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Old Testament Psalms in
the Book of Mormon

John Hilton 111

he Psalms provide powerful messages of praise and worship. Their words

reverberate not only throughout the Old Testament but also in the New.
Elder Jeffrey R. Holland has written that “the book of Psalms may be the one
biblical text admired nearly equally by both Christians and Jews, to say noth-
ing of those of other faiths—or no faith at all—who find comfort in its verses
and encouragement in the hope they convey.”

Opver one hundred years ago Franz Delitzsch noted, “Next to the book of
Isaiah, no book is so frequently quoted in the New Testament as the Psalter.”?
Henry Shires similarly states that “the N[ew] T[estament] has been influenced
by Psalms more than by any other book of the O[ld] T{estament]. In 70 cases
N.T. quotations of Psalms are introduced by formulas. There are 60 more quo-
tations that have no introductory formula, and in an additional 220 instances
we can discover identifiable citations and references.”> These frequent New
Testament allusions to the Psalms should not be surprising, for as Robert Alter
writes, “Through the ages, Psalms has been the most urgently, personally pres-
ent of all the books of the Bible in the lives of many readers.”

Jobn Hilton I1I is an assistant professor of ancient scripture at Brigham Young University.
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Given that the Psalms are frequently quoted in the New Testament,
one wonders if a similar phenomenon occurs in the Book of Mormon.
Although Psalms are not specifically mentioned as being on the brass plates
(see 1 Nephi 5:10-16),” certainly some of what we today have as the book of
Psalms could have been included on the plates.® Even if the Psalmic material
did not appear in written form on the brass plates, early Book of Mormon
authors such as Nephi could have been familiar with some Psalms based on
their experience with temple worship in Jerusalem. Moreover, while there are
no explicit references to Psalms in the Book of Mormon, David Larsen has
found several textual connections between the biblical Psalter and the Dead
Sea Scrolls, none of which were explicitly identified, leaving open the pos-
sibility of similar connections in the Book of Mormon as well.”

When making the case that Book of Mormon authors utilized the Psalms,
some caveats are in order. First, the writings in the Book of Mormon have been
both abridged and translated. Thus potential textual connections could have
been created or obscured through these processes. The connections presented
in this paper assume a literal English translation of the Book of Mormon from
original text.* Second, because we do not have a complete record of the brass
plates, several of the connections that appear to occur between Psalms and
the Book of Mormon could in fact stem from other unknown sources.’

In this paper I provide forty-three phrases that have strong connections
between the Book of Mormon and Old Testament Psalms. These demonstrate
the extent to which the Psalms’ language of praise and worship influenced Book
of Mormon authors. I will then provide two extended examples of how these

connections can deepen our understanding and appreciation of both texts.

Textual Allusions to Psalms in the Book of Mormon

Admittedly, uncovering allusions is a difficult and subjective endeavor.
Given that “little or no consensus has emerged regarding what distinguishes
a quotation from a mere verbal coincidence or vague reminiscence,’*® it can
be difficult to discern whether textual similarities are intentional or co-
incidental.'* Robert Girdlestone cautioned, “We have to be on our guard
against mistaking resemblances for references. Some expressions may have
been common property to several Hebrew writers; they may have almost
become idioms in the language; and we cannot say that the writers borrowed

them from one another.”*?> Moreover, finding allusions between the book of
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Psalms and the Book of Mormon is particularly difficult, given the size of
the two texts (43,760 and 268,323 words, respectively).

In this paper I focus on potential textual allusions, in this case, instances
in which the phrasing of Psalms and Book of Mormon passages is identi-
cal.’® In order to make these textual connections, I used WordCruncher*
to identify every four-word phrase commonly held in the two texts. In to-
tal, WordCruncher found 1,567 four-word phrases that were in each of the
two texts. Some of these were clearly commonly used phrases (for example,
“the house of Israel”) or relatively insignificant phrases (for example, “to the
words of”), while others seemed potentially significant (for example, “enter
into my rest”). Two research assistants, Alyssa Aramakiand Sam Woodall,"®
reviewed each of the 1,567 four-word phrases for potentially important al-
lusions. I then synthesized their work and reviewed the phrases, looking for
additional textual connections between the Psalms and Book of Mormon.
In distinguishing between potential allusions and mere textual coincidences,
we followed the criteria set forth by Richard Hays, such as significance of
words in the two texts and thematic coherence.*®

