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Third Nephi and its account of the ministry of the 
resurrected Jesus to the Nephites has long been seen 
as the pinnacle of the Book of Mormon. This text can 
also be viewed as the Holy of Holies of the Book of 
Mormon. Everything in 3 Nephi, especially the minis-
try of the Savior, echoes themes related to the temple 
and the presence of the Lord in the Holy of Holies. 
Themes such as silence, timelessness, unity, awe, and 
consecration confirm this interpretation.
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Worthy of highest celebration are the words and 
events recorded in the sacred book of 3 Nephi, the pinnacle of the Book 
of Mormon.1 This text truly documents one of the most glorious and 

crowning moments in all of history. The more I study the book of 3 Nephi, the more 
I come to see it as the Holy of Holies of the Book of Mormon and to appreciate it 
metaphorically as the most sacred inner chamber of the Nephite record. Opening 
to view the most sublime public experiences ever enjoyed by Lehi’s branch of the 
house of Israel, the book of 3 Nephi allows attentive readers to glimpse the radiant 
appearance, at the Temple in Bountiful, of the resurrected Savior and Redeemer, the 
Creator of all things from the beginning. Indeed, it would seem that everything in 
3 Nephi, as I shall argue here, has been composed to echo and to call to mind the 
solemnity of the presence of the Lord, which was traditionally associated in ancient 
Israel with Jehovah’s appearance in the inner sanctum of the temple, his holy house.
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The Book of a Great High Priest

The abundance of holiness in 3 Nephi should 
not come as a surprise to readers, for this book 
bears the name of Nephi, the son of Nephi, the 
son of Helaman, the son of Helaman (the leader of 
the stripling warriors), the eldest son of Alma the 
Younger, who was the High Priest over the Church 
of God in the city of Zarahemla. This book was 
shaped mainly by the life and work of a high priest, 
and it should be read with his experiences and per-
spectives in mind. The sacred plates and leadership 
of the Church in that city had been handed down 
to this Nephi, the inheritor of the premier line of 
Nephite high priests, called and ordained after the 
holy order of the Son of God. This Nephi officiated 
in the same temple-city as had such holy men as 
King Benjamin, King Mosiah, and Alma the Elder. 
While it is unknown exactly what uses the Nephite 

high priests made of their temples, one can easily 
understand why the records of this Nephi would 
have so much to do with holiness and with the 
temple. He knew the practices and blessings of this 
priesthood personally and intimately.2 

The book of 3 Nephi begins, not with informa-
tion about the writer’s childhood and education, but 
with a very sacred revelation. It came at a critical 
time when Nephi cried mightily to the Lord for an 
entire day on behalf of his people, who were about 
to be killed because they believed the words of Sam-
uel the Lamanite. I envision the word of the Lord 
coming to Nephi in his temple or some other holy 
place where a high priest would likely go to make 
such an earnest and urgent intercessory prayer.3 
There, Nephi heard the holy voice of the Lord say-
ing, “Be of good cheer; . . . on the morrow come I 
into the world” (3 Nephi 1:13). 

Behold Your Little Ones, by Robert Barrett. © 1996 IRI.
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While righteous Nephites knew that the sac-
rifices and performances under the law of Moses 
pointed exclusively to the coming atonement of 
Jesus Christ, they still kept the law of Moses with 
strictness—in whatever ways they understood that 
law.4 Indeed, as soon as the sign of the birth of 

Christ was given, people began to argue with Nephi, 
claiming that it was no longer necessary for them 
to observe the law of Moses (3 Nephi 1:24). It fell 
upon Nephi, as the new High Priest, to convince the 
people that all of the law “was not yet fulfilled, and 
that it must be fulfilled in every whit” (1:25). 

The fact that Nephi kept the law of Moses says 
something important about Nephi’s temple. It is 
hard to imagine him keeping every whit of the law 
of Moses without a temple patterned after the taber-
nacle constructed by Moses in the wilderness or the 
Temple of Solomon of Jerusalem. That ancient tem-
ple had been used by the first Nephi, six centuries 
before the birth of Christ, as the model in building 
his temple shortly after his arrival in the promised 
land (2 Nephi 5:16). The Temple of Solomon had 
an altar of sacrifice; the brasen sea, a large basin 
used for washings and purification immersions; a 
rectangular hall (the hekal), which represented four 
of the days (days 3–6) during which the world was 

Nephi Building the Temple. Illustration by Joseph Brickey.
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created5 and held the ten menorahs and tables of the 
shewbread; and a veil (day 2) which kept the inner 
sanctum (debir, the Holy of Holies, day 1) most 
sacred (see items A–H in the drawing of the Temple 
of Solomon above).6 

Having begun by announcing the birth of 
Jesus Christ—himself the new and eternal High 
Priest,7 who would come “to do the will, both of 
the Father and of the Son” (3 Nephi 1:14) by per-
forming his sacrificial mission “to bring redemp-
tion unto the world, to save the world from sin” 
(9:21)—the book of 3 Nephi devotes its next six 
chapters to the chronicling of some of the most 
awful wickedness imaginable (3 Nephi 2–7). These 
years witnessed gross errors, robbers, secret oaths, 
anti-establishment rituals, taunting, slaughter, fear, 
blood, execution, iniquity, murder, conspiracy, 

and assassination, even to the point of stoning the 
prophets and casting them out from among them. 
Lachoneus’s answer was to leave the temple-city 
of Zarahemla and gather his people together for 
seven years in order to starve the robbers out. And 
to an extent this desperate scorched-earth strategy 
worked. Uprooting and relocating would have been 
difficult enough for the righteous Nephites, but per-
haps the hardest thing would have been the aban-
donment of their temple, a central pillar of strength 
for them. 

During these extremely vile and temple-less 
years, Satan was on a rampage. Indeed, the name 
Satan appears in greater concentration in these 
chapters than anywhere else in the Book of Mor-
mon. Satan knew that Jesus had been born, and in 
response he did everything he could to reign with 

Temple of Solomon. Illustration by Michael P. Lyon. © Neal A. Maxwell Institute.
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horror and bloodshed upon this world. But the great 
wickedness of these years leading up to the coming 
of Jesus only heightens and intensifies the contrast 
between Satan’s darkness and the gleaming bright-
ness of the light and goodness that Jesus would 
usher in.

That contrast is somewhat foreshadowed in 
3 Nephi 7, when Nephi was “visited by angels,” 
heard “the voice of the Lord,” saw as an “eye-
witness,” and “had power given unto him that he 
might know concerning the ministry of Christ” 
(7:15). From these sacred ministrations, Nephi knew 
vividly the contrast between the power of Christ 
unto salvation and the tendency of backsliding 
people to return quickly “from righteousness unto 
their wickedness and abominations” (7:15). He then 
went forth with power and authority, casting out 
evil and unclean spirits, raising his brother from the 
dead after he had been stoned by the people, heal-
ing people, showing signs, and baptizing by ritual 
immersion unto the remission of sins (7:19–25). 

