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“Upon All the Nations”: The gôyim in 
Nephi’s Rendition of Isaiah 2 (2 Nephi 12) 

in Literary Context

Matthew L. Bowen

Abstract: One of the most notable features of Nephi’s small plates 
rendition of Isaiah chapter 2 (2 Nephi 12) is the prominent expan-
sion of the nations theme with two additional clauses with the word 
nations (Hebrew gôyim) that are not found in the Masoretic text (from 
which the KJV has been translated). Nephi’s text preserves the use of 
nations from Isaiah 2:2, 4 in 2 Nephi 12:2, 4, but also attests significant 
additional references to the nations in 2 Nephi 12:12, 14: “For the day of 
the Lord of Hosts soon cometh upon all nations, yea, upon every one 
. . . and upon all the nations which are lifted up, and upon every peo-
ple.” These variants are consistent with—and may even be explained 
by—Nephi’s declaration of intent in 2 Nephi 25:3: “Wherefore, I write 
unto my people, unto all those that shall receive hereafter these things, 
which I write, that they may know the judgments of God, that they 
come upon all nations, according to the word which he hath spoken” 
(2 Nephi 25:3). This purpose in writing might explain additional textual 
variants in 2 Nephi 12–24 that pertain to coming judgments upon the 
nations, which is a dominant theme of the writings of Isaiah, which 
Nephi incorporated into this part of his record.

After the Isaiah-based portion of the Savior’s “covenant people”1 
sermon (3 Nephi 16, 20–22), which concludes with a quotation 

of Isaiah 54 in its entirety (3 Nephi 22), the resurrected Lord declared:

	 1.	Victor L. Ludlow, “The Father’s Covenant People Sermon: 3 Nephi 20:10–23:5,” 
in Third Nephi: An Incomparable Scripture, ed. Andrew C. Skinner and Gaye 
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And now, behold, I say unto you, that ye ought to search 
these things. Yea, a commandment I give unto you that ye 
search these things diligently; for great are the words of 
Isaiah. For surely he spake as touching all things concerning 
my people which are of the house of Israel; therefore it must 
needs be that he must speak also to the Gentiles. And all 
things that he spake have been and shall be, even according 
to the words which he spake. (3 Nephi 23:1–3)

Too often, modern readers think of the message of Isaiah merely as 
words directed to the Lord’s people in which the faithful may “delight” 
as Nephi does (see, for example, 2 Nephi 11:2). Here, however, the 
Lord suggests that much of Isaiah’s prophetic message is specifically 
written to and concerning the Gentiles or nations. In Hebrew, these 
two terms are identical: the lexeme gôyim or haggôyim is almost 
always translated nations, Gentiles, or heathen.2 Indeed, the English 
term Gentiles is simply a borrowing of the Latin word gentilis, which 
is used in ancient Latin translations of the Greek scriptures to render 
the Greek term (ta) ethnē (nations or, more specifically, “people groups 
foreign to a specific people group”3), which in turn translates the term 
gôyim from the original Hebrew scriptural texts.

Nephi recognized the importance of Isaiah’s message for the 
nations or Gentiles. He further recognized that a key aspect of the 
Abrahamic covenant was that Abraham not only would become 
father of a covenant people through Isaac (through whose lineage the 
Messiah would also descend), but also a “father of many nations” or 
“father of many Gentiles” (ʾab hamôn gôyim, see Genesis 17:4–5; see 

Strathearn (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book; Provo, UT: Neal A. Maxwell Institute 
for Religious Scholarship, 2012), 147–74.

	 2.	Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon 
of the Old Testament (Leiden, NDL: Brill, 2001), 182–83. Hereafter cited as 
HALOT.

	 3.	Walter Bauer, A Greek–English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early 
Christian Literature (BDAG), 3rd ed., ed., Frederick William Danker (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2000), 276–77. They define the singular noun 
ethnos, -ou, to as “a body of persons united by kinship culture and common 
traditions,” and thus, “nation, people.” By the time of Jesus, (ta) ethnē, as a 
Hellenistic Jewish term, denoted “those who do not belong to groups profess-
ing faith in the God of Israel”—i.e., “the nations, gentiles, unbelievers (in effect 
= ‘polytheists’”). By the time the books of the New Testament were composed, 
this term also denoted “non-Israelites Christians” or “gentiles of Christian con-
gregations composed of more than one nationality and not limited to the peo-
ple of Israel.”
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also Romans 4:17–18; Abraham 1:2). Indeed, the enlargement of the 
name Abram to Abraham with the addition of the letter he for hāmôn 
(construct form hamôn, “multitude”) is tied to this specific promise.4 
After demonstrating total and unwavering faithfulness to the Lord 
through his willingness to sacrifice Isaac, Abraham received a final 
and full confirmation of the promise “in thy seed shall all the nations 
[kol gôyê] of the earth be blessed” (Genesis 22:18; see also Genesis 
12:3; 18:18).5

The canonical text of Isaiah first mentions nations in Isaiah 2:2 
(“and all nations shall flow unto it [i.e., the latter-day temple, discussed 
below])” and 2:4 (“and he shall judge among the nations”). One of the 
most notable features of Nephi’s text for Isaiah chapter 2 is the promi-
nent expansion of the nations theme with two additional instances of 
nations that are not found in the Masoretic text from which the King 
James text has been translated. In other words, Nephi’s text preserves 
the use of nations from Isaiah 2:2 and 2:4 in 2 Nephi 12:2 and 12:4, but 
attests to significant additional references to the nations in 2 Nephi 
12:12 (“For the day of the Lord of Hosts soon cometh upon all nations, 
yea, upon every one”) and 12:14 (“and upon all the nations which are 
lifted up, and upon every people”).