As a result of this analysis, I believe there are at least forty-three tex-
tual allusions to the book of Psalms in the Book of Mormon, as outlined in
table 1.7 It should be noted that the data in table 1 include not only the spe-
cific words listed but also variant phrases.'® The purpose of the “appearances
elsewhere” column is to indicate the relative scarcity of the phrase outside the
Psalms and Book of Mormon. While some of these phrases may appear to be
common (for example, “the goodness of the Lord”), this table clarifies the ex-
tent to which these phrases actually appear in scripture. While some phrases
(for example, “that I may walk”) appear in other Old Testament passages,
the context indicates a particulatly close relationship between the Book of
Mormon and the Psalms.*
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Table 1. Textual Connections between Old
Testament Psalms and the Book of Mormon

Case  Book of Mormon Psalms Textual Appearances
Connection Elsewhere
Caser 1 Nephi1:20 Psalm 145:9 Tender mercies . . . are o
over all
Case2 1 Nephi 8:8 Psalm 69:16 According to the multi- o
tude of tender mercies
Case3 1 Nephi8:19 Psalm 2:9 A rod of iron Revelation 2:27; 12:5;
10:15
Case4 1 Nephi 13:36; 15:15 Psalm 62:2, 6 My rock and my D&C 18:17, Abraham
salvation 2:16
Cases 1 Nephi 16:5; Psalm 23:3 In the paths of o
Alma 7:19 righteousness
Case6 2 Nephi2:7, Psalm 34:18 Broken heart... D&C 20:37; 59:8
3 Nephi 9:20, 12:19, contrite spirit
Mormon 2:14,
Ether 4:15,
Moroni 6:2
Case7 2 Nephig:17 Psalms 27:13; Goodness of the Lord Jeremiah 31:13
33:5
Case8 2 Nephig:2s Psalms 18:10; Upon the wings of 2 Samuel 22:11
104:3
Case9 2 Nephi4:27, 29; Psalms 5:8; Because of mine o
3 Nephi 3:26 27:11; 69:18 enemies
Case 10 2 Nephi 4:30; Psalm 52:9 I will praise thee forever o
Alma 36:28
Caserr 2 Nephi4:30 Psalm 89:26 My god and the rockof o
my salvation
Case12 2 Nephi 4:32; Psalm 56:13 That I may walk Proverbs 2:20;
Mosiah 4:26; Ezekiel 11:20;
Alma 7:22 1 Thessalonians
4:12
Case13 2 Nephi4:33 Psalm 5:8 Make. .. straight before ~ Joshua 6:5
Case14 2 Nephi4:34 Psalms 55:23; I will trust in thee o
56:3
Case 15 1 Nephi 21:22; Psalms 63:4; I will lift up my Isaiah 49:22
2 Nephi 4:35; 6:6 121:1
Case 16 2 Nephi 4:35; Psalm 57:2 I will cry unto o
Alma 33:11
Case17 2 Nephi 9:40; Psalm s5:1 Give ear to my words D&C 58:1
Alma 36:1;