In spite of all the good that Nephi did, in 
3 Nephi 8–9 the darkness reached its uttermost 
abyss, when all the elements—earth, air, fire, and 
water—rose up in grief and revulsion at the suf-
fering and death of the God of nature. At least 16 
cities were destroyed: they were covered with earth, 
swept away in the whirlwind, burned with fire, or 
swallowed up in the depths of the sea as the waters 
of the deep came up upon them. All this happened, 
as Jesus explained when he spoke out of the dark-
ness of that cataclysmic destruction, in order that 
the iniquities, wickedness, sins, and abominations 
of these people could be hid “from before my face” 
(3 Nephi 9:5, 7, 9, 11). The holy presence of the Lord 
could not and cannot countenance sin (3 Nephi 
27:19), not even with the “least degree of allowance” 
(Alma 45:16; D&C 1:31).

Interestingly, to the ancient mind, one of the 
main functions of righteous temples was to ensure 
the maintenance of the natural order in the cosmos. 
The Temple of Jerusalem itself was built on or near 
a prominent rock, “the great rock of the thresh-
ing floor,” on which today the Dome of the Rock 
stands.8 The idea of “the rock” holding back waters 
occurs at key junctures in the Old Testament: When 
Moses struck “the rock,” much water poured forth 
(Exodus 17:6). In the millennium, waters will issue 
forth from the Temple Mount, according to Ezekiel 
47:1. According to some explanations, the Holy of 

Holies sat atop the foundation stone of the cosmos, 
called the Shetiyyah-stone. That rock, represent-
ing the rock of salvation, acted like a plug that held 
at bay the destructive waters of the deep and the 
torrents from above.9 Without the temple, chaos 
would break loose and reign, as is reflected in the 
psalms: “The floods have lifted up, O Lord, . . . The 
floods lift up their roaring.” But “mightier than the 
thunders of many waters, . . . the Lord on high is 
mighty! . . . Holiness befits thy house [the temple], 
O Lord, for evermore” (Psalm 93:1–5 RSV). In this 
light, one can appreciate even more fully that, when 
Lachoneus and Nephi had to abandon their temple 
in Zarahemla, it was a very desperate move indeed. 
And sure enough, without the Lord in his temple, 
extreme evil and cataclysmic destruction prevailed 
in those first twenty pages of 3 Nephi. 

Jesus’s Appearance at the Temple

With the coming of Jesus to Bountiful, Satan 
was cast out, and the rock of salvation once again 
held sway. Building upon and giving new mean-
ing to this traditional temple imagery, Jesus said at 
the outset of his sermon to the gathered Nephites, 
“Ye must repent, and be baptized in my name, and 
become as a little child, . . . this is my doctrine, 
and whoso buildeth upon this buildeth upon my 
rock, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against 

them” (3 Nephi 11:38–39). Jesus also concluded his 
sermon with the comparison of the foolish man 
who built his house upon the sand and the wise 
man who built upon the rock, evoking images of 
the temple and its eternal stability when the rain 
and floods come. How poignantly relieving these 
words would have been to those who had just 
recently witnessed the floods and destructions of 
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cities all around them! How grateful they would 
have been for the eternal stability of the temple 
and its doctrines of Christ that open the doors into 
his eternal house! 

Third Nephi 11 begins with a momentous but 
unassuming statement: “And now it came to pass 
that there were a great multitude gathered together 
of the people of Nephi” (11:1). Indeed, there were 
2,500 of them—men, women, and children. Because 
so many things happened on that day, these people 
must have gathered early on some appointed morn-
ing. They were not there by happenstance.10 

Most of all, the text continues, they had gath-
ered “round about the temple which was in the land 
of Bountiful.” This would have been the natural 
place for them to be gathered together to seek to 
learn what they should do next. 

But they had no warning of what was about to 
happen. They knew from a prophecy of Alma that 
Jesus would “manifest himself unto them” (Alma 
45:10), but they do not seem to have known when, 
where, or even how that manifestation would take 
place. And they had heard the voice of Jesus say 
out of the darkness: “Ye shall offer up unto me no 
more the shedding of blood; yea, your sacrifices and 
your burnt offerings shall be done away” (3 Nephi 
9:19), but they do not seem to have known much 
about what they should begin doing differently. It is 
true that they had heard that an old temple teach-
ing, found in Psalm 51:17, namely the law of the 
sacrifice of “a broken heart and a contrite spirit” 
(3 Nephi 9:20), was to be given greater prominence 
as the essence of the new law of sacrifice.11 And 
they may have understood that the fire of the old 

That Ye May Know. © 1995 Gary L. Kapp. Courtesy of Mr. and Mrs. David Larsen—Do Not Copy.
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burnt offering was done away, being fulfilled in the 
baptism “with fire and with the Holy Ghost” (9:20). 
But beyond these words from heaven ending an 
important part of Nephite temple practices, no fur-
ther directions had been given to the Nephites about 
what they should now commence doing at their 
temple instead. 

As they were talking, wondering at the changes 
that had occurred or would yet occur physically and 
spiritually with the death of Christ, a voice came out 
of heaven. Three times it spoke, and the third time 
they understood the words, “Behold, my Beloved 
Son, in whom I am well pleased, in whom I have 
glorified my name—hear ye him” (3 Nephi 11:7). 
These words of divine acknowledgment are similar 
to special words used in the Temple of Jerusalem 
to mark the installation of a new king or to raise a 
new high priest to become sons of God, “I have set 
my king upon my holy hill of Zion [the temple]; I 
will declare the decree: the Lord hath said unto me, 
Thou art my Son” (Psalm 2:6–7).12 

The Temple Setting of the Lord’s 
Ministrations in 3 Nephi

Jesus, of course, could have chosen to appear 
at some other time, at the city gate, out in an open 
field, or in any number of places. But he did not. 
He came precisely to the Temple in Bountiful. And 
for three consecutive days, he met them at or near 
that holy place (3 Nephi 11:1; 17:3; 19:3; 26:13). 
Several years ago, while working particularly on 
the words of Jesus in 3 Nephi 12–14, I was struck 
forcefully by the importance of the temple setting 
for the Sermon on the Mount, a version of which 
appears in those chapters in 3 Nephi. Jesus spoke 
on that occasion at the temple. This locational 
clue is a plain and precious detail restored by the 
Book of Mormon, leading to a captivating con-
textual perspective within which to understand 
the otherwise perplexing nature of the Sermon on 
the Mount in Matthew 5–7. The idea of a temple 
reading of the Sermon on the Mount was soon 
advanced in a FARMS Update, which coined the 
name for the Nephite discourse of “Sermon at the 
Temple.” 13 The intervening years of steady research 
into this topic have only enriched that insight for 
me, especially while preparing for the publica-
tion in 2009 of a book entitled The Sermon on the 
Mount in the Light of the Temple.14

That work emphasizes the idea that the Sermon 
on “the Mount” recalls the fact that the temple in 
Israel was equated with “the mountain of the Lord.” 
Matthew begins chapter 5 in his gospel with these 
words: “And Jesus went up into the mountain (anebē 
eis to oros)” (my translation). It does not say, “And 
Jesus went out on a gentle hillside.” Significantly, 
these words in Matthew are precisely the same as 
the words in the Septuagint text of Exodus 19:3 
and 24:12, when Moses and the elders went up into 

Mount Sinai (anebē eis to oros). In the mountain, the 
seventy elders “saw God” and received the law. In 
the sermon, Jesus similarly promised his disciples 
that if they are pure in heart, “they [too] shall see 
God,” and he likewise gave them a new dispensa-
tion of the law. As some recent biblical scholars have 
said, these points of parallelism “clearly cannot be 
ignored.” 15 Moreover, when Psalm 24 asks, “Who 
shall ascend into the hill [or mountain] of the Lord” 
(anabēsetai eis to oros—the same words again), the 
psalm is asking, who is worthy to enter the temple? 
The precise verbal similarity between the Greek 
texts of these passages in Exodus, Matthew 5, and 
Psalm 24 comes as further confirmation of the tem-
ple setting for the Sermon on the Mount. 