On one hand, it is possible that these universalizing additions in 
Nephi’s text reflect a more complete text available to him on the brass 

	 4.	Nahum M. Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary: [Bĕrēʾšît] Genesis: The 
Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1989), 124. Sarna writes, “‘I will make your name great,’ that 
is, your name Abram will be enlarged by the addition of a syllable. The anoma-
lous grammatical formulation supports the midrashic nature of the interpreta-
tion. It is possible that, by means of word play, the consonants ABRHM were 
interpreted as shorthand (called notarikon in postbiblical Hebrew) for ABiR 
(‘mighty one’) and Hamon (‘multitude’) + goyiM (‘nations’), as Ibn Ezra suggests.” 
For the significance of the foregoing in Nephi’s discussion of the fulfillment of 
the Abrahamic Covenant in 1 Nephi 22, see Matthew L. Bowen, “‘The Lord 
God Will Proceed’: Nephi’s Wordplay in 1 Nephi 22:8–12 and the Abrahamic 
Covenant,” Interpreter: A Journal of Latter-day Saint Faith and Scholarship 50 
(2022): 55–61, journal.interpreterfoundation.org/the-lord-god-will-proceed 
-nephis-wordplay-in-1-nephi-228-12-and-the-abrahamic-covenant/.

	 5.	At the Lord began to establish a covenant relationship, he promised, “I will 
make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; 
and thou shalt be a blessing: and I will bless them that bless thee, and curse 
him that curseth thee: and in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed.” In 
Genesis 18:17–18, the Lord asks,“Shall I hide from Abraham that thing which I 
do; Seeing that Abraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and 
all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him?”
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plates. On the other hand, it is also possible that these two additional 
references to the nations constitute Nephi’s own prophetic additions 
to Isaiah’s text consistent with his recognition of the importance of 
Isaiah’s message for the nations or Gentiles. In either case, the textual 
variants in 2 Nephi 12 emphasize the centrality of the nations in Isaiah’s 
and Nephi’s understandings of the Abrahamic covenant and how the 
Lord intends to completely fulfill that covenant.

Nephi thoroughly understood the necessity of the atoning sacrifice 
of Jesus Christ in bringing to pass the promises in that covenant (see 
2 Nephi 25:11–20). Nephi also understood that the eschatological “day 
of the Lord of Hosts [that] soon cometh upon all nations” (2 Nephi 
12:12), or the Second Coming of Jesus Christ, would be preceded 
by the Lord “proceed[ing] [yôsip] to do a marvelous work among 
the Gentiles” (paraphrasing Isaiah 29:14) through which the house 
of Israel would be “nursed by the Gentiles [haggôyim, nations]”6 
(1 Nephi 22:8, following Skousen; alluding to Isaiah 49:22–23). Nephi 
knew that this work would be “of worth unto the Gentiles [haggôyim, 
nations]” and “unto all the house of Israel,” because it would fulfill the 
Abrahamic covenantal promise that “in thy seed shall all the kindreds 
[all the kōl gōyȇ, all the nations] of the earth be blessed” (1 Nephi 22:9, 
quoting Genesis 22:18). This is a promise that would require the Lord 
“proceed[ing] [yôsip] to make bare his arm in the eyes of the nations 
[haggôyim]” (1 Nephi 22:18; blend-quoting Isaiah 29:14 and Isaiah 
52:10).7 As noted above, the word for nations and Gentiles in Hebrew 
is the same: gôyim.

Nephi’s overarching purpose in quoting Isaiah 2–14 is best sum-
marized in the final verse of 2 Nephi 11:8:

And now I write some of the words of Isaiah, that whoso of 
my people shall see these words may lift up their hearts 
and rejoice for all men. Now these are the words, and ye 
may liken them unto you and unto all men.

In other words, the message of this block of Isaiah text is ultimately 
about both Jew and Gentile (“all men”) and ultimately one of potential 
hope for all. In this study, I will endeavor to show how the four instances 
of “nations” (Hebrew goyim) work together in Nephi’s rendition of 
Isaiah as one of the most significant prophetic messages in the Book 

	 6.	Royal Skousen, ed., The Book of Mormon: The Earliest Text, 2nd ed. (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2022), 69.