Alma 38:1
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Case  Book of Mormon Psalms Textual Appearances
Connection Elsewhere
Case18 2 Nephi9:45 Psalms 62:7; The rock of ... 2 Samuel 22:47;
89:26; 95:1 salvation Isaiah 17:10;
Deuteronomy 32:15
Case19 2 Nephi 25:16; Psalm 24:4 Clean hands. .. pure o
Alma 5:19 heart
Case20 2 Nephi26:5 Psalm 21:9 Shall swallow them up Hosea 8:7
Case21r 2 Nephi 26:5; Psalm 71:20 The depths of theearth o
3 Nephi 9:6, 8;
28:20
Case22 2 Nephi 3o:10 Psalm 145:20  The wicked will he o
destroy
Case23 2 Nephi33:3 Psalm 6:6 Water my ... night o
Case24 Jacob 1:7 Psalm 95:8 As in the provocation Hebrews 3:8
Case 25 Jacob 3:11; Psalm 116:3 The pains of hell o
Alma 14:6, 26:13,
36:13
Case26 Alma12:35;Jacob 1:7  Psalm 95:11 Swear in my wrath Hebrews 3:11; 4:3
Case27 Jacob 4:10; Psalm 145:9 Over all his works o
Alma 37:12
Case 28 Jacob 6:6 Psalm 95:7 Today if ye will hear his ~ Hebrews 3:7
voice harden not your
hearts
Case 29 Mosiah 7:33, 29:20; Psalms 7:1; Put my trust...deliver 1 Chronicles 5:20;
Alma 36:27; 38:5; 25:20, 31:1 Isaiah 57:13;
61:13 Jeremiah 31:18
Case 30 Almas:s0 Psalm 47:7 The king of all the earth o
Case 31  Alma 72y Psalms 113:2; From this time forth o
115:8; 121:8 and forever
Case 32 Alma26:8 Psalm 145:21 Praise . . . his holy o
name. .. forever
Case 33 Alma26:12 Psalm 145:2 Will praise . . . name o
forever
Case 34 Alma 26:36; Psalm 115:12 Hath been mindful o
Moroni 8:2 of us
Case 35 Alma26:37 Psalm 30:12 I will give thanks unto 2 Samuel 22:50
[God] forever
Case 36 Alma 37:15; Psalm 35:5 As chaff before the wind o
Mormon 5:16
Case37 Alma60:34 Psalm 119:115  Keep the command- o
ments of my God
Case 38 Helaman 6:34 Psalm 111:8 In truth and (r Kings 3:6 similar)

uprightness
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Case  Book of Mormon Psalms Textual Appearances
Connection Elsewhere
Case 39 Helaman 12:1 Psalm 34:8 See that the Lord . .. o
good...bless...trust
in him
Case 40 3 Nephi 19:25 Psalms 4:6; Light of ... countenance  Job 29:24;
44:3; 89:15; Proverbs 16:15;
90:8 D&C 88:56, 58
Case 41 Moroni 7:7 Psalm 106:31 Counted unto him for Romans 4:3
righteousness
Case 42  Moroni 7:22 Psalm go:2; From everlasting to D&C 20:17; 61:1;
103:17; everlasting 109:77; 132:20
106:48
Case 43 Moroni 10:25 Psalms 14:3; None that doeth Romans 3:12
53:3 good ... nonot one

Table 1 illustrates that some sections of the Book of Mormon have particu-
larly high Psalmic concentrations. For example, ten (approximately 25 percent
of the total) come from 2 Nephi 4, a subject which I will explore in a subsequent
section of this paper. Sixty-three percent of the potential allusions to Psalms
come from either Nephi or Jacob, a fact that makes sense given their cultural
closeness to the brass plates and the culture of temple worship in Jerusalem.*
In contrast, all other Book of Mormon speakers and authors combined (in-
cluding important figures such as King Benjamin, Abinadi, Alma, Mormon,
and Moroni) only account for one-third of the connections. This also is intui-
tive given that their relative distance from the brass plates. Another interesting
finding is that Ammon’s exultant praises in Alma 26 comprise approximately
10 percent of the cases in table 1. Perhaps also significant is that, with one ex-
ception that is clearly attributable to Moroni, there are no apparent allusions
to Psalms in the book of Ether, sections of which are drawn from material that
predates the brass plates.”

The data presented in table 1 can be reorganized by the order of Psalms in
order to more clearly illustrate which Psalms have textual connections to the
Book of Mormon. This information is presented in table 2.
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Table 2. Allusions to Old Testament Psalms in the Book
of Mormon, Organized by Reference to Psalms