Mountains, of course, were the prototype of 
the temple, in Israelite religion, as well as in ancient 
Near Eastern thought generally. One always went 
up to the temple, climbing step by step, up to 
Jerusalem, onto the Temple Mount and into the 
outer courts, up into the court of the law; through 
the degrees of glory or holiness, past the altar, up 
through the vestibule, into the hekal (the room rep-
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resenting the physical creation of the world), and 
finally through the veil, into the Holy of Holies (rep-
resenting God’s dwelling place and heaven). 

Thanks to the work of Margaret Barker and 
many others in recent years, one can now better 
identify numerous elements in the scriptures as 
reflecting “temple themes.” 16 Because modern read-
ers have not experienced firsthand the sights and 
sounds of the things that transpired in the ancient 
Temple of Jerusalem, their ears are not attuned to 
verbal allusions to things that went on there. By 
way of comparison, in Latter-day Saint culture, all a 
person needs to say are words like recommend, gar-
ments, or holiness to the Lord, and Latter-day Saints 
know that the subject has something to do with the 
temple. By the same token, modern scripture read-
ers need to be on the lookout for possible temple 
themes whenever they encounter concentrations 
of words such as light, salt, washing, anointing, the 
name of God, throne, sonship, garments, bread, for-
giveness, commandments, covenants, oaths, treasures, 
wisdom, judgment, seeing God, eternity, rock, and 
peacemaking—ordinary words though these may be 

in other contexts. Indeed, over 120 such elements 
can be identified as potential temple themes in the 
Sermon on the Mount alone.17 

Many of these temple themes relate to covenant-
making, and it is clear that the Sermon at the Tem-
ple in 3 Nephi is clearly presented in a covenant-
making context, explicitly connected with baptism 
(for example, 11:21–28; 19:11–13; 26:17), command-
ments (12:19–20; 15:10; 18:10, 14; 20:10), and cove

nantal promises of rewards or consequences (12:1–
14; 18:11–14; 20:11–25:6). Because of this clue, one 
can see that Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount can 
also be associated with covenant-making, and per-
haps for this reason the Didache, which contains an 
early Christian instruction given to converts before 
they could be baptized, draws extensively on the 
Sermon on the Mount. Likewise, if a person wanted 
to convert to Judaism, the Talmud required the 
proselyte to be interviewed and told, first, to expect 
to be persecuted: “Do you not know that Israel at the 
present time is persecuted and oppressed, despised, 
harassed and overcome by afflictions?” 18 Likewise, 
the sermon warns would-be disciples that they 
will be reviled, reproached, cursed, and persecuted 
(12:10–12). Next, the proselyte was “given instruc-
tion in some of the minor and some of the major 
commandments.” 19 The Sermon on the Mount also 
gives instructions in the least and greatest laws of 
the kingdom (12:21–48). Next, the Jewish inductee 
was informed not to neglect the poor and to observe 
the law of gleanings and the rule of the poor man’s 
tithe; and similarly the sermon turns its attention 
to almsgiving (13:3), laying up treasures and conse-
crating property with an eye single to serving God 
(13:19–24). The Talmudic procedure then warned 
the candidate “of the punishment for the transgres-
sion of the commandments” but then concluded 
with the promise of great rewards for righteous-
ness.20 The sermon does the same (14:21–27). 

More Than Proverbial Wisdom

Clearly, more is going on in Matthew 5–7, in 
3 Nephi 12–14, and throughout 3 Nephi, than the 
dispensing of ordinary folk wisdom. The genre of 
the Sermon on the Mount is not one of broad moral 
platitudes or proverbs, as is often thought. Since the 
first step in interpreting any text is to identify what 
kind of text it is, and since the genre of a text is best 
detected by its dominant rhetorical register, I have 
recently catalogued a large number of Greek words 
and phrases in Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount 
that come straight from the ancient Greek version of 
the psalms.21

And why might this be significant? Because 
the temple is the dominant factor in the psalms. As 
people ascended to the temple, they sang the psalms 
of joy, penitence, prayer, and praise. The psalms 
were chanted in the temple by Levitical cantors, 
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sung by dispersed Jews yearning for the temple, and 
by families giving thanks for the blessings of the 
temple.22 These words from the psalms would have 
given the sermon a clear temple register for those 
with ears to hear. 

Thus each allusion to the psalms in the Sermon 
on the Mount adds corroboration to its temple genre 
and thus supports its temple setting in 3 Nephi. For 
example, the word makarioi, “blessed will be” in 
Matthew 5, is also the very first word in Psalm 1:1, 
and it goes on to appear twenty-five more times in 
the psalms.

Psalm 37 unmistakably conjoins the words 
“meek” and “inheriting,” as in Matthew 5:5. 

The words “filled” and “righteousness” stand 
together in Psalm 17:15, as they do in Matthew 5:6. 

Psalm 32:11 issues a double call: “Be glad in the 
Lord, and rejoice (agalliasthe)!” A double call, rejoice 
and be exceeding glad, also can be heard in Mat-
thew 5:12, using the same word that appears often in 
the psalms, agalliasthe, meaning “hallelujah.” 

The warning in Matthew 7:6, “lest they trample 
[your pearls] under their feet, and turn again and 
rend you,” echoes Psalm 50:22 (RSV), “lest I rend, 
and there be none to deliver.”

The two diverging ways in Matthew 7:13–14, 
namely the wide “way” (hodos) and the narrow “way” 
(hodos), emerge right from Psalm 1:6, which reads, 
“For the Lord knoweth the way (hodos) of righteous-
ness: but the way (hodos) of the ungodly will perish.”

Verse 8 of Psalm 94 contrasts the wise man and 
the foolish man, using the same root words, phroni-

mos and mōros, found in Matthew 7:24–26.
Words as distinctive as the Greek anomia, used 

in Matthew 7:23, “depart from me, ye that work 
iniquity (hoi ergazomenoi tēn anomian),” come 
straight from Psalm 6:8, “Depart from me, all ye 
workers of iniquity (hoi ergazomenoi tēn anomian).” 
But most of these significant parallels usually go 
completely unnoticed. 

Moreover, many other Greek words in the Ser-
mon on the Mount appear multiple times in other 

Old Testament temple texts in the Septuagint, such as 
the dedicatory prayer for the Temple of Solomon in 
1 Kings 8, or the futuristic vision of the ideal temple 
in Ezekiel 40–48. 

It is interesting to me that when the sermon 
talks about putting your lamp on a candlestick/
lampstand, the Greek word there is luchnia, which 
happens to be the word for the menorah. This word 
is unforgettably concentrated nine times inside of 
only six verses in the instruction in Exodus 25 about 
the construction of the tabernacle.