	 7.	See Bowen, “Lord God Will Proceed,” 51–70.
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of Mormon. I will also attempt to demonstrate that Nephi restates the 
essential substance of that message at the conclusion of his largest 
block of quoted Isaiah text:

Wherefore, I write unto my people, unto all those that shall 
receive hereafter these things which I write, that they may 
know the judgments of God, that they come upon all nations, 
according to the word which he hath spoken. (2 Nephi 25:3)

Perhaps even more than his frontend statement in 2 Nephi 11:8, this 
backend statement not only summarizes much of the content of 
2 Nephi 12–24, but it potentially explains several significant textual vari-
ants within this block. In the end, Nephi’s inclusion of Isaiah’s prophe-
cies about “the judgments of God”—positive and negative — coming 
upon “all nations” helps his readers see how the Lord intends to save 
the Gentiles, together with his people, Israel. Nephi’s soul “delight[ed] 
in proving . . . that save Christ should come all men must perish” 
(2 Nephi 11:6).

“And All the Nations Shall Flow unto It”:  
Isaiah’s Temple Prophecy

Nephi’s longest block of quoted text from Isaiah (and the longest in 
the entire Book of Mormon) begins with Isaiah’s prophecy of Gentiles 
“flow[ing] unto” the latter-day temple:

Table 1. Isaiah’s latter-day temple prophecy

Isaiah 2:1–3 2 Nephi 12:1–3

The word that Isaiah the son of Amoz 
saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem. 
And it shall come to pass in the last days, 
that the mountain of the Lord’s house 
shall be established in the top of the 
mountains, and shall be exalted above 
the hills; and all nations [kol-haggôyim] 
shall flow unto it.
And many people shall go and say, 
Come ye, and let us ago up to the 
mountain of the Lord, to the house of the 
God of Jacob; and he will teach us of his 
ways, and we will walk in his paths: for 
out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the 
word of the Lord from Jerusalem.

The word that Isaiah, the son of Amoz, 
saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem: 
and it shall come to pass in the last days, 
when the mountain of the Lord’s house 
shall be established in the top of the 
mountains, and shall be exalted above 
the hills, and all nations [kol-haggôyim] 
shall flow unto it.
And many people shall go and say, 
Come ye, and let us go up to the moun-
tain of the Lord, to the house of the God 
of Jacob; and he will teach us of his 
ways, and we will walk in his paths; for 
out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the 
word of the Lord from Jerusalem.
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Gentile inclusion,8 even in the Israelite-Judahite temple cult,9 is a 
major theme in the canonical book of Isaiah. Isaiah 2:1–3 is one of the 
earliest manifestations of that theme. The prophet Isaiah envisions 
kol-haggôyim, “all the nations” or “all the Gentiles” as possible partici-
pants in temple worship. The nations/Gentiles acknowledge Israel’s 
God—Yahweh, “the God of Jacob”—as their own God. Nephi clearly 
understood that Yahweh (or Jehovah) was Jesus Christ,10 and he 
would have viewed the temple worship described by Isaiah as Christ-
centered temple worship (see, for example, 2 Nephi 25:29).

Isaiah’s use of the phrases kol-haggôyim (“all the nations/Gentiles”) 
and “many peoples” (ʿammîm rabbîm) in his prophecy has implications 
for the fulfillment of the Abrahamic Covenant, as Nephi clearly dis-
cerned (1 Nephi 22:6–12). When the Lord reiterated his covenant with 
Abram and when Abraham received the token of circumcision and the 
new name Abraham, the Lord promised him that he would become a 
“father of many nations” and that the name Abraham would be a sign 
of this promise:

As for me, behold, my covenant is with thee, and thou shalt 
be [become] a father of many nations [ʾab hamôn gôyim]. 
Neither shall thy name any more be called Abram, but thy 
name shall be Abraham; for a father of many nations 
[ʾab hamôn gôyim] have I made thee. And I will make 
thee exceeding fruitful, and I will make nations of thee 
[ûnĕtattîkā lĕgôyim], and kings shall come out of thee. 
(Genesis 17:4–6)

For Nephi, the implications of this temple prophecy for the ultimate 
fulfillment of the Abrahamic Covenant are that the participation or 
inclusion of the nations/Gentiles in the latter-day temple and its ritual 
system would enable them to be “numbered among the house of 
Israel” (1 Nephi 14:2; 2 Nephi 10:18–19). The temple that Nephi built in 
the land of Nephi appears to have offered this precise function for the 
inclusion of Gentile “others” among his people during his own time.11 

	 8.	See, e.g., Isaiah 2:1–3; 19:24–25; 49:6, 22–23; 56:1–8; 60:1–22; 65:1; 66:18–22.
	 9.	See, e.g., Isaiah 2:1–3; 56:1–8; 66:18–22.
	 10.	See, e.g., 1 Nephi 19:14–15; 20:17 (quoting Isaiah); 22:5, 21; 2 Nephi 1:10 (quot-

ing Lehi); 6:9–10; 9:11–12, 15, 18, 23–26, 40–41, 51 (quoting Jacob), 15;19, 24; 
20:20; 22:6; 25:29; 27:30 (quoting Isaiah); 30:2; 31:13.

