book of Mormon]” positioned to “admit us into the scriptural 
presence of the Lord,” Nephi includes in 2 Nephi a lengthy two-day-long 
sermon that Jacob delivered to the Nephites.14 At its heart, of course, is 
one of the Book of Mormon’s most remarkable sermons on salvation, 
mentioned just above (2 Ne. 9). At the conclusion of Jacob’s words on 
the second day of the sermon, however, the following passage appears: 
“Wherefore, my beloved brethren, reconcile yourselves to the will of God, 
and not to the will of the devil and the flesh; and remember, after ye are 
reconciled unto God, that it is only in and through the grace of God that 
ye are saved” (10:24). It is, I think, unmistakably from these words that 
Nephi draws (or at least to these words that Nephi alludes) in his own 
teaching concerning salvation by grace some fifteen chapters later. Indeed, 
not only are there clear parallels in language that link the two passages, but 
there is also a structural indication that the two passages are connected. 
Each of the two passages is immediately followed by a discussion of what 
it means to interpret scripture spiritually, and Nephi places the one dis-
cussion (10:23–11:8) immediately before and the other (25:1–30) im-
mediately after the scriptural text he hopes his readers will regard through 
a spiritual lens (the so-called Isaiah chapters of 2 Nephi 12–24). Jacob’s 
and Nephi’s respective statements about grace are together, along with the 
discussions in which they find their immediate context, thus clearly meant 
to frame Nephi’s lengthy quotation of Isaiah.15

However, the close relation between the words of the two passages is 
essential in the structural details. At least three major elements are com-

in major parts of his sermon in 2 Nephi 6–10 (likely providing Nephi with his 
motivations for including it along with Isaiah and his own prophecies in 2 Nephi 
6–30), and he returns to the theme in a most striking way in Jacob 4–6. 

13. Of course, it does not necessarily follow from the fact that Nephi said 
relatively little about atonement that he knew relatively little. It is entirely possible 
that Nephi came to understand the nature of the Atonement independently of 
Jacob but from the same source—whether divine (through the Spirit, presumably) 
or human (from his father, Lehi). I suspect otherwise, but there is more than one 
speculative story that could be told to account for the textual details.

14. Jeffrey R. Holland, Christ and the New Covenant: The Messianic Message of 
the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1997), 36. 

15. See Joseph M. Spencer, An Other Testament: On Typology (Salem, OR: Salt 
Press, 2012), 53. 
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mon to the two texts. First, just as Nephi states that one of his purposes 
is to persuade his readers “to be reconciled to God,” Jacob pleads with his 
hearers to “reconcile yourselves to the will of God.” Second, just as Nephi 
straightforwardly states that “it is by grace that we are saved,” Jacob claims 
that “it is only in and through the grace of God that ye are saved.” Finally, 
just as Nephi concludes his teaching concerning grace with a preposi-
tional phrase beginning with the word after (“after all we can do”), Jacob 
qualifies his claim by a prepositional phrase beginning with the word after 
(“after ye are reconciled unto God”). These three parallels suggest a tight 
connection between the two passages. It seems best to assume that Nephi 
drew his understanding of the role played by grace in salvation directly 
from the teachings of his brother—teachings he carefully decided to in-
clude in his record. 

Placing Jacob’s and Nephi’s words side by side helps in a number 
of ways to clarify the meaning of Nephi’s teaching. First, it seems that 
Nephi’s claim that “it is by grace that we are saved” should be read in light 
of Jacob’s still-plainer statement: “it is only in and through the grace of 
God that ye are saved.” Jacob leaves no room for the idea that something 
of our own efforts plays a role in saving us, even if Nephi’s more ambigu-
ous formulation seems to do so.16 Second, the parallel between Nephi’s 
and Jacob’s prepositional phrases, each beginning with the word after 
(“after all we can do” and “after ye are reconciled unto God”), suggests 
the likelihood that “all we can do,” as in Nephi’s formulation, is “be rec-
onciled to God.” This, moreover, accords nicely with the use of the phrase 
“all we can do” elsewhere in the Book of Mormon.17 More importantly, 
these first two points of clarification help to provide answers to two of the 
questions raised in the preceding section of this paper. In light of Jacob’s 
unmistakable insistence that salvation comes only in and through divine 
grace, the question of how much weight should be granted to Nephi’s 

16. One might suggest that Jacob’s talk of “reconciling oneself to God” 
indicates what must be done to be saved, but it is difficult to square too strong 
an interpretation along such lines with Jacob’s insistence that “it is only in and 
through the grace of God” that salvation is granted. Jacob does not deny that 
something must be done, but he denies that anything apart from God’s grace 
actually accomplishes the work of salvation. 