Being “perfect,” teleios, recalls not only the tech-
nical use of this term to describe complete initiation 
into the mysteries, but also the word teleiosis, which 
is the temple-significant word for “consecration” in 
Exodus and Leviticus.23

Readers may well be surprised by the number 
of phrases in the Sermon on the Mount that repeat 
or allude to temple texts. Of the 383 words in the 
total vocabulary of the Sermon on the Mount, one-
third of them cast a long temple shadow. While the 
individual significance of each may be small, the 
cumulative effect of all these verbal echoes only 
increases the likelihood that attuned listeners would 
have deeply appreciated the temple register of the 
Sermon on the Mount as it shed light on the nature 
of the new covenants they were making. And sig-
nificantly, Jesus typically spoke in two registers: one 
at an obvious, ethical level, and the other at a more 
veiled level. Indeed, it is possible that the Sermon on 
the Mount might have served in a temple-like way 
to lead people upward into the presence of God. 

These temple connections carry over into our 
reading of 3 Nephi. In the temple setting expressly 
supplied by 3 Nephi, it is easy to identify here laws 
regarding evil speaking (12:22), adultery (12:27–30), 
gospel love (12:39–44), and consecration (13:19–24). 
It is also easy to imagine people covenanting to keep 
those laws by answering simply “Yea, yea,” or “Nay, 
nay,” as instructed in the sermon (12:37), or to think 
of a group prayer being offered (13:9–13), or of people 
being anointed (13:17) or clothed in garments more 
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glorious than Solomon’s (13:28–30), as mentioned in 
the Sermon at the Temple or Sermon on the Mount. 

Moreover, new research now allows one to 
appreciate the overall structure of the sermon as a 
marvelous ascension text. It begins by placing its 
hearers in a lowly state and then, step by step, guides 
them to its climactic end, being welcomed into 
the presence of God. Through twenty-five stages, 
it builds in an overall crescendo. Rituals of ascent 
were common enough in antiquity, from Enoch’s 
ascent into the tenth heaven in the book of 1 Enoch, 
to Paul’s being taken up into the third heaven 
(2 Corinthians 12:2). Roots of the heavenly ascent 
motif reach deeply into Akkadian mythology, Greek 
mystery religions, and Gnostic literature, and these 
rituals were of a piece with the temple.24

In particular, individual thematic escalations 
accentuate the sermon’s overall path of ascent.25 
Often these steps build in three stages, from an ini-
tial concern about one’s obligations toward (1) oth-
ers (mainly in Matthew 5 or 3 Nephi 12), to a sec-
ond concern about (2) personal and secret virtues 
(mainly in Matthew 6 or 3 Nephi 13), and finally 
culminating in (3) qualities of God and holiness 
(in Matthew 7 or 3 Nephi 14). The threefold pat-
tern here reflects the three elements in the two great 
commandments: Loving (1) others as (2) ourselves, 
and serving (3) God, our master, with all our hearts, 
might, minds, and strength. 

Similarly, prayer is mentioned three times in the 
sermon. At first, we are told to pray for other people, 
particularly our enemies (Matthew 5; 3 Nephi 12). 
Second, we are told to pray for ourselves: “forgive 
us our own trespasses” (Matthew 6; 3 Nephi 13). 
Finally, in the third stage, our prayers ask for gifts 
from our Father in Heaven, and all those who put 
up a threefold petition (ask, seek, and knock) are 
told that it shall be opened to them (Matthew 7; 
3 Nephi 14).

Concerning generosity, first, one is told in Mat-
thew 5 and 3 Nephi 12 to give generously to others, 
if people ask for clothing or assistance. Second, in 
Matthew 6 and 3 Nephi 13, one is told to give of 
our own accord and in secret for our own eternal 
benefit. Finally, in Matthew 7 and 3 Nephi 14 one 
becomes able to give good gifts even as God the 
Father does, doing all things unto others as they 
would have done to themselves.

Likewise, punishments are mentioned three 
times: socially, the salt that is cast out is trodden 

underfoot by men because it has become useless to 
other people. Second, when a person jeopardizes his 
own eternal well-being, it is better for him to cut 
off his own hand than to lose his entire soul. And 
third, all those who cast the holy thing before swine 
will find themselves torn by dogs and trampled by 
pigs, seemingly seen here as instruments of divine 
punishment. 

Other examples of escalation could be given, 
showing that in the experience of this ascent a fun-
damental unity of the sermon is found. Just as the 
Sermon on the Mount begins on a mountain, it ends 
by talking about the wise man who builds upon 
that mountain, by not only hearing but actually pat-
terning his house of righteousness after God’s holy 
house. Progressively, through these stages of ascent, 
there comes first fulfillment of the law amidst the 
people of Israel, next perfection of each individual, 
and finally hearing the Lord himself say, “Enter,” 
not “Depart” (3 Nephi 14:21–23). 

Third Nephi and the Holy of 
Holies

If entrance into the presence of God is the end 
to which the Sermon on the Mount and the Sermon 
at the Temple both lead, readers should consider 
the profound connections between the heart of 
3 Nephi and the inner sanctum of the temple. For 
example, under the old law, entrance into the Holy 
of Holies and into the presence of the Lord was the 
unique privilege of the High Priest.26 His privilege 
of entering into the presence of God foreshadowed 
or typified the same honor that will come to all of 
God’s righteous children, and as Jesus fulfilled and 
expanded the former law when he delivered the Ser-
mon on the Mount and the Sermon at the Temple, 
he extended the covenantal promise of this sacred 
privilege to all worthy men and women, who will 
stand someday in the literal presence of God. For 
this reason, I wish to suggest that knowing as much 
as possible about the symbolic aspects of the Holy of 
Holies and its connected holy places opens to view 
many ways in which aspects of the Holy of Holies 
symbolized the coming of the Lord in holiness to 
his people in general and the wondrous mysteries of 
the glorious things that happened in 3 Nephi 11–28 
during Jesus’s three days at the Temple in Bountiful 
in particular. 
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From several rather sacred, and thus appro-
priately cryptic, texts in the Bible, the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, and the Enoch literature, it is possible with 
great caution to reconstruct basic things that were 
present or occurred in the Holy of Holies.27 Know-
ing things as they did from the plates of brass and 
from their own temple tradition, which dated back 
to Lehi and Nephi, who had seen “the things of the 
Jews” in Jerusalem with their own eyes (2 Nephi 
25:5), the Nephite high priests may well have under-
stood some of these characteristic features of things 
closely associated with the Holy of Holies—all of 
which bring to mind details reported throughout 
3 Nephi. The following discussion, which proceeds 
mainly in scriptural order from 3 Nephi 11 to 
3 Nephi 28, focuses primarily on unique features 
of the Holy of Holies; however, several of these ele-
ments may pertain also or more directly to the adja-
cent and integrally connected hekal, for as Mena-
hem Haran has said, “neither of [these chambers] 
ha[d] any significance without the other.” 28 Consider 
the following:

Presence. The Holy of Holies was strongly asso-
ciated with God’s presence.29 In the Holy of Holies, 
the High Priest was said to stand in the presence of 
God, as Moses and the twenty-four elders had stood 
in the presence of God on the holy Mount, Mount 
Sinai (Exodus 24:10). As God then guided Israel in 
the wilderness in a cloud, so the cloud of incense 
in the Holy of Holies marked his presence there.30 
Likewise, in 3 Nephi, the people of Bountiful were 
privileged to stand in the very presence of God: 
“He came down and stood in the midst of them” 
(3 Nephi 11:8). It is as if they had been admitted into 
the Holy of Holies. 