	 11.	On the inclusion of Gentile “others” among the Nephites, see Brant Gardner, “A 
Social History of the Early Nephites” (paper, FairMormon Conference, Provo, 
UT, 2001), fairlatterdaysaints.org/conference/august-2001/a-social-history 
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Regarding Nephi’s inclusion of the Gentile “others” they encountered 
in the promised land into the nascent Nephite state, Brant Gardner 
writes,

Several parts of Isaiah 2 were applicable to the situation 
of the early Nephites. Verses 2–5 discuss the building of 
a temple as a gathering place for the people of Yahweh. 
Nephi’s people had built a temple, and “others” had come to 
it and joined with Nephi’s people.12

Nephi’s Isaiah text has a textual variant that also constitutes a sig-
nificant Hebraism. Paul Y. Hoskisson observes that the use of when 
in the translation of 2 Nephi 12:2, is followed by two and clauses. The 
second of those can be read as then.13 Thus, “And it shall come to 
pass in the last days, when the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be 
established in the top of the mountains . . . then all the nations/gen-
tiles shall flow unto it.” Hoskisson’s insight helps us to understand how 
the establishment of the latter-day temple is another inflection point 
for the fulfillment of the promises of the Abrahamic covenant that, in 
Jacob’s words, would enable “the Gentiles [to] be blessed and num-
bered among the house of Israel” (2 Nephi 10:18).

Isaiah’s use of the verb nāhar (flow, stream,14 stream towards15), from 
the same root that the Hebrew noun for river is also derived, creates the 
jarring image of a river of people flowing uphill.16 The nations/Gentiles 

-of-the-early-nephites; On how the writings of Isaiah specifically facilitated 
Gentile inclusion among the people of Nephi, see John Gee and Matthew 
Roper, “‘I Did Liken All Scriptures unto Us’: Early Nephite Understandings of 
Isaiah and Implications for ‘Others’ in the Land,” in The Fulness of the Gospel: 
Foundational Teachings from the Book of Mormon, ed. Camille Fronk Olson 
et al. (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 2003), 
51–65.

	 12.	Brant Gardner, Second Witness: Analytical and Textual Commentary on 
the Book of Mormon, Volume Two: Second Nephi Through Jacob (Salt Lake 
City: Kofford, 2007), 2:217.

	 13.	Paul Y. Hoskisson, “Was Joseph Smith Smarter Than the Average Fourth 
Year Hebrew Student? Finding a Restoration-Significant Hebraism in Book of 
Mormon Isaiah,” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture 17 (2016): 151–58, 
journal. interpreterfoundation.org/was-joseph-smith-smarter-than-the 
-average-fourth-year-hebrew-student-finding-a-restoration-significant 
-hebraism-in-book-of-mormon-isaiah/.

	 14.	Francis Brown, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 625.

	 15.	HALOT, 676.
	 16.	This image was suggested to me by my Religion 304 (Writings of Isaiah) 
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will flow like an uphill river through the latter-day temple to become the 
seed of Abraham and heirs to all the blessings of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob. The righteous among the nations/Gentiles who are taught the 
Lord’s “ways” (including the doctrine of Christ) and “walk in his paths” 
will be prepared for the divine judgment that will follow.

One could interpret nāhar as the morphologically identical verb 
nāhar (II), “shine, be radiant,”17 a verb that apparently derives from the 
Semitic/Hebrew root nwr (whence also comes nēr, “light,”18 “lamp”). If 
read that way, then “all nations shall flow unto it” could also be under-
stood literally as “and all the nations shall shine on it,” or more lucidly 
in English, “and all the nations shall gaze on it with joy,” as the NJPS19 
translation renders it. The prophecy of Isaiah 60:5, which more clearly 
uses nāhar (II), is probably better understood in this sense:

Then thou shalt see, and flow together [or, radiate joy], and 
thine heart shall fear, and be enlarged; because the abun-
dance of the sea shall be converted unto thee, the forces of 
the Gentiles shall come unto thee. (KJV)

Then you shall see and be radiant; your heart shall thrill and 
rejoice, because the abundance of the sea shall be brought 
to you; the wealth of the nations shall come to you. (NRSVUE)

As you behold, you will glow; your heart will throb and thrill—
for the wealth of the sea shall pass on to you, the riches of 
nations shall flow to you. (NJPS)

Nephi knew that the accessibility of the latter-day temple to all the 
nations or Gentiles (“And I will make all my mountains a way, and my 
highways shall be exalted,” Isaiah 49:11; 1 Nephi 21:11) has the potential 
to have a transformative effect upon the world. It had been revealed 
to Nephi that the Lord would not “suffer that the Gentiles shall forever 
remain in in that state of awful wickedness that they are in” (1 Nephi 
13:32, following Skousen).20 Nephi’s message of hope to the Gentiles 

student Heather Manette Walker (personal communication, Winter Semester 
2023).

	 17.	HALOT, 676.
	 18.	HALOT, 723.
	 19.	New Jewish Publication Society. The language of Isaiah 60:5 seems to 

have influenced the translators’ decision to render nāhar idiomatically as “gaze 
. . . with joy.”

	 20.	Skousen, Earliest Text, 36.
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was and remains urgent, precisely because divine judgment is com-
ing with the day of the Lord.