Case  Psalms Book of Allusion Appearances
Mormon Elsewhere
Case1 Psalm 2:9 1 Nephi 8:19 A rod of iron Revelation 2:27; 12:5;
19:15
Case 2 Psalms 4:6: 3 Nephi 19:25 Light of ... countenance  Job 29:24;
44:3: 89:15: Proverbs 16:15;
90:8 D&C 88:56, 58
Case 3 Psalm s5:1 2 Nephi 9:40; Give ear to my words D&C 58:1
Alma 36:1;
Alma 38:1
Case4  Psalms 5:8; 2 Nephi 4:27; Because of mine enemies o
27:11; 69:18 2 Nephi 4:29;
3 Nephi 3:26
Cases  Psalms:8 2 Nephi 4:33 Make. .. straight before ~ Joshua 6:5
Case 6 Psalm 6:6 2 Nephi 33:3 Water my .. . night o
Case 7 Psalms 7:1; Mosiah 7:33; 29:20;  Put my trust. .. deliver 1 Chronicles 5:20;
25:20; 31:1 Alma 36:27; 38:5; Isaiah 57:13;
61:13 Jeremiah 31:18
Case8  Psalms 14:3; Moroni 10:25 None that doeth good ... Romans 3:12
53:3 no not one
Caseg Psalms 18:10; 2 Nephi 4:25 Upon the wings of 2 Samuel 22:11
104:3
Case 10 Psalm 21:9 2 Nephi 26:5 Shall swallow them up Hosea 8:7
Case 11 Psalm 23:3 1 Nephi 16:5; In the paths of o
Alma 7:19 righteousness
Case 12 Psalm 24:4 2 Nephi 25:16; Clean hands. .. pure o
Alma 5:19 heart
Case 13 Psalm 27:13, 2 Nephi 4:17 Goodness of the Lord Jeremiah 31:13
33:5
Case 14 Psalm 30:12 Alma 26:37 I will give thanks unto 2 Samuel 22:50
[God] forever
Case 15 Psalm 34:8 Helaman 12:1 See that the Lord . .. o
good...bless...trust
in him
Case 16  Psalm 34:18 2 Nephi 2:7; Broken heart. .. contrite  D&C 20:37; 59:8
3 Nephi 9:20, spirit
12:19;
Mormon 2:14;
Ether 4:15;
Moroni 6:2
Case 17 Psalm 35:5 Alma 37:15; As chaff before the wind o
Mormon 5:16
Case 18 Psalm 47:7 Alma 5:50 The King of all the earth o
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Case  Psalms Book of Allusion Appearances
Mormon Elsewhere
Case 19 Psalm 52:9 2 Nephi 4:30; I will praise thee forever o
Alma 36:28
Case20 Psalms55:23; 2 Nephi4:34 I will trust in thee o
56:3
Case21  Psalm 56:13 2 Nephi 4:32; That I may walk Proverbs 2:20;
Mosiah 4:26; Ezekiel 11:20;
Alma 7:22 1 Thessalonians 4:12
Case22 Psalm 57:2 2 Nephi 4:35; I'will cry unto o
Alma 33:11
Case23 Psalm62:2,6 1 Nephi 13:36; My rock and my salvation D&C 18:17;
15:15 Abraham 2:16
Case 24 Psalms 62:7; 2 Nephi 9:45 The rock of . . . salvation 2 Samuel 22:47;
89:26; 95:1 Isaiah 17:10;
Deuteronomy 32:15
Case 25 Psalms 63:4; 1 Nephi 21:22; I will lift up my Isaiah 49:22
121:1 2 Nephi 4:35; 6:6
Case 26  Psalm 69:16 1 Nephi 8:8 According to the multi- o
tude of tender mercies
Case27 Psalm 71:20 2 Nephi 26:5; The depths of the earth o
3 Nephi 9:6, 8;
28:20
Case 28  Psalm 89:26 2 Nephi 4:30 My God and the rock of o
my salvation
Case29 Psalms 9o:2; Moroni 7:22 From everlasting to D&C 20:17; 61:1;
103:17; everlasting 109:77; 132:20
106:48
Case 30 Psalmos:7 Jacob 6:6 Today if ye will hear his Hebrews 3:7
voice harden not your
hearts
Case 31 Psalm 95:8 Jacob 1:7 As in the provoca- Hebrews 3:8
tion... In the day of
temptation
Case 32 Psalmogs:rr Alma 12:35; Swear in my wrath Hebrews 3:11; 4:3
Jacob 1:7
Case 33 Psalm 106:31  Moroni 7:7 Counted unto him for Romans 4:3
righteousness
Case 34 Psalm 111:8 Helaman 6:34 In truth and uprightness (1 Kings 3:6 similar)
Case 35 Psalms113:2;  Alma7:27 From this time forthand o
115:18; 121:8 forever
Case 36 Psalm11s5:12  Alma 26:36; Hath been mindful of us
Moroni 8:2
Case 37 Psalm 116:3 Jacob 3:11; The pains of hell o