Silence. The holy place in the Temple of Jeru-
salem is spoken of as “the sanctuary of silence,” 31 
based on Habakkuk 2:20: “The Lord is in his holy 
temple: let all the earth keep silence before him.” 
The greater the holiness, the more profound the 
silence. Then and now, temple experiences begin 
with awe and unfold in silence. As Jesus descended 
to the Temple in Bountiful, the people looked up, 
focused on him, and “durst not open their mouths, 
even one to another” (11:8). Such reverence befits the 
holiest of places. 

Timelessness. In the Holy of Holies, it was as if 
time stood still, inasmuch as the temporal world 
was transcended there.32 Perhaps symbolizing this, 
the signs of great lights at the time of Jesus’s birth 

made it appear as if the sun had stood still, for it 
was “one day and a night and a day, as if it were one 
day” (Helaman 14:3; 3 Nephi 1:15). Indeed it seems 
that the place where the visit of Christ happened is 
more important to Nephi than the date when it hap-
pened. Neither Nephi nor Mormon give the date of 
this appearance. Indeed, as one moves further into 
Nephi’s book, time references fade into the back-
ground and eventually disappear entirely. Jesus will 
teach there for three days, after which he returned 
“oft” (3 Nephi 26:13) to instruct the people further, 
but Nephi’s record does not say whether those visits 
occurred once a week, once a month, regularly, or 

at unexpected moments. These record keepers do 
not seem to want their readers to be thinking about 
time, which is characteristic of sacred experiences 
in which time is left behind and the broader vistas 
of eternity are opened to spiritual eyes. As a result, 
3 Nephi has no usual storyline, no heroic action 

Now these Nephites ate the 

sanctified bread in remembrance, 

not of the broken body or of the 

suffering of the Lord, but of the 

unforgettably glorified physical 

body, “which I have shown unto 

you” (3 Nephi 18:7). Their sacrament 

was, quite literally, a sacrament 

of “shew” bread, of the bread of 

life that had been shown to them, 

the bread of a resurrected being 

which they had not only seen but 

also touched and whose hands 

had touched them.
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scenes, and no sensational narrative 
attractions. These chapters blend 
into one great whole, as supernal 
truths and texts usually do. 

The Word of the Lord. From the 
presence of the Lord in the temple, 
says Psalm 17:2, the word of the 
Lord comes forth as his “oracle.” 33 
It was in the Holy of Holies that 
Isaiah saw the Lord “sitting upon a 
throne, high and lifted up, and his 
train filled the temple” (Isaiah 6:1), 
and there the word of the Lord was 
given to him. Throughout 3 Nephi, 
one hears in abundance the word 
of the Lord. He himself spoke. He 
identified himself: “He stretched 
forth his hand and spake unto the 
people saying: Behold I am Jesus 
Christ, whom the prophets testified shall come into 
the world” (3 Nephi 11:9–10). He delivered the very 
words of God the Father, with whom he was “one” 
(3 Nephi 28:10). 

High Priesthood. While all the inner courts of 
the temple were the realm of the priests, the Holy 
of Holies was the special domain of the high priest-
hood, “the preserve of the high priesthood,” 34 where 
all the angelic hosts were “dressed as the high 
priests.” 35 In 3 Nephi, dispensations of priesthood 
authority are prominent. In 3 Nephi 11, twelve disci-
ples were called and given the power and instruction 
on how to function in the baptismal ordinance of the 
Aaronic Priesthood, and the people were then told 
to give strict heed to the words of these teachers and 
servants: “Blessed are ye if ye shall give heed unto 
the words of these twelve whom I have chosen from 
among you to minister unto you, and to be your 
servants” (12:1). Then in 3 Nephi 18, at the end of 
that first day, these twelve were ordained to a higher 
priesthood, which gave them the power to bestow 
the gift of the Holy Ghost (18:37; Moroni 2:1–3).

Covenant. In the Holy of Holies was placed the 
ark of the covenant,36 containing the Ten Com-
mandments and perhaps other parts of the books of 
the law which together formed the law of the cove
nant. Over the ark of the covenant was a covering 
of solid gold, called the mercy seat, made up of two 
cherubim whose wings overshadowed the tablets 
of law (1 Kings 8:6–7), symbolizing the heavenly 
throne,37 this all being the evidence of “a contract 

between” God and his people.38 Later in 3 Nephi, 
the Lord will interpret and explain the meaning of 
several of the Ten Commandments, and he will give 
commandments which the people will oblige them-
selves, by way of covenant,39 to obey, as they partake 
of the emblems of his flesh and blood (3 Nephi 
18:10). In return for their covenantal commitment, 
the mercy of the Lord will be extended to them 
before the throne and judgment seat of God.40 

Commandments. Next, in 3 Nephi 12–14, Jesus 
gave the people a series of instructions that relate 
closely to temple laws and commandments. These 
involve the inward observance of the Ten Com-
mandments, which were kept in the Holy of Holies 
in the ark of the covenant (1 Kings 8:9; Hebrews 
9:4) and were read daily in the courts of the Temple 
of Jerusalem.41 The people were instructed to fast, 
wash, and anoint their face and head (3 Nephi 
13:17). They were also told that, if they brought 
their sacrifice to the altar and there remembered 
that their brother had aught against them, they had 
to leave the altar and first reconcile and eliminate 
all contention or disputation, “with full purpose of 
heart” (3 Nephi 12:24),42 preparing them to proceed 
further.

Shewbread. The daily shewbread was a sacred 
presence just outside the Holy of Holies, reminiscent 

Minerva K. Teichert (1888-1976), The Sacrament, 1950-1951, oil on 
masonite, 36 x 48 inches. Brigham Young University Museum of Art, 
gift of the artist.
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of the manna given by God to his people in the 
wilderness 43 and “eaten by the priests ‘in a holy 
place.’ ” 44 Now these Nephites ate the sanctified 
bread in remembrance, not of the broken body or 
of the suffering of the Lord, but of the unforgettably 
glorified physical body, “which I have shown unto 
you” (3 Nephi 18:7). Their sacrament was, quite liter-
ally, a sacrament of “shew” bread, of the bread of life 
that had been shown to them, the bread of a resur-
rected being which they had not only seen but also 
touched and whose hands had touched them. 

The Divine Name. The holy name of Jehovah 
played an important role in the Holy of Holies. The 
High Priest wore a gold plate on his forehead with 
“Holiness to the Lord” inscribed upon it (Exodus 
28:36).45 In 3 Nephi 18, all the people took upon 
themselves the name of Jesus as he ministered the 
bread and wine to the multitude. It had been prom-
ised in the tabernacle of Moses: “They shall put my 
name upon the children of Israel, and I will bless 
them” (Numbers 6:27). 

Purity. The Holy of Holies was a place of 
supreme purity, even more than elsewhere in the 
temple. After administering the sacrament of “the 
wine of the cup” (3 Nephi 18:8), and following stern 
warnings about the need to pray, especially in fami-
lies, Jesus gave the Nephites explicit instructions 
about the need for purity and worthiness to par-
ticipate in these sacred ordinances (18:28–29), just 
as worthiness to enter the temple had always been 
required: “Who shall ascend into the mountain 
[temple] of the Lord? . . . He who hath clean hands, 
and a pure heart” (Psalm 24:3–4, my translation). 