“And He Shall Judge Among the Nations”:  
Divine Judgment and Millennial Peace Among the Nations

The people of the same nations who “flow” riverlike to the latter-day 
temple in Isaiah 2:2–3/2 Nephi 13:2–3 are the focus of divine judg-
ment in Isaiah 2:4/2 Nephi 2:4:

Table 2. Isaiah’s prophecy of divine adjudication of the nations

Isaiah 2:4–5, KJV 2 Nephi 12:4–5

And he shall judge [wĕšāpaṭ] among 
[bēn, between] the nations [haggôyim], 
and shall rebuke [wĕhôkîaḥ] adjudicate 
(for)] many people [lĕʿammîm rabbîm]: 
and they shall beat their swords into 
plowshares, and their spears into prun-
inghooks: nation shall not lift up sword 
against nation, neither shall they learn 
war any more.
O house of Jacob, come ye, and let us 
walk in the light of the Lord.

And he shall judge [wĕšāpat] among 
[bēn, between] the nations [haggôyim], 
and shall rebuke [wĕhôkîaḥ, adjudicate 
(for)] many people [lĕʿammîm rab-
bîm]: and they shall beat their swords 
into plow-shares, and their spears into 
pruning-hooks — nation shall not lift up 
sword against nation, neither shall they 
learn war any more.
O house of Jacob, come ye and let us 
walk in the light of the Lord; yea, come, 
for ye have all gone astray, every one 
to his wicked ways.

Theodore J. Lewis notes that the phrase “judge among the nations” 
(wĕšāpaṭ bēn haggôyim)

can connote military action, as the root špṭ is indeed used 
in battle contexts, most notably in the book of Judges (for 
example, Judges 2:16). Blending with Yahweh the ultimate 
warrior whose might brings a disarmed surrender is Yahweh 
the ultimate teacher-judge.21 

In other words, in “the day of the Lord,” the Lord will act as Divine 
Warrior, in a military capacity, if necessary, to bring about peace 
between all nations. Lewis further notes that

The disarmament of the nations is predicated on Yahweh’s 
“judging” via the teaching of his law (tôrâ) and practice 

	 21.	Theodore J. Lewis, The Origin and Character of God: Ancient Israelite 
Religion Through the Lens of Divinity (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2020), 530.
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(dĕrākāyw//ʾōrḥōtāyw) as well as arbitration on an interna-
tional scale (wĕhôkîaḥ lĕʿammîm rabbîm; Isa 2:4; cf. wěhôkîaḥ 
lěgôyim ‘ășumîm ‘ad-rāhôq; Mic 4:3).22

Nephi knew that the Lord would manifest himself in person to do this 
work of “judging” and “adjudicating” as is further suggested by his 
inclusion of Isaiah’s prophecy of the Davidic ruler and the Messianic 
age (the Millennium) from Isaiah 11 in 2 Nephi 21. One of the key texts of 
that prophecy uses the same two initial verbs in the same verbal forms 
in Isaiah 2:4/2 Nephi 12:4, namely šāpaṭ and yākaḥ: “But with righ-
teousness shall he judge [wĕšāpaṭ] the poor, and reprove [wĕhôkîaḥ, 
adjudicate] with equity for the meek of the earth: and he shall smite the 
earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his lips shall he 
slay the wicked” (Isaiah 1:4/2 Nephi 21:4). Nephi knew that this Davidic 
ruler would be Jesus Christ, himself.

A lengthy textual variant in 2 Nephi 12:5 further establishes the con-
nection between the prophecy of Isaiah 2 and Jesus Christ. Nephi’s 
text contains the additional invitation and declaration: “yea, come, 
for ye have all gone astray, every one to his wicked ways.” This addi-
tional sentence constitutes a startling intertextual link to the Suffering 
Servant Song of Isaiah 53, Isaiah’s great poem on the Messiah’s 
atonement: “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every 
one to his own way; and the Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all” 
(Isaiah 53:6). Sin and apostasy are so universal among the nations that 
they require an atonement that is also universal or “infinite and eternal” 
(see Alma 34:10, 14). The common solution for “all” humankind is to 
repent and come unto Jesus Christ.

The twofold invitation to the house of Jacob to “come [ye]” and “walk” 
in the light of Yahweh (2 Nephi 12:5) is an invitation to come unto Christ 
consistent with Nephi’s stated purpose in writing in 1 Nephi 6:4: “For the 
fulness of mine intent is that I may persuade men to come unto the God 
of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, and be saved.”

“The Day of the Lord Soon Cometh upon all Nations”: 
The Messiah’s Second Coming

From Amos to Malachi, prophecies about “the day of the Lord” (or 
the Day of Yahweh) occur frequently and conspicuously in ancient 
Judahite prophecy.23 The present canonical position of Malachi’s 

	 22.	Lewis, Origin and Character of God, 530.
	 23.	Amos 5:18 (2 x), 20; Joel 1:15; 2:1, 11, 31; 3:14; Isaiah 2:12; 13:6, 9; 34:8; Jeremiah 
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“great and dreadful day of the Lord”24 prophecy at the end of biblical 
Hebrew prophecy and the western Christian Old Testament, accords 
it prominence and gravity. As becomes evident in 2 Nephi 25, Nephi 
understood ancient Judahite prophecies of “the day of the Lord,” 
including those made by Isaiah, to refer to the Second Coming of 
Jesus Christ. Nephi’s text makes clear that “the day of the Lord” would 
not simply come upon the proud, but that it would come upon “all 
nations”/“Gentiles,” and even upon everyone, particularly the proud:

Table 3. Isaiah’s prophecy of a universal day of the Lord (I).