17. Robert Millet connects 2 Nephi 25:23 to Alma 24:10–12, where the king 
over the newly converted Anti-Nephi-Lehies says that “it has been all that we 
could do . . . to repent of all our sins,” as well as that “it was all we could do to 
repent sufficiently before God.” See Millet, Grace Works, 131–32. 
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having attached salvation only to grace is answered. Further, the clarifica-
tion that “all we can do” is “be reconciled to God” helps to clarify what it 
is from the first half of 2 Nephi 25:23 that Nephi means to link directly 
to salvation. A third point of clarification—the most difficult but also the 
most instructive—provides answers to the other three questions raised in 
the preceding section. 

A third point of clarification, then, is that the structure of Jacob’s 
words in 2 Nephi 10:24 makes clear that the qualifying prepositional 
phrase (beginning with the word after) is meant there to specify the time 
when the injunction to remember becomes relevant, rather than the time 
when grace becomes operative. In other words, by having “after ye are 
reconciled unto God” interrupt the injunction to “remember . . . that it 
is only in and through the grace of God that ye are saved,” Jacob suggests 
that what comes after reconciliation with God is not the divine grant-
ing of grace but the human remembering of grace—the recognition on 
the part of the reconciled that salvation was, is, and will always be God’s 
work. This application of the prepositional phrase beginning with after 
might be productively transferred to Nephi’s teaching. In other words, it 
seems that the phrase “after all we can do” is meant to specify the time 
when “we know that . . . we are saved,” rather than the time when “we are 
saved.” Nephi’s words, in fact, could be rearranged to mirror the structure 
of Jacob’s, making them slightly clearer: “for we know, after all we can do, 
that it is by grace that we are saved.” 

This third point of clarification makes it unnecessary to speculate 
about unconventional meanings of the word after, theologically fascinat-
ing though the implications of such experiments might be. The word after 
seems, in the end, just to mean “chronologically after,” though it specifies 
the time when something is to be remembered or recognized (“we know”) 
rather than the time when something is to be effected or brought to pass 
(“we are saved”). At the same time, this third point makes clear why Nephi 
refers to what can be done without making mention of anything actually 
having been done. Regardless of what actually has been done, grace is 
what saves—and that remains true even after all that can be done. Even 
if the most remote theoretical possibilities are realized, it is still grace that 
saves.18 Finally, this third point of clarification seems to answer the ques-
tion concerning Nephi’s ambiguous use of the word we. While in the 
usual interpretation of 2 Nephi 25:23, it is assumed that the referent of 

18. Brad Wilcox makes some similar points in Wilcox, The Continuous Atonement, 
109–11. 
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the word changes (from we the writers of scripture to we human beings), 
the parallel with Jacob’s teaching makes clear that the referent of the word 
remains constant through the whole passage. Nephi intends to teach his 
readers what he has come to realize, after all he can do: that it is by grace—
and grace alone—that he is saved.19 

Jacob’s words in 2 Nephi 10:24 are the (extremely) likely source for 
Nephi’s words concerning grace in 2 Nephi 25:23, and the connection 
between the two passages clarifies the meaning of Nephi’s teaching in a 
remarkable way. Far from claiming that grace comes only after and in re-
sponse to our own best efforts (which, again, is demonstrably false), Nephi 
says that grace is what characterizes the whole divine work of salvation, and 
that what comes after—or at least should come after—salvation is a full 
recognition of the unique role played in salvation by grace. All that Nephi 
and Jacob ask their readers and hearers to do is to be reconciled to God, 
and reconciliation is what happens only when we stop holding out against 
God’s purposes, when we “yield” and therefore cease, at last, to be “an 
enemy to God,” as the angel put it to King Benjamin (Mosiah 3:19). To 
speculate a bit, perhaps Nephi and Jacob jointly modeled their teachings 
on Exodus 31:13, where the Lord announces that it is only when human 
beings stop working for themselves (by giving themselves to Sabbath obser-
vance) that they “may know that I am the Lord that doth sanctify you.”20 

Applications of 2 Nephi 25:23 

The basic sense of Nephi’s words concerning the role played by grace 
in salvation has been clarified. It remains to be asked what Nephi under-
stood to be the relevance of the doctrine. Why is it in 2 Nephi 25 that he 
makes this most famous of his statements regarding the Atonement, since 
those statements are few and far between? If Nephi assumes a generalizable 
understanding of grace, what is to be learned from the context into which 
he inserts that understanding? In order to feel the real force of Nephi’s 
(borrowed) conception of grace, and not just to understand its intelligible 
meaning, it is necessary to consider the context of 2 Nephi 25:23. 