Prayer. Prayer and supplication permeated every 
part and purpose of the holy temple (1 Kings 8:28–
53). Jesus’s second day with the Nephites began as 
the people assembled again at the temple (3 Nephi 
19:3), having spent the night rushing around telling 
everyone who had missed the first day to be sure 
to drop whatever they were doing and not to miss 
what might come next. The twelve disciples began 
by repeating to the company the “same words which 
Jesus had spoken—nothing varying from the words 
which Jesus had spoken”—the day before (3 Nephi 
19:8). Verbatim repetition was beneficial not only 
for those who were hearing for the first time but for 
those who had already heard. The disciples then led 
the people in profound prayer.

After they prayed, they were all baptized and 
received the blessing of the Holy Ghost; and as 

angels ministered to them, the Lord came into their 
midst. He asked them to pray again, as he prayed, 
giving thanks to God, asking for faith and that their 
hearts be set upon righteous desires, unity, and 
purity.46

Unity. The Holy of Holies can be seen as rep-
resenting Day One of the Creation inasmuch as all 
things emanate from its primordial state,47 in which 
things were undifferentiated and the opposites that 
characterize this world had not been separated. 
All that happened in the Holy of Holies derived its 
truth, power, and goodness from the One, so that all 
might once again become one with God and with 
each other.48 In John 17, in what is called by New 
Testament scholars his great high priestly prayer, 
Jesus prayed for unity between himself, the Father, 
his twelve apostles, and all those who would believe 
their words. A salient point encountered in 3 Nephi 
highlights this same element of unity. In 3 Nephi 19, 
Jesus first offered another exquisite high priestly 
prayer to the Father “for all those who shall believe 
on [his disciples’] words, that they may believe in 
me, that I may be in them as thou, Father, art in me, 
that we may be one” (19:23), so that “I may be glori-
fied in them” (19:29). In the end, Jesus “expounded 
all the scriptures in one” (23:14) and declared “the 
Father and I are one” (28:10). The mystery of unity 
was one of the greatest revelations and blessings 
of the Holy of Holies, and this theme is certainly 
prevalent in 3 Nephi. 

Perfect Order. This holiest of all chambers was 
thought of as a place of supreme order and per-
fection, and this was represented by the fact that 
the Holy of Holies of the tabernacle was a “per-
fect cube,” 49 10 cubits by 10 cubits by 10 cubits, a 
perfect number 50 in all three dimensions. Here, 
in an architectural sense, eternal oneness became 
three-dimensional, and thus in this place heaven 
and earth could meet. Although there may also be 
other factors at work here, it is worth noting in this 
connection that many things happen in threes in 
3 Nephi: the destruction and tempest lasted three 
hours (8:19), the darkness lasted three days (8:3), the 
voice of the Father spoke from heaven three times 
(11:5), Jesus prayed three times (19:19; 19:27; 19:31), 
and he appeared at the temple on three consecutive 
days (26:13).51

Blessing. The entire temple was a house of bless-
ing, and so it was in 3 Nephi as well. In the Temple 
of Jerusalem a beautiful prayer was offered twice 
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each day at the time of the daily sacrificial services 
known as the Tamid. This priestly blessing, found 
in Numbers 6, took place at the altar in the court 
outside the Holy Place. It reads, “The Lord bless 
thee, and keep thee: The Lord make his face shine 
upon thee, and be gracious unto thee: the Lord lift 
up his countenance upon thee, and give thee peace” 
(Numbers 6:24–26). What could be a more explicit 
bestowal and fulfillment of that famous priestly 
blessing, as Matthew Grey has shown so well, than 
these words coming next from 3 Nephi 19:25? “And 
it came to pass that Jesus blessed them; . . . and his 
countenance did smile upon them, and the light of 
his countenance did shine upon them.” 52 Quoting 
Isaiah, the resurrected Lord additionally covenanted 
and promised the people, “Great shall be the peace 
of thy children” (3 Nephi 22:13).

Whiteness of the Garments. The seraphim or 
cherubim were also there in the Holy of Holies (one 
knows little about these beings except that they were 
apparently burning bright), along with concourses 
of angels (as seen by Lehi in 1 Nephi 1:8), who were 
the hosts of heaven or ministers in “flaming fire” 
(Psalm 104:4),53 all in “garments of glory.” 54 It was “a 
place of fire.” 55 Similarly, angels abound in 3 Nephi 
(17:24; 19:14–15; 27:30). The burning whiteness of 
the robes of Jesus and of others attract special atten-
tion in 3 Nephi. Jesus initially appeared “clothed in 
a white robe” (11:8). On the second day, he came in 
even greater glory, in radiant “garments” (19:25). 
After the people prayed, they were “encircled about 
as if it were by fire” (19:14), reminiscent of the sera-
phim (Isaiah 6:2, 6) or the radiance of the glorious 
presence of God; and as Jesus blessed the people, 
they became “as white as the countenance and also 
the garments of Jesus; and behold the whiteness 
did exceed all the whiteness, yea even there could 
be nothing upon earth so white as the whiteness 
thereof” (19:25). His disciples became even as white 
“as Jesus” (19:30).56 The day before, Jesus had prom-
ised his twelve disciples that they would be given 
garments even more glorious than Solomon: “I say 
unto you, that even Solomon, in all his glory, was not 
arrayed like one of these, . . . even so will he clothe 
(endow) you, if ye are not of little faith” (13:29–30). 
Garments of such whiteness and glory belong first 
and foremost, not on earth, but in the temple, a 
model of heaven on earth. 

Joy. In the “presence” of the Lord, sings Psalm 
16:11, is the “fulness of joy.” The entire temple was 

a place of peace and joy, culminating in the Holy 
of Holies, which enshrined divine joy. Indeed, the 
word joy appears three times in 3 Nephi 17: in verse 
17, “no one can conceive of the joy which filled our 
souls at the time we heard him pray for us unto 
the Father”; in verse 18, “so great was the joy of the 
multitude that they were overcome”; and in verse 
20, when Jesus himself exclaimed, “Behold my joy 
is full.” On day two, Jesus quoted from Isaiah 52, 
“Then shall they break forth into joy” (20:34), and at 
the end of day three, Jesus exclaimed, “Behold, my 
joy is great, even unto fulness,” and declared that 
“even the Father rejoiceth” (27:30).57 

Awe. The Holy of Holies was a place of amaze-
ment and wonder.58 Things that occurred in 3 Nephi 
caused the people of Nephi to marvel and wonder 
about many things. They were “marveling and won-
dering” when the theophany of the resurrected Lord 
commenced (11:1). When they “marveled, and won-
dered” (15:2) about how all things had become new, 
to allay their concerns, Jesus gave direct assurances 
in 3 Nephi 15 that he was Jehovah, the Giver of the 
Law and the Light of the World, who could therefore 
fulfill the law and give eternal life. As they touched 
and recognized the prints in his hands, “they did 
fall down at the feet of Jesus, and did worship him” 
(11:17). All of these “marvelous things” (17:16, 17; 
26:14, 16) and “marvelous . . . words” (19:34) are 
important disclosures, fully at home among the 
mysteries of the temple. 