Isaiah 2:12–13 2 Nephi 12:12–13

For the day of the Lord of hosts shall 
be upon every one that is proud and 
lofty, and upon every one that is lifted up; 
and he shall be brought low:
And upon all the cedars of Lebanon, that 
are high and lifted up, and upon all the 
oaks of Bashan,

For the day of the Lord of Hosts soon 
cometh upon all nations, yea, upon 
every one; yea, upon the proud and 
lofty, and upon every one who is lifted up, 
and he shall be brought low.
Yea, and the day of the Lord shall 
come upon all the cedars of Lebanon, 
for they are high and lifted up; and upon 
all the oaks of Bashan;

Nephi’s text differs from the Masoretic text (and the King James 
text) of Isaiah 2:12 with the preservation or inclusion of the qualifying 
phrases “soon cometh upon all nations” and “the day of the Lord shall 
come” fronted by the intensifying particle, “Yea.” These additions in 
Nephi’s text underscore both the temporal immediacy of the day of 
the Lord and the urgency of Nephi’s message to the Gentiles. The 
day of the Lord will come upon all the “nations” or “Gentiles,” some of 
whom are repentant and “flowing” to the latter-day temple in Isaiah 
2:2/2 Nephi 12:2 and those who choose to remain in their awful state 
of wickedness and are thus the recipients of divine severity in judg-
ment in Isaiah 2:4/2 Nephi 12:4. Nephi’s text further stresses the fore-
going through the word Yea, which could represent any of one of the 
Hebrew words ʾap, wĕ/û-, gam, kî, as well as through the use of the 
more usual formulation “day of the Lord” (yôm yhwh): “Yea, . . . the day 
of the Lord shall come.”

46:10 (cf. Lamentations 2:22); Ezekiel 13:5; 30:3; Zephaniah 1:14 (see also 1:7–8, 
18; 2:2–3); Obadiah 1:15; Zechariah 14:1; Malachi 4:5.

	 24.	On the meaning of the expression “great and dreadful day of the Lord,” see 
Dana M. Pike, “‘The Great and Dreadful Day of the Lord’: The Anatomy of an 
Expression,” BYU Studies Quarterly 41, no. 2 (2002): 149–60, scholarsarchive 
.byu.edu/byusq/vol41/iss2/14/.
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“Upon All the Nations Which Are Lifted Up”:  
The Pride of the Nations in the Latter Days

Hebrew terms that denote highness or elevation are also the terms 
that denote pride in that language. For example, rām (rûm, “to be high 
above,” “to reach high,” “to be exalted,” “to rise, go up”; “to lift oneself 
up proudly”),25 niśśāʾ (from nāśāʾ, “to carry,” “to lift, lift up,” “to lift up the 
head, hold the head high”26), gēʾâ (from gāʾâ, “to be high, to grow tall”; 
“to be arrogant”),27 gābēah (gabāh, “to be high,” “to be exalted,” “to be 
haughty).28 In later Nephite-Lamanite history, Mormon describes the 
Zoramites and their “high” Rameumpton (Hebrew rām)29 as a type of 
the elevation and pride that would characterize the latter-day nations/
Gentiles who would also be lifted up.

Table 4. Isaiah’s prophecy of a universal day of the Lord (II).

Isaiah 2:14–17 2 Nephi 12:14–17

And upon all the high mountains, 
and upon all the hills that are lifted 
up,
And upon every high tower, and 
upon every fenced wall,
And upon all the ships of Tarshish, 
and upon all pleasant pictures.
And the loftiness of man shall be 
bowed down, and the haughtiness 
of men shall be made low: and the 
Lord alone shall be exalted in that 
day.

And upon all the high mountains, and upon all 
the hills, and upon all the nations which are 
lifted up, and upon every people;
And upon every high tower, and upon every 
fenced wall;
And upon all the ships of the sea, and upon 
all the ships of Tarshish, and upon all pleasant 
pictures.
And the loftiness of man shall be bowed down, 
and the haughtiness of men shall be made 
low; and the Lord alone shall be exalted in that 
day.

