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    1 Nephi 1:1-4

    After a previous failure, Nephi has to convince Laman and Lemuel to allow him one more opportunity.  Nephi sets up this attempt not only with the historical recounting of failure, but with the information he provides about Laban’s power and position when he has Laman and Lemuel say of him: “Behold, he is a mighty man, and he can command fifty, yea, even he can slay fifty; then why not us?” (1 Ne. 3:31).

    As Nephi describes the method used to convince them, it comes in the form of a sermonette. Nephi invokes scripture that he believes will support their position. Nephi paraphrases the story of Moses leading his people out of Egypt. Perhaps this specific reference is pertinent because it shows Moses defying the politically powerful Pharoah, who certainly commanded more than Laban’s fifty. Nothing else about this particular example seems all that relevant, other than the generic promise of deliverance.

    However, it is possible that there is another reason that Nephi selected this particular story. While he may certainly be accurately recalling what he said to his brothers some  forty years prior to writing this particular version, it is also possible that we have the story Nephi believed he said—or even perhaps what he should have said. In this case, it is interesting that Nephi selects a story where the Israelite salvation came after the death of Pharaoh. The miracle of Israel passing through the waters on dry land did not repeat itself for Pharaoh and his armies, as they die with the waters return.

    It is a remarkably prescient scriptural reference for what will become Nephi’s success with Laban. Pharaoh died. Perhaps one might even suggest that Moses killed him by allowing the waters to return to their natural state. An army could not stop Moses’s mission. Laban’s fifty were no protection for Laban or from the mission to retrieve the record.

    1 Nephi 4:  5-6

    Nephi lets us know that this is a Spirit-guided mission. Nothing that happens was the result of Nephi’s forethought. It was all directed through supernatural power.

    1 Nephi 4: 7-8

    7 Nevertheless I went forth, and as I came near unto the house of Laban I beheld a man, and he had fallen to the earth before me, for he was drunken with wine.

    8 And when I came to him I found that it was Laban.

    The first miracle is that Nephi comes upon Laban who is drunken, alone, and in the dark. Although Jerusalem was not nearly as large as a modern city, it was still large enough that such a chance meeting with the very person Nephi sought had to be evidence of the supernatural guidance. It was a chance meeting that did not happen by chance. That Laban was drunk might have been a reasonably common occurrence. That he was so completely drunk, alone, at night, and right where Nephi found him was simply confirmation that the Spirit was creating this particular situation as the means of accomplishing the goal of retrieving the plates, a mission God had required.

    1 Nephi 4: 9

    Nephi draws Laban’s sword and notes its quality. While this may indicate Nephi’s familiarity with metalworking and therefore his appreciation for the workmanship in Laban’s sword, the result is that Nephi finds himself standing over Laban with a sword in his hand. Perhaps Nephi remembers and writes this passage as an indication that there was no plan to kill Laban. Drawing the sword was not offensively-minded, but rather done appreciatively.

    Nevertheless,

    1 Nephi 4:10-13

    The number 3 occurs both in scripture and mythology. There is a long association between sets of  3 and something important. In this case, the Spirit tells Nephi 3 times to kill Laban. Nephi certainly includes this triple instruction because the fact that it occurs 3 times serves to confirm that it comes from the Spirit and not his own imagination. Nephi had let us know that he had no forethought for the mission. The Spirit leads him to this situation and presents Nephi with the way it is to be concluded.

    Nephi is to kill Laban. The Spirit commanded, and Nephi declined. His first reason is that he has never killed and does not want to. The Spirit commanded again. Now Nephi adds a legal reason why he might kill laban. Laban had threatened to kill Nephi and therefore Nephi was in some justified position for killing Laban. Yet Nephi refused. The third time the Spirit commands, and this time backs up the command with a reference to scripture. While there is no verse cited, none was required. Nephi would have known the stories well enough to understand that sometimes people who threaten God’s plans die. After all, he had cited one of those occasions to his brothers. It must have been one of the stories which came to mind at this point.