House of Israel’s God. Following his initial ser-
mon on his first day in Bountiful and extending into 
the second day, Jesus spoke of the covenant of the 
Father with the House of Israel. He first explained 
that other sheep would not be so privileged to hear 
his voice in person, whereas the righteous Nephites 
had “both heard my voice, and seen me” (3 Nephi 
15:24). Only members of the house of Israel were 
permitted to enter into the inner precincts of the 
temple, going beyond the outer court (or the Court 
of the Gentiles as it was later called in the Temple of 
Herod), where those “other sheep” previously had to 
stop. Now, however, in 3 Nephi 16, as Jesus went on 
to explain, if the Gentiles would repent and be num-
bered among the house of Israel, the words of Isaiah 
would be fulfilled that “the Lord hath comforted his 
people, he hath redeemed Jerusalem; . . . and all the 
ends of the earth shall see the salvation of God” and 
shall see God “eye to eye when the Lord shall bring 
again Zion” (3 Nephi 16:18–20). Nothing was more 
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central to the holy temple than redemption, salva-
tion, and seeing God. 

Jesus subsequently turned his attention next 
to the sacred promises made by the Father and the 
Son to their covenant people. Just as he had given 
the Sermon at the Temple on the first day (3 Nephi 
12–14) instructing the people concerning their obli-
gations in their covenant relationship with God, 
on the second day he gave another uninterrupted 
sermon of close to the same length (3 Nephi 20–22, 
appropriately called the 
“Father’s Covenant People 
Sermon”) 59 detailing the 
irrevocable commitments 
that God makes as his 
part of this two-way cove-
nant relationship. Indeed, 
in these three chapters 
the dominant words are 
the Father (39 times), 
covenant (16 times), and 
people (35 times). The 
Father and the Son can 
be counted on, absolutely, 
to keep their side of the 
covenant, sworn in the 
temple that day. They will 
never forget. They will 
“lay thy stones with fair 
colors, and lay thy foun-
dations with sapphires, 
. . . and all thy children 
shall be taught of the 
Lord” (3 Nephi 22:11–13; 
compare Isaiah 54:11–13). 
Temple themes abound in this covenant sermon, 
which mentions a new ark of the covenant, which, 
like Noah’s ark, will carry his people when they 
might be tossed with tempests (3 Nephi 22:9, 11). It 
assures that, as God has sworn, “the covenant of my 
peace” shall not be removed (3 Nephi 22:10). He will 
deliver his people from their adversaries (especially 
the great adversary). He will bring in the New Jeru-
salem, with its new millennial temple, to bless all 
the kindred of the earth in fulfillment of the Abra-
hamic covenant. And when these words, from the 
Holy of Holies of the Book of Mormon, come forth 
into the world, this shall be a sign to all the world 
“that the work of the Father hath already com-
menced unto the fulfilling of the covenant which he 

hath made unto the people who are of the house of 
Israel” (3 Nephi 21:7). That work has everything to 
do with the work of the temple.

Hidden Things. In the Holy of Holies, one 
learned the hidden or secret things and how every-
thing lives.60 There one could in some unknown 
way “gaze on the mystery” 61 of the plan of exis-
tence, and could see things which cannot be spoken 
but must remain “hidden from public gaze.” 62 In 
3 Nephi 15–16 and 20–22, the Nephites learned of 

God’s great plan of hap-
piness, of his covenants 
with the house of Israel, 
and how he will bless all 
the nations of the earth. 
On each of the three 
days, Jesus spoke words 
that could not be written 
(3 Nephi 17:15; 19:32, 34; 
26:6), perhaps not only 
because he said so many 
things or because lan-
guage was inadequate, but 
also because the things 
they saw and heard were 
too sacred. Jesus had told 
the people that they must 
not cast pearls before 
swine or “that which is 
holy” before the dogs 
(3 Nephi 14:6); and since 
they had covenanted not 
to do so, he could teach 
them things that were not 
to be written. 

Prophecy. In the Holy of Holies, prophetic words 
were received (see Isaiah 6:8–13) and heavenly books 
of remembrance were kept (Revelation 5:1), and in 
3 Nephi, prophetic records next play a prominent 
role. In 3 Nephi 23, the Lord affirmed the gifts of 
prophecy. He also commanded the people to search 
diligently the words of the prophet Isaiah (3 Nephi 
23:1). He took time to correct the Nephite record so 
that it would include the fulfillment of the prophecy 
by Samuel the Lamanite about many saints arising 
from the dead at the time of the death of the Sav-
ior (3 Nephi 23:13). This event showed the reality 
of the afterlife, given to ordinary mortals because 
of the resurrection of the Savior. Jesus then quoted 
the last two chapters of Malachi, in which that 

He stood in the middle, children 

in a circle around him, parents 

in an outer circle around them. 

He spoke words which could not 

be written; things happened that 

they both saw and heard (3 Nephi 

17:11–17). Jesus also prayed for 

the parents (17:17), wept for joy, 

blessed the children one by one, 

and, turning to the parents, said, 

“Behold your little ones” (17:23).
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prophet spoke of the coming of “a messenger of the 
covenant” to the temple (Malachi 3:1); making pure 
consecration of tithes and offerings (3:3–10); keeping 
a book of remembrance (3:16); the appearance of the 
Son of Righteousness “with healing in his wings” 
(Malachi 4:2); and the return of Elijah to turn the 
hearts of parents and children to each other (4:5–6). 
Each of Malachi’s prophetic points quoted in 
3 Nephi 24–25 deals with temple themes pertinent 
to the events in 3 Nephi.63

Healing. The temple 
was dedicated as a 
place for the healing of 
“whatsoever sickness 
there be” (1 Kings 8:37), 
and in many ways, the 
great atonement of the 
High Priest on the Day 
of Atonement was a 
“rite of healing,” healing 
wounds and restoring 
life to all creation.64 The 
Holy of Holies furnishes 
the great example of 
wholeness, wellness, and 
the complete absence 
of evil or illness. The 
Son of Righteousness 
indeed came to the 
Nephites “with healing 
in his wings,” through-
out his ministry there. 
As Jesus was about to 
leave toward the end 
of his first day with 
the Nephites, recognizing that he had just about 
worn the people out, he was deeply touched by their 
tears and steadfast faith and fixed gazes. Filled with 
compassion, he called for any and all of their sick 
and afflicted to be brought forward, and he healed 
them one by one. Ancient temples often functioned 
as shrines of healing. The House of the Lord miti-
gated the results of the fall of Adam, which so often 
involves sickness, injury, corruption, and sorrow. It is 
interesting to wonder—even if this cannot be known 
for sure—if any of the lame, halt, or maimed whom 
Jesus healed at this time had been injured in the great 
destructions that had recently occurred at the time of 
the death of Jesus himself. If so, one may well imag-
ine that his compassion was intensified by his com-

miseration, knowing that they all had suffered at the 
same time as he had in consequence of the destruc-
tions that accompanied his atoning sacrifice. The 
healing blessings of the Lord continued on the second 
day as well, when he “healed all their sick, . . . raised 
a man from the dead, and had shown forth his power 
unto them” (3 Nephi 26:15). 