19. This last point, concerning the referent of “we,” is one I return to in the 
third section of this paper. 

20. Much more needs to be said to justify fully what I have offered here as a 
passing interpretation of “reconciliation” (that is, as a gesture of stopping). Here I 
mean only to indicate a direction for further theological reflection. 
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Unfortunately, little work has been done on the context of Nephi’s 
words concerning grace. Those who have contributed substantially through 
their writings to the development of a Latter-day Saint awareness of grace 
have generally focused on broad themes as they are reflected in isolated pas-
sages.21 And commentaries on the Book of Mormon tend to say relatively 
little about the nuances of textual context.22 This is unfortunate because 
Nephi’s statement about salvation by grace is integral with the text that 
surrounds it. In 2 Nephi 25, read as a coherent whole, one can find a kind 
of guide for understanding the implications and relevance of the doctrine 
of salvation by grace. To comprehend that larger context, however, requires 
some work, since it cannot be understood without careful attention to 
Nephi’s general purposes in producing his small plates record. 

At a very broad level, it should be noted that 2 Nephi 25:23 appears in 
the stretch of Nephi’s record—from 2 Nephi 6 to 2 Nephi 30—to which 
Nephi himself gave the title of “the more sacred things” (1 Ne. 19:5), the 
part of his record he was directly commanded to produce for his children. 
That privileged stretch of text is almost exclusively focused on the writings 
of Isaiah, not only due to the presence, at its heart, of thirteen chapters 
drawn more or less without alteration from the brass plates (2 Ne. 12–24), 
but due also to the focus both Jacob and Nephi have on Isaiah in their 
respective contributions to the text (2 Ne. 6–10 and 2 Ne. 25–30).23 But 
as interesting and deserving of attention as most of 2 Nephi 6–30 is, it is 
obviously what Nephi does in his narrower contribution (2 Ne. 25–30) 
that is most immediately relevant here. 

The first chapter of Nephi’s contribution, within which his statement 
regarding grace is to be found, is clearly meant to set up the chapters that 

21. The exception is Mangum and Yorgason, Amazing Grace, 58–59. While 
these two scholars at least suggest the importance of the passage’s textual context, 
they say very little about it.

22. Brant Gardner does provide interesting historical context, but he says little 
about the textual context of 2 Nephi 25:23. See Brant A. Gardner, Second Witness: 
Analytical and Contextual Commentary on the Book of Mormon, 6 vols. (Salt Lake 
City: Greg Kofford Books, 2007), 2:343–48. In light of the textual context of 2 
Nephi 25:23, I think some of Gardner’s conclusions are overly hasty. 

23. The structure of Nephi’s record has been analyzed in Frederick W. Axelgard, 
“1 and 2 Nephi: An Inspiring Whole,” BYU Studies 26, no. 4 (Fall 1986): 53–66; 
and, in much greater detail, in Spencer, An Other Testament, 33–68. [I deal with 
the structure of Nephi’s record much more fully in the more recent book, Joseph 
M. Spencer, The Vision of All: Twenty-five Lectures on Isaiah in Nephi’s Record (Salt 
Lake City: Greg Kofford Books, 2016).]
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follow. The chapter naturally divides into three parts: (1) 2 Nephi 25:1–8 
contains a kind of apology for the inclusion, without clarifying commen-
tary, of so many chapters of Isaiah’s writings; (2) 2 Nephi 25:9–19 shifts 
the focus from Isaiah’s prophecies to what Nephi calls “[his] own proph-
ecy” (v. 7), a plainer vision of things that is intended to clarify what in 
Isaiah’s texts is most important; and (3) 2 Nephi 25:20–30 contains an 
aside about Nephi’s general purposes in creating his record. Nephi’s refer-
ence to grace (in verse 23) falls within the third of these three parts of the 
chapter, but it can only be understood in light of the two that precede it. 