    The way Nephi constructs this story, our modern concerns over whether or not he should have killed Laban are completely irrelevant. Nephi lets us know that this has nothing to do with his plans (even though Laban has threatened him, which is explicitly refused as a reason in the second request). Nephi slays Laban only because the Spirit told him to. The triple requirement is intended to be the confirmation for those who understand such things that it was the Spirit who killed, though Nephi as the earthly medium.

    1 Nephi 4:14

    Nephi must acquiesce now that the Spirit has asked three times and therefore confirmed that the Lord required Laban’s death and it was not any defect in Nephi’s character. As Nephi provides his understanding after the third request, he explicitly turns to scripture to justify what will happen. Nephi must keep the Lord’s commandments, and the triple command has verified that this comes from the Lord. Nephi also uses the presence of the scriptures in his future people as one of the reasons the Lord requires this action. Nephi understand it only inside the framework of scripture, both past by examples, present by the Spirit’s triple insistence, and the future value of the scriptures to his people (and this before he really understood much about who that people would be—although that was abundantly clear when Nephi wrote this).

    1 Nephi 4:19

    Ben McGuire, “Nephi and Goliath: A Case Study of Literary Allusion in the Book of Mormon,” Journal of Book of Mormon and Other Restoration Scripture 18, no. 12 (2009):16-31, suggests that there are elements of this story that Nephi intentionally parallels to the story of David and Goliath. Most important is removing Laban’s head. There were any number of ways to kill Laban, including slitting his throat which would have been similar. The more direct literary allusion may have been to strengthen Nephi as a future king by linking him to David who was also a youth who slew an enemy and later became a king.

    1 Nephi 4: 20

    Confirmation of the supernatural assistance in carrying out this mission is Nephi’s ability to appear to be Laban, even to one who would have known Laban well. Certainly the clothes and sword lent to the visual similarity, but Nephi does not credit the visual deception. Nephi “commanded him in the voice of Laban” (1 Ne. 4:20). That miraculous transformation of voice was not a visual illusion created by dressing up, but a spiritual disguise that Nephi could not have accomplished on his own.

    1 Nephi 4: 24-27

    Perhaps the servant (Zoram, who is first named in verse 35 below) is made to carry the plates because that is what Laban would have done. Perhaps it was to cause less suspicion. Perhaps there was some reason why Zoram was to accompany Lehi’s family to the New World.

    1 Nephi 4: 28-31

    These four verses form a neat literary parallel. There is a crisis when Nephi returns with the plates. His brothers likely expected him to fail since the two previous attempts had failed. When they see two people approaching rather than one, and when the visual illusion that it was Laban might have been sufficient at a distance, the brothers are frightened and Nephi must calm  them.

    That creates a new crisis because now Zoram is made aware of the deception and he is afraid for he is no longer with Laban. His crisis must have been tremendous because it involved a complete change in what he had perceived as reality. Force was the only way to initially stop Zoram from fleeing.

    1 Nephi 4:32-35

    In verse 32 Nephi provides the strongest of assurances to Zoram. Nephi declares “as the Lord liveth, and as I live.” That oath formula was a strong bond. The cultural understanding of what it meant was sufficient that Zoram understood the conditions upon which is life was to be saved, and that by acquiescing, he would “have a place with us” (1 Ne. 4:35).

    1 Ne. 4: 36-38

    36 Now we were desirous that he should tarry with us for this cause, that the Jews might not know concerning our flight into the wilderness, lest they should pursue us and destroy us.

    37 And it came to pass that when Zoram had made an oath unto us, our fears did cease concerning him.

    38 And it came to pass that we took the plates of brass and the servant of Laban, and departed into the wilderness, and journeyed unto the tent of our father.

    In verse 37, the oath is returned, and there is no further fear of what the relationship between Lehi’s family and Zoram would be. This ends the events of retrieving the brass plates, but it doesn’t end Nephi’s chapter concerning them.  Our chapter 5 is Nephi’s conclusion to the story even when modern sensibilities see an ending with the resolution of the tensions of the mission. Still Nephi sees more to come and transitions to his conclusion by having them return to the “tent of our father” (verse 38).
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