Alma 14:6; 26:13;
36:13
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Case  Psalms Book of Allusion Appearances
Mormon Elsewhere
Case 38 Psalm 119:115 Alma 60:34 Keep the commandments o
of my God
Case 39 Psalm 145:2 Alma 26:12 Will praise . .. name o
forever
Case 40 Psalm 145:9 Jacob 4:10; Over all his works o
Alma 37:12
Case 41 Psalm 145:9 1 Nephi 1:20 Tender mercies . . . are o
over all
Case 42 Psalm 145:20 2 Nephi 30:10 The wicked will he o
destroy
Case 43 Psalm 145:21  Alma 26:8 Praise .. . his holy o

name. .. forever

When the multiple references to various Psalms are combined, we see
that allusions are made to potentially forty-one different psalms.** Thirteen of
these psalms appear to have multiple connections to the Book of Mormon.?®
Psalm 145 contains text that is utilized by Nephi, Jacob, Alma, and Ammon,
including echoes of phrases as “his tender mercies are over all his works”
(Psalm 145:9; compare 1 Nephi 1:20) and “my mouth shall speak the praise of
the Lord: and let all flesh bless his holy name forever” (Psalm 145:21; compare
Alma 26:8).

One interesting facet of allusions to Psalms is the fact that many psalms
are not alluded to in the Book of Mormon. There may be a variety of reasons
for this fact, including the idea that some psalms may have been considered to
be less important by Nephite prophets. A similar phenomenon occurs in the
New Testament. Shires points out that “as many as 29 of the psalms may have
no direct relationship with the N[ew] T[estament] at any point, and these are
well scattered throughout the Psalter. Some of the psalms seem to have been
judged unsuitable by early Christian authors and so rejected or ignored.”** It
may be significant that the Book of Mormon likewise appears to not utilize
these same twenty psalms that do not appear in the New Testament.”

While an analysis of each of the cases presented in table 1 is beyond the
scope of the present article, I will provide two examples of how connections
between Psalms and the Book of Mormon can deepen our understanding and

appreciation of both texts. I begin with an analysis of Jacob’s use of Psalm 95.



300 John Hilton IIT

Jacob’s Use of Psalm 95

As one of the earliest writers in the Book of Mormon, Jacob was surely
familiar with the material on the brass plates, part of which may have been
Psalm 95.>° Even if Psalm 95 was not recorded on the brass plates, it could
have been part of contextual worship services in Jerusalem, something Nephi
could have discussed with Jacob. As we will see, sections of this psalm play a
key role in Jacob’s book. In Jacob 1:7, he records, “Wherefore we labored dili-
gently among our people, that we might persuade them to come unto Christ,
and partake of the goodness of God, that they might enter into his rest, lest by
any means he should swear in his wrath they should not enter in, as in the provoca-
tion in the days of temptation while the children of Israel were in the wilderness.”
The italicized portions of this verse bear a clear connection to Psalm 95:8 and
11, which state, “As in the provocation, and as in the day of temptation in the
wilderness . . . Unto whom I sware in my wrath that they should not enter
into my rest.”

This shared text cannot be coincidental. This is doubly the case when we
see another allusion to Psalm 95 at the end of Jacob’s record. In Jacob 6:6, he
exhorts, “Yea, today, if ye will hear bis voice, harden not your hearts; for why
will ye die?” These words directly echo Psalm 95:7—8: “To day if ye will hear
his voice, harden not your heart.””” Thus Jacob alludes to Psalm 95 at the
beginning of his book (Jacob 1:7) and as he nears the end of it (Jacob 6:6).>®
Moreover, these introductory and concluding allusions use adjoining phrases
from Psalm 95.>° Psalms 95:7—8 reads, “To day if ye will hear his voice harden
not your heart, as in the provocation, and as in the day of temptation in the
wilderness.” In Jacob 1:7, Jacob quotes the latter portion of these verses “as in
the provocation in the days of temptation while the children of Israel were in
the wilderness.” In Jacob 6:6, he uses the first phrase, “Today if ye will hear
his voice harden not your hearts,” thus alluding to both halves, but reversing
their order.

Both Jacob 1:7 and Jacob 6:6 are portions of texts in which Jacob directly
addresses readers. They are not part of a continuous discourse; rather, they
are broken up by Jacob’s sermon at the temple (Jacob 2:1-3:11) and his record-
ing of the allegory of the olive tree (Jacob ). Because Jacob is addressing the
reader at each of the bookend allusions of Psalms 95:7—-8, I believe he uses
these two statements to cohesively communicate to readers of his book two of

his core themes, those of not hardening our hearts and of coming unto Christ.
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As I will demonstrate, Jacob uses textual connections to Psalm 95 to develop
these themes.