Nephi’s Isaiah text at once emphasizes and clarifies who is lifted 

	 25.	On rûm with its cognates, e.g., rām, rāmâ, rûm/rum, rôm, rômām, see 
HALOT, 1202–6, 1238–43.

	 26.	On nāśāʾ with its cognates, see HALOT, 639–40, 724–28.
	 27.	On gāʾâ and its cognates, e.g., gēʾâ, gēʾeh, gaʾăwâ, gāʾôn, gēʾût, see HALOT, 

168–69.
	 28.	On gabāh and its cognates, e.g., gābēah, gābōah, gōbāh, gabĕhût, see 

HALOT, 170–71.
	 29.	See Matthew L. Bowen, “‘See That Ye Are Not Lifted Up’: The Name Zoram 

and Its Paronomastic Pejoration,” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture 
19 (2016): 109–43, journal.interpreterfoundation.org/see-that-ye-are-not-lifted 
-up-the-name-zoram-and-its-paronomastic-pejoration/; Matthew L. Bowen, 
“He Knows My Affliction: The Hill Onidah as Narrative Counterpart to the 
Rameumptom,” Interpreter: A Journal of Latter-Day Saint Faith and Scholarship 
34 (2020): 195–220, journal.interpreterfoundation.org/he-knows-my-affliction 
-the-hill-onidah-as-narrative-counterpart-to-the-rameumptom/.
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up, particularizing the metaphor: “the nations” are “lifted up”—that is, 
guilty of pride —and that they will not escape “the day of the Lord.” 
While “high mountains” and “hills that are lifted” can easily be metony-
mous for proud people, as in Isaiah’s text, pride is a particular sin of 
“all the nations.” Brant Gardner suggests that “The Book of Mormon is 
here more specific and less symbolic than KJV Isaiah about Yahweh’s 
conquering all people who are lifted up.”30

The Masoretic text of Isaiah 2:14 is a simple bicolon, or figure of 
speech, consisting of parallel phrases. Nephi’s text in 2 Nephi 12:14 
can be viewed as either a quadricolon or two bicola. The additional 
bicolon in this verse does not disrupt the flow evident in the Masoretic 
text.

Both the Masoretic text of Isaiah 2:15 and Nephi’s rendition in 
2 Nephi 12:15 constitute a bicolon. The bigger issue arises in 2 Nephi 
12:16, in which the Masoretic text of Isaiah 2:16 is also a bicolon. Nephi’s 
text is a tricolon. The colon “And upon all the ships of the sea” is not 
present in the Masoretic text, although something very close to it 
appears in the Septuagint: kai epi pan ploion thalassēs (“and upon 
every ship of the sea”).

Dana M. Pike and David Rolph Seely have wisely cautioned against 
simply defaulting to the assumption that this tricolon represents a more 
original text and have discussed the more complex textual critical issues 
surrounding this verse.31 Gardner sees “upon all the ships of the sea” 
as Joseph Smith’s “addition to clarify the KJV passage.”32 One problem 
with this solution, however, is that clarifying glosses are almost always 
added after, and not before, the material they are intended to clarify.

The phrase “upon all the ships of the sea” may well represent an 
ancient variant preserved on the brass plates. The Septuagint variant 
kai epi pan ploion thalassēs (“and upon every ship of the sea”) alone 
makes this highly plausible. Another possible solution—and still bet-
ter than casting about for a modern source —is that the phrase “upon 
all the ships of the sea” is Nephi’s own universalizing addition to the 
text, which also appears to be true of the addition of the clauses in 
2 Nephi 12:14, “and upon all the nations which are lifted up, and upon 

	 30.	Gardner, Second Witness, 2:214.
	 31.	Dana M. Pike and David Rolph Seely, “‘Upon all the Ships of the Sea, and 

Upon All the Ships of Tarshish’: Revisiting 2 Nephi 12:16 and Isaiah 2:16,” Journal 
of Book of Mormon Studies 14/2 (2005): 12–25, 67–71, scholarsarchive.byu 
.edu/jbms/vol14/iss2/4/.

	 32.	Gardner, Second Witness, 2:216.
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every people.” The clause, “upon all the ships of the sea,” like these 
other clauses, emphasizes the universality of the day of the Lord. The 
day of the Lord will come upon all the ships of the sea, including those 
of Tarshish. If Nephi was writing, as he says, “that they [his people and 
all who would receive his record] may know the judgments of God, 
that they come upon all nations, according to the word which he hath 
spoken” (2 Nephi 25:3), such additions would closely align with one of 
Nephi’s most significant stated purposes in writing. In sum, “upon all 
the ships of the sea” could have been on the brass plates, but it is also 
possible that it, along with the other textual additions in 2 Nephi 12–24, 
originates with Nephi himself.

The Masoretic text of Isaiah 2:17 and Nephi’s text in 2 Nephi 12:17 are 
both structured as a tricolon: “And the loftiness of man [ʾādām] shall be 
bowed down, and the haughtiness of men [ʾănāšîm] shall be made low; 
and the Lord alone shall be exalted in that day.” This presence of the 
tricolon here means that it need not be regarded as irregular elsewhere 
in this text. The use of the matching terms ʾādām (“man”) and ʾănāšîm 
(“men”), as in the Masoretic text, again stresses the universality of the 
coming day of the Lord and contrasts the reduction of human self-
importance with the Lord’s glory. In terms of Nephi’s message, these 
are the same “men” for whom he said that his people might “rejoice” and 
to whom they might liken Isaiah’s words (2 Nephi 11:8).