Children. In the Holy of Holies, the High Priest 
became a holy child or “son of God” 65 among all 
the children of Israel, in the sense of qualifying to 

enter into God’s most 
heavenly kingdom. Per-
haps with this symbol-
ism and other exalting 
powers in mind, Jesus 
gave blessings and 
paid special attention 
to the children on all 
three days reported in 
3 Nephi. On the first 
day, he asked that the 
children be brought to 
him. He stood in the 
middle, children in a 
circle around him, par-
ents in an outer circle 
around them. He spoke 
words which could not 
be written; things hap-
pened that they both 
saw and heard (3 Nephi 
17:11–17). Jesus also 
prayed for the parents 
(17:17), wept for joy, 
blessed the children one 

by one, and, turning to the parents, said, “Behold 
your little ones” (17:23). As these extraordinary 
blessings were given, angels descended, encircled 
the little ones, and the multitude did bear witness 
(17:24–25). This event occurred in the presence of 
God (Jesus), angels, and a host of witnesses.66 On 
day two, the hearts of the parents were then turned 
to their children as Jesus loosed the tongues of the 
children, “and they did speak unto their fathers 
great and marvelous things” (26:14). On day three, 
the multitude gathered themselves together once 
again. This time “they both saw and heard these 
children, yea, even babes did open their mouths and 
utter marvelous things,” which the people “were for-
bidden” to write (26:16). 

Detail of Behold Your Little Ones, by Robert Barrett. © 1996 IRI.
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Sending Forth. Just as the Nephite disciples 
were sent forth immediately to preach the gospel 
and establish the Church of Jesus Christ and build 
Zion in 3 Nephi 27, prophets of old had been sent 
out from the Holy of Holies, called and sent forth 
into the world, symbolically returning back into the 
created world on the other side of the veil. In Isaiah 
6, when Isaiah was called from the temple to cry 
repentance to the people, God asked, “Whom shall I 
send, and who will go for us?” Isaiah said, “Here am 
I; send me” (6:8). He was then told what to say and 
what not to say to the people at large.

Consecration. The Nephites began living the 
law of consecration,67 having all things in common 
(3 Nephi 26:19; 4 Nephi 1:3). They called themselves 
the Church of Christ, built up the Church, and did 
all things in the name of Christ. When Jesus asked, 
“What is it that ye desire of me, after that I am gone 
to the Father?” (3 Nephi 28:1), nine of the disciples 
yearned for nothing more than to come speedily 

unto Christ to enter into his kingdom, while three 
desired nothing more than to stay to assist in build-
ing up the kingdom of God on this earth. These are 
the two ultimate desires with which all are blessed 
by the holy temple of God.

Transfiguration. There was also an oil of anoint-
ment used to anoint the ark of the covenant as 
well as the entire tabernacle (Exodus 30:23–25). It 
is spoken of, in 2 Enoch 22:9, as being “like sweet 
dew,” making the initiate “like one of the glorious 
ones,” lifted up into a higher state, allowing them to 
become sons of God, children of light, like angels, 
lifted up, transformed into an angelic state, trans-
figured as translated beings,68 obtaining “resurrec-
tion, life, vision, knowledge.” 69 In yet a concluding 
triad,70 three of these Nephites were so blessed as 
to never taste death but to be transformed, to be 

“changed in the twinkling of an eye” and blessed 
in the kingdom of the Father (3 Nephi 28:7–8). 
Their eternal mission was to “bring the souls of 
men” unto Christ (28:9). Without arguing that the 
transfiguration of these three Nephites somehow 
involved the use of that oil of anointment, it is pos-
sible to see that the book of 3 Nephi ends with an 
actual transformation, just as the Holy of Holies 
aimed ultimately to raise and transform mortal 
souls into immortal, celestial beings. 

Other points linking 3 Nephi with the Holy 
of Holies and its closely connected temple courts 
and chambers could be mentioned, but enough has 
been said to appreciate the holy context, charac-
ter, and qualities of this book of sacred scripture. 
All of these holy elements can be seen in the book 
3 Nephi. This timeless book abounds with temple 
themes. It calls us to repent, to come unto Jesus, to 
take upon ourselves the name of Christ, to become 
his purified covenant people, showing us the way to 
enter through the narrow gate into his sublime and 
exalting presence (3 Nephi 27:9–33).

Concluding Thoughts

I find it hard to say enough in praise of 
3 Nephi. It has been called a “fifth gospel,” 71 “a 
resplendent portrait,” 72 “a crowning jewel,”73 “the 
pinnacle,” 74 “the climax, the apex,” 75 and even 
the “first gospel,” 76 “the focal point, the supreme 
moment, in the entire history of the Book of Mor-
mon.” 77 To that may we now add: it is “the inner 
sanctum” of the Book of Mormon, a sacred and 
infinite template uniting time and all eternity. As 
President Ezra Taft Benson has said, “It is clear 
that 3 Nephi contains some of the most moving 
and powerful passages in all scripture. It testifies 
of Christ, his prophets, and the doctrines of salva-
tion.” He went on to encourage people, especially 
families, to read 3 Nephi together at Easter time 
and to “discuss its sacred contents.” 78 

It leaves a powerful impression with me to think 
that Joseph Smith translated this record in 1829, 
before he knew—or at least had said anything—
about building temples or began revealing any of 
the ordinances of the House of the Lord. Joseph 
Smith was inspired by an incessant determination to 
rebuild Zion by restoring the ordinances of the tem-
ple. The roots of that prophetic ideal may well have 
begun as early as with what he learned or sensed 
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from his translation of the Book of Mormon and 
especially the translation of 3 Nephi.79 Soon, those 
things would be revealed to him, and likewise to us, 
line upon line, through the book of 3 Nephi and in 
other divine manifestations. 

Today, the temple helps readers to understand 
what is going on in 3 Nephi, and at the same time, 
3 Nephi can help worshippers to understand the 
temple. While one cannot go back in time two 
thousand years to experience all that the people of 
Nephi saw and heard at their temple in Bountiful, 
each time a Latter-day Saint goes to the temple, it 
can be an opportunity to relate very closely to those 
unspeakably holy days. Joseph Smith said of the 
Book of Mormon that a person can “get nearer to 
God by abiding by its precepts, than by any other 
book.” 80 One of its precepts is clearly the centrality 
of the temple. The book of 3 Nephi lays forth a holy 
template for how one may dwell forever in the house 
of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God and the 
great and eternal High Priest of all mankind. 

Of course, biblical critics have long thought of 
the Sermon on the Mount in 3 Nephi as its “Achilles 
heel,” but what we now know indicates otherwise. 
When I first noticed the temple pattern in the over-
all structure of the Sermon at the Temple in Janu-
ary 1988, it was an overwhelming, all-consuming 
experience; time stood still all day as its pieces fell 
in place. That evening I shared the main outlines 
of the Sermon at the Temple with Elder Neal A. 
Maxwell. After reflecting for a few moments, he said 
(with Ether 12:27 clearly in mind): “Isn’t it interest-
ing how the Lord can turn what people have seen as 
the Book of Mormon’s greatest weakness into one of 
its greatest strengths.”

In sum, we are blessed to know, even more 
clearly than ever before, that the Book of Mormon 
restores plain and precious parts, covenants, and 
things (1 Nephi 13:26, 29) that had become lost. 
The sacred temple setting of the Sermon at the 
Temple and of the ministry of the Lord among these 
Nephites may well be seen as one of those restora-
tions. Temple themes can be seen in the puzzling 
Sermon on the Mount precisely because of the pic-
ture on the box given by the Sermon at the Temple 
and throughout 3 Nephi. The book of 3 Nephi 
should not be underestimated. It is a true account 
of the Savior Jesus Christ coming to his people at 
his temple, the House of the Lord, where resides the 
power to overcome chaos, Satan, and death. This 

powerful hope in Christ, who reigns eternally upon 
the whole face of creation, is indeed the pervasive 
theme of the book of 3 Nephi, as well as of the 
entire Book of Mormon. n
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