Psalm 95 is an important psalm of worship. It is a hymn of praise focused
on one of the three major Mosaic festivals, preparing worshippers to enter into
God’s presence.?' As such, it certainly could predate the Babylonian exile and
could have been in common use prior to Lehi’s day. In context, Psalm 95:7—8
refers to an event in which the Israelites, while camped at Meribah, complained
against Moses, leading Moses to miraculously provide water from a rock (see
Exodus 17:1—7 and Numbers 20:1-13). Commenting on the connection be-
tween Psalm 95 and Exodus 17, Catherine Thomas states, “The Provocation
refers not only to the specific incident at Meribah but to a persistent behavior
of the children of Israel that greatly reduced their spiritual knowledge. . . .
After a succession of provocations, the Israelites in time rejected and lost the
knowledge of .. . the great plan of grace inherent in the doctrine of the Father
and the Son.”*?

With this understanding of Psalm 95, a potential relationship between it
and the book of Jacob becomes clearer and helps us see why Jacob would bracket
his book with these verses. Psalm 95 refers to a people who were greatly blessed
(not only in escaping Egypt but also in the riches of manna) but who out of pride
sought for more. This mirrors the situation Jacob faced as he taught people
who had received temporal blessings only to be “lifted up” in pride (Jacob 2:13).
Psalm 95 refers to a people who counseled the Lord’s prophet (see Psalm 95:8;
compare Exodus 17:3), and Jacob states, “Seek not to counsel the Lord, but to
take counsel from his hand” (Jacob 4:10). The continual provocations to which
Psalm 95 alludes resulted in the Israelites losing important gospel principles.
Jacob likewise spoke of a people who “despised the words of plainness . . . and
sought for things they could not understand” (Jacob 4:14).

These connections carry into Jacob’s quoting of the allegory of the olive
tree. In Psalm 95:10 the Lord states, “Forty long years was I grieved with this
generation.” This could be related to the Lord of the vineyard saying on sev-
eral occasions, “It grieveth me that I should lose this tree” (Jacob 5:7, 11, 13, 32,
46, 47, 51, 66).

Just before his second bookend reference to Psalm 95, Jacob makes a state-
ment that could have been said by Moses to the Israelites: “God ... remem-
bereth the house of Israel, both roots and branches; and he stretches forth his
hands unto them all the day long; and they are a stiffnecked and a gainsaying
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people; but as many as will not harden their hearts shall be saved in the kingdom
of God. Wherefore. .. repent, and come with full purpose of heart, and cleave
unto God as he cleaveth unto you. And while his arm of mercy is extended
towards you in the light of the day, harden not your hearts” (Jacob 6:4—5). And
then, after these two warnings against hardened hearts, Jacob turns to Psalm
95: “Yea, today, if ye will hear his voice, harden not your hearts; for why will ye
die?” (Jacob 6:6; compare Psalm 95:7-8).

What should we do in place of hardening our hearts? Just before his first
bookend reference to Psalm 95, Jacob records, “We labored diligently among
our people, that we might persuade them to come unto Christ, and partake
of the goodness of God” (Jacob 1:7). Likewise, prior to the second bracketed
statement, he states, “Come with full purpose of heart, and cleave unto God”
(Jacob 6:5). These two statements are similar to Psalm 95:6, which states,
“Come . .. :let us kneel before the Lord.” The context of Psalm 95 as a hymn of
praise connected with entering the presence of God, allows us to envision a
powerful theme of coming unto Christ woven through Jacob’s use of Psalm
95. Figure 1 illustrates how Jacob incorporates Psalm 95 in both the begin-
ning and end of his book to develop a cohesive leitmotif of hardening not our

hearts and coming unto Christ.

The Book of Jacob and
Psalm 95

Psalm 95:8 Psalm 95:6 Psalm 95:6-7

Hewn down/not || Harden hearts/ || TODAY |-5| Come unto Christ | 3| Rest/Kingdom of
enter into rest the provocation God

Jacob 1:7, 6:7 Jacob 1:7, 6:4-6 Jacob 6:6 Jacob 1:7, 6:5 Jacob 1:7, 6:4

Fig. 1. Jacob and Psalm 95.