“That They May Know the Judgments of God, That They 
Come upon All Nations”: Nephi’s Purpose in Writing

The greatest concentrations of nations/Gentiles in Nephi’s Isaiah text 
are in 2 Nephi 12 (four times), at the beginning of Nephi’s long quotation 
of Isaiah, and in 2 Nephi 23–24 (six times, seven if one counts the plu-
ralizing of the singular gôy), the end of his long Isaiah quotation. These 
concentrations in the prophecy of the latter-day temple and day of the 
Lord on the front end and in the burdens of Babylon and Philistia on 
the back end help form a kind of literary bracketing around Nephi’s 
quotation of Isaiah 2–14, as shown in the table 5.

Table 5. Nations/Gentiles in 2 Nephi 12–24.

Nations/Gentiles  
in 2 Nephi 12–24 Verses # of instances

Bookend #1 (Isaiah 12)
Latter-day “temple” “day of 
the Lord” prophecy

2 Nephi 12:2, 4, 12, 14 Four
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Nations/Gentiles  
in 2 Nephi 12–24 Verses # of instances

Judgment against Israel 2 Nephi 15:26 One

“Galilee of the Nations” 2 Nephi 19:1 One

Assyria punish “nations” 2 Nephi 20:7 One

Gathering of Israel through 
the agency of the Gentiles/
nations

2 Nephi 21:10, 12 Two

Bookend #2 (Isaiah 13–14)
The Burdens of Babylon, 
Philistia

2 Nephi 23:4; 24:6, 9, 
12, 18, 26, 32

Six, plus one instance (v. 32, 
singular gôy often rendered 
plural in translation) 

The opening bookend describes a “vision” that would “come to 
pass in the last days, when the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be 
established in the top of the mountains, and shall be exalted above 
the hills, and all nations shall flow unto it.” Regarding this temple, 
“many people[s] shall go and say, Come ye, and let us go up to the 
mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; and he will 
teach us of his ways, and we will walk in his path” because “out of Zion 
shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem” (2 
Nephi 12:1–3). The bookend closes with very similar notes: “What shall 
then answer the messengers of the nation[s]? That the Lord hath 
founded Zion, and the poor of his people shall trust in it” (2 Nephi 
24:32). As Sheri L. Klouda notes: “First and foremost, . . . Zion denotes 
the location of Yahweh’s dwelling place and immediate presence, sym-
bolizing a place of security or safety (Psalms 45:4–6; 76:2–3),”33 This 
makes Nephi’s framing at Isaiah 2:1–3 and 14:32 particularly appropri-
ate (more on this below).

In the chapters between these bookends, Nephi’s text quotes 
some intriguing Isaianic references to the nations/Gentiles that bear 
on, and contribute to, his overall message regarding the nations: 
2 Nephi 15:26; 19:1; 20:7; 21:10, 12. In what follows, I will briefly examine 
these passages, but will not do so sequentially.

“By the way of the Red Sea beyond Jordan in Galilee of the 
nations”

Isaiah 9:1 and 2 Nephi 19:1 preserve a geographical reference to 
“Galilee of the nations” or “Galilee of the Gentiles” (as rendered in 

	 33.	Sheri L. Klouda, s.v. “Zion,” Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poe
try, and Writings: A Compendium, ed. Tremper Longman III and Peter Enns 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2008), 936.
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the King James version of Matthew 4:15, which quotes Isaiah 9:1; see 
below). Nephi’s text reads thus: 

Nevertheless, the dimness shall not be such as was in her 
vexation, when at first he lightly afflicted the land of Zebulun, 
and the land of Naphtali, and afterwards did more grievously 
afflict by the way of the Red Sea beyond Jordan in Galilee 
of the nations.

Believing Latter-day Saint scholars have sometimes noted that the 
variant reading “Red Sea” (instead of “sea”) in Nephi’s text may repre-
sent an “error” in the Book of Mormon text.34 Non-believing scholars 
and critics have dismissed it as evidence of Joseph Smith’s ignorance. 
However, this textual variant may actually constitute yet another exam-
ple of an “error” that really is not an error at all. E. Jan Wilson argues 
that the rare geographic term sûpă might underlie “Red Sea” (normally 
yam sûp), as the King James translators render it in Numbers 21:14.35 
He further suggests that “Galilee of the nations” (gĕlîl haggôyim) in the 
Masoretic text and probably on the brass plates really denotes “district 
of the nations.”36 Whether Wilson’s solution or D. Charles Pyle’s sug-
gestion regarding the King’s Highway as the “way of the Red Sea”37 
is to be accepted, Nephi’s text appears to move the location of the 
eschatological re-fulfillment of this text eastward into the territory of 
“the nations.”

By Nephi’s time, the Assyrian invasion had long since brought the 
Northern Kingdom to a complete end (721 BCE). Isaiah had men-
tioned that “it is in his heart to destroy and cut off nations not a few” 
(Isaiah 10:7; 2 Nephi 20:7). The king of Assyria would be the instrument 
of divine judgment, but then also its object. Nevertheless, for Nephi, 
who saw “the course of the Lord [as] one eternal round” (1 Nephi 10:19), 

	 34.	For a summary of the perceived problem and proposed solutions, see FAIR, 
“Question: Why does 2 Nephi 19