For present purposes, little needs to be said about Nephi’s apology for 
including Isaiah among “the more sacred things” (part 1 of 2 Nephi 25). 
What is essential is that he believed that his own prophecy could be used 
to clarify Isaiah’s writings (part 2). The chapters immediately following 2 
Nephi 25 are given to a remarkable weaving of Isaiah’s writings (in par-
ticular, Isaiah 29) into Nephi’s own prophetic understanding (in particu-
lar, his vision recorded in 1 Nephi 11–14).24 What Nephi thus presents 
in the first two parts of 2 Nephi 25 is an introduction to—and a foretaste 
of—what he will go on to do more generally in his contribution to the 
text; namely, to interlace the various elements of his own apocalyptic vi-
sion with the written text of Isaiah’s brass plates prophecies. 

Why is all this important to the interpretation of the aside Nephi 
offers in the third part of 2 Nephi 25, within which his words regarding 
grace appear? It is because it was the apocalyptic vision of 1 Nephi 11–14, 
summarized in part 2 of 2 Nephi 25, that originally provided Nephi with 
his reasons for producing his record—the very reasons he reviews in part 3 
of 2 Nephi 25. That apocalyptic vision, unmistakably the most important 
of Nephi’s prophetic experiences, focused on a single, crucial event: the 
sudden emergence in the last days of a book that would solve the world’s 
religious problems, unmistakably the Book of Mormon. The angelic guide 
who accompanies Nephi during the vision describes the book in the fol-
lowing words:

For behold, saith the Lamb, I will manifest myself unto thy seed, that they 
shall write many things which I shall minister unto them, which shall be 
plain and precious. . . . And the words of the Lamb shall be made known in 
the records of thy seed, as well as in the records of the twelve apostles of the 
Lamb. (1 Ne. 13:35, 41)

24. See Heather Hardy and Grant Hardy, “How Nephi Shapes His Readers’ 
Perceptions of Isaiah,” in Reading Nephi Reading Isaiah: Reading 2 Nephi 26–27, 
ed. Joseph M. Spencer and Jenny Webb (Salem, OR: Salt Press, 2011), 37–62. 
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From these words (and nothing more was told to Nephi by way of 
description of the book), and from the earlier part of his vision in which 
he saw the visit of the resurrected Christ to his father’s descendants, Nephi 
would most naturally have concluded that the book he had seen coming 
forth to supplement the Bible in the last days would be not his own writ-
ings, but the writings of his children living during and after the visit of 
the Christ. And indeed, as many textual details suggest, Nephi seems to 
have seen his major purpose in writing his record less to contribute to the 
book that would make known “the words of the Lamb” than to inspire the 
production of that book by his children.25 

It is this that Nephi explains in 2 Nephi 25:23 and the verses surround-
ing it. The prophecy Nephi inserts into part 2 of 2 Nephi 25 culminates in 
a prediction of the coming forth of the book, but he clearly differentiates 
between that book and his own record as he explains, in part 3, his purposes 
in writing. Thus, Nephi describes the prophesied book from his vision as 
something that will eventually aid in “convincing [the Jews] of the true 
Messiah, who was rejected by them” (v. 18), while he describes his own re-
cord as addressed principally to his children, his brethren, his people, and, 
more generally, the seed of Joseph (vv. 20–21, 23, 26–28).26 And Nephi 
provides a set of purposes for directing his own writings to Lehi’s children. 
He writes his record with the intent: (1) “to persuade [them] to believe 
in Christ” (v. 23); (2) to help them to “know to what source they may 
look for a remission of their sins” (v. 26); (3) to be sure that they “know 
the deadness of the law” so that they will not “harden their hearts against 
[Christ] when the law ought to be done away” (v. 27); (4) to inform them 
that “the right way is to believe in Christ and deny him not” (v. 28); (5) to 
encourage them to “keep the performances and ordinances of God until 
the law shall be fulfilled” (v. 30); and, most importantly, (6) to instruct 
them to take as “the law” whatever “words” Christ would “speak” to them 
after he had “risen from the dead” (26:1). From these and other texts, it 

25. Nephi seems to have begun to glimpse the possibility of a wider audience 
for his writings relatively early in his project (see 1 Nephi 19:18–21), but he 
seems only eventually to have come to the conviction that they would actually be 
a part of the book he saw in vision (see 2 Nephi 33:13). On this point, see Grant 
Hardy, Understanding the Book of Mormon: A Reader’s Guide (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010), 79. 