By invoking Psalm 95, Jacob reminds readers of a story of hardened hearts
during the Exodus; he invites us to learn from them, to harden not our hearts,
and to come unto Christ. Jacob wants us to choose today which path we will
take. It may be that Jacob saw in the people of his day (and ours) many similar-
ities to the rebellious Israelites in the wilderness. By echoing Psalm 95, Jacob
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ultimately encourages us to “enter into [God’s] rest” and “obtain eternal life”
(Jacob 1:7, 6:11).

The Old Testament Psalms and the “Psalm of Nephi”

The previous section focused on Jacob’s use of one psalm throughout his
entire book. I now discuss Nephi'’s use of a variety of psalms in one small
part of his record, which is popularly called “the Psalm of Nephi.”?* S. Kent
Brown has called this passage (2 Nephi 4:17-35) “a most poignant depiction
of Nephi's own struggles with sin and with feelings about rebellious members
of his family.”**

It has been noted previously that the Psalm of Nephi shares several fea-
tures with ancient Hebrew psalms. For example, Matthew Nickerson states
that “Nephi’s psalm plainly follows the format and substance of the individual
lament as described by Gunkel and elaborated upon by numerous subsequent
scholars.”?®* Brown points out that Nephi’s psalm “exhibits poetic characteris-
tics found in the Old Testament.”*® Steven Sondrup finds that “in the ‘Psalm
of Nephi, just as in Hebrew poetry . .. logical, formal or conceptual units are
set parallel one to another.””

In addition to these overarching literary patterns, the Psalm of Nephi
shares a surprisingly large amount of text with the Old Testament Psalms. It
appears that Nephi (perhaps intentionally, or perhaps because of his famil-
iarity with Psalmic material), drew on phrases of lament, praise, and worship
from the Psalter as he composed his own words. Of the 660 words comprising
the Psalm of Nephi, 127 (approximately 20 percent) are key words or phrases
that are also found in the biblical Psalter. While some of these key words or
phrases are used frequently throughout scripture, and thus did not qualify for
inclusion in table 1,>® others are significant, and appear only in these two peri-
copes. The concentration of references to Psalms may indicate intentionality
on Nephi'’s part as he wrote these words. The Psalm of Nephi appears below,
with potential allusions to Psalms in italics.

Nevertheless, notwithstanding the great goodness of the Lord [Psalms
27:13; 33:5), in showing me his great and marvelous works, my heart ex-
claimeth: O wretched man that I am! Yea, my heart sorroweth because

of my flesh; my soul grieveth because of mine iniquities [Psalm 31:10].
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I am encompassed about, because of the temptations and the sins
which do so easily beset me.

And when I desire to rejoice, my heart groaneth because of my sins
[Psalm 38:3); nevertheless, I know in whom I have trusted [Psalms 13:5;
26:1; 33:21).

My God hath been my support; he hath led me through mine
afflictions in the wilderness; and he [Psalm 106:9] hath preserved me
upon the waters of the great deep.

He hath filled me with his love, even unto the consuming of
my flesh.

He hath confounded mine enemies, unto the causing of them to
quake before me.

Behold, he hath heard my [Psalm 116:1] cry by day, and he hath
given me knowledge by visions in the night-time.

And by day have I waxed bold in mighty prayer before him; yea,
my voice have I sent up on high; and angels came down and minis-
tered unto me.

And upon the wings of [Psalms 18:10; 104:3) his Spirit hath my
body been carried away upon exceedingly high mountains. And mine
eyes have beheld great things, yea, even too great for man; therefore I
was bidden that I should not write them.

O then, if T have seen so great things, if the Lord in his conde-
scension unto the children of men hath visited men in so much mercy,
why should my heart weep and my soul linger in the valley of sorrow,
and my flesh waste away, and my strength slacken, because of mine
afflictions?

And why should I yield to sin, because of my flesh? Yea, why
should I give way to temptations, that the evil one have place in my
heart to destroy my peace and afflict my soul [Psalm 143:12]? Why
am I angry because of mine enemy [Psalms 5:8; 8:2; 27:11; 69:18]?

Awake, my soul! No longer droop in sin. Rejoice, O my heart,
and give place no more for the enemy of my soul.

Do not anger again because of mine enemies [Psalms 5:8; 8:2; 27:11;
69:18]. Do not slacken my strength because of mine afflictions.