26. Second Nephi 25:22 makes clear again that Nephi recognized the possibility 
that his writings might have readers other than and in addition to his intended 
audience. 
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is clear that Nephi’s intention with his record was first and foremost to 
prepare his people for Christ’s visit to the New World, thereby preparing 
them to assume the task they would have of producing a book reporting 
the words of the visiting Christ. Nephi saw it as his life’s work to ensure, 
by writing for his direct descendants, that the book he saw in vision would 
eventually be written. 

Significantly, in the middle of his explanation, Nephi refers to salva-
tion by grace. His worry, clearly, was that his descendants who, six centu-
ries later, would be present at the visit of Christ to the New World would 
be tempted to resist the announcement of the fulfillment of the law of 
Moses. Having come himself to see, after all he could do, that grace is 
what lies behind salvation, Nephi wanted his children to learn the same 
lesson. He wanted them to see, once the law had been fulfilled, that it 
was nothing they did or could have done that delivered them from sin 
and death, because it was in fact Christ who delivered them from sin and 
death. Nephi wanted his children—he wrote with the explicit hope to 
persuade them on this point—to believe in Christ and to be reconciled to 
God. His worry was that they might resist God, and specifically that they 
might do so in the name of the law of Moses. If they did that, they would 
certainly fail to write the book Nephi had seen in vision. 

Nephi took the doctrine of grace to be most relevant when he recog-
nized the real temptation human beings feel to resist the revelatory. This 
may come as a bit of a surprise. We are naturally inclined to feel that grace 
is what needs to be understood when we experience the burnout that can 
result from working intensely to fulfill the never-ending demands that 
come with activity in the Church.27 For Nephi, though, the sole efficacy 
of grace is what needs remembering when we are inclined to think that 
programs and practices, norms, and traditions—even when these have 
their origins in inspiration—matter more than what God wishes to teach 
us now. Grace is what we are ignoring whenever we resist God’s gentle (or 
not-so-gentle) entreaties. We manifest our ignorance of the role played 
in salvation by grace whenever we feel guilty about waiting on the Lord, 
whenever we feel we ought just to get to work because we know what we 
are supposed to do and now just need to get it done. Grace is what we 
need to come to understand anew when we see that we simply do not have 
the patience to be still, and know that God is God. If we can be still—not 

27. This is the scholarly conclusion of the anthropologist who studies 
contemporary Mormon culture as well. See Douglas J. Davies, The Mormon Culture 
of Salvation (Burlington: Ashgate, 2000). 
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only in body but also in spirit—we might know, as Nephi did, that God 
is God, and that it is God who saves by grace. 

This is a lesson that Nephi himself had to learn with great difficulty. 
He retrieved a copy of the law of Moses for his people only after he finally 
ceased resisting God’s Spirit—which he did twice: first by trying to do 
things his own way (simply asking Laban for the plates, and then attempt-
ing a trade), and then by refusing the constraint of the Spirit (to kill Laban 
with his own sword).28 We should not be surprised that Nephi could not 
bear the thought that his children might eventually take the very law he 
had thus secured for them as a reason in turn to resist God’s word to them. 
Nothing worried Nephi more than those who say, “We have received the 
word of God, and we need no more of the word of God, for we have 
enough!” (2 Ne. 28:29). Nephi testified clearly to the nature of his God: 
“For behold, thus saith the Lord God: I will give unto the children of men 
line upon line, precept upon precept, here a little and there a little . . . 
unto him that receiveth I will give more” (v. 30). Thus, to realize fully that 
what saves is grace—God’s good will, expressed in the form of covenantal 
bonds—is to realize that whatever our excuse might be for holding out 
against God, it is a poor one. 

Conclusion 

This, then, is the concrete meaning of salvation or deliverance by 
grace, as I think Nephi understands it: to be given to see that God still 
speaks, and to be given to receive what he says in full faith. All we can do 
is resist the temptation to hold out against the Spirit’s enticements and 
constraints. After that, it only remains for us to remember the source of 
our strength to resist, which was never ours to begin with.

28. Of course, the text never directly asserts that the first two attempts to 
retrieve the brass plates from Laban were at odds with divine purposes. I take it, 
however, that this is at least implied by the fact that the Spirit is mentioned for 
the first time when Nephi enters Jerusalem for the third attempt.