Rejoice, O my heart, and cry unto the Lord [Psalm 107:19, 28], and
say: O Lord, I will praise thee forever [Psalm 52:9]; yea, my soul will
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rejoice in thee [Psalms 9:2; 85:6], my God, and the rock of my salvation
[Psalm 89:26).

O Lotd, wilt thou redeem my soul [Psalm 49:15]? Wilt thou deliver
me out of the [Psalm 69:14] hands of mine enemies [Psalm 31:15])? Wilt
thou make me that I may shake at the appearance of sin?

May the gates of hell be shut continually before me [Psalms 38:17;
44:15; 50:8], because that my heart is broken and my spirit is contrite
(Psalms 34:18; 51:17)! O Lord, wilt thou not shut the gates of thy righ-
teousness [Psalm 118:19] before me, that I may walk [Psalm 56:13) in
the path of [Psalms 23:3; 119:35] the low valley, that I may be strict in
the plain road!

O Lord, wilt thou encircle me around in the robe of thy righ-
teousness! O Lord, wilt thou make a way for mine escape before mine
enemies! Wilt thou make my path straight before [Psalm 5:8] me! Wilt
thou not place a stumbling block in my way—but that thou wouldst
clear my way before me, and hedge not up my way, but the ways of
mine enemy.

O Lord, I have trusted in [Psalms 13:5; 33:21] thee, and T will
trust in thee [Psalms 55:23; 56:3] forever. I will not put my trust in the
[Psalms 4:5; 73:28] arm of flesh; for I know that cursed is he that
putteth his trust in the [Psalms 4:5; 73:28] arm of flesh. Yea, cursed is
he that putteth his trust in man or maketh flesh his arm.

Yea, I know that God will give liberally to him that asketh. Yea,
my God will give me, if I ask not amiss; therefore I will lift up my
(Psalms 63:4; 121:1] voice unto thee; yea, I will cry unto [Psalm 57:2]
thee, my God, the rock of my [Psalms 62:7; 89:26; 94:22; 95:1] righ-
teousness. Behold, my voice shall forever ascend up unto thee, my rock
[Psalms 18:2, 46; 28:1; 31:3; 42:9; 6212, 6; 71:3; 78:35; 92:15] and mine
everlasting God. Amen.

When the multiple connections to Psalms are added together, Nephi could
have alluded to potentially forty-seven different Psalms in just eighteen verses.*®
It stretches one’s imagination to believe that Joseph Smith could have been re-
sponsible for making all of these connections, particularly with the understand-
ing that the Psalm of Nephi may have been translated in less than two hours.*
While some sections of Nephi'’s soliloquy have relatively few allusions to Psalms,
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in other sections the number of connections is impressive. For example, 40 per-
cent of the words in 2 Nephi 4:29—32 also appear in Old Testament Psalms (54
out of 135 words). I believe these allusions stem from Nephi’s mediations on the
Psalms and that the high concentration of psalmic references in this pericope
indicates that Nephi had access to them (either from the plates or his own cul-
tural experiences in Jerusalem).*' Nephi’s apparent familiarity and love of the
psalms can provide motivation for Latter-day Saints to follow Nephi’s example
and become deeply familiar with the language of praise and worship as found in
the Old Testament Psalms.

Conclusion

The Old Testament Psalms are beautiful, moving, and inspirational. They
provide poetic praises in the Old Testament. They are also foundational in
other books of scripture, such as the New Testament. In this paper I have
demonstrated that the Psalms also influenced the ancient authors of the Book
of Mormon. Nephi and Jacob in particular showed a propensity to provide
textual allusions to the Psalms in their writings. I have proposed forty-three
instances in which there may be textual allusions to the Psalms within the
Book of Mormon. I have also explored some of the ramifications of these con-
nections in the case of Jacob’s use of Psalm 95 and Nephi's use of a variety of
psalms when composing his own.

The Psalms provide powerful language of worship. With Nephi we can
say, “O Lord, I will praise thee forever, yea, my soul will rejoice in thee, my God,
and the rock of my salvation (2 Nephi 4:30; compare with Psalms 52:9; 9:2;
89:26). Hearing these echoes from the Psalter in the Book of Mormon should
inspire in each of us the desire to drink more deeply from the moving, majes-
tic Psalms of the Old Testament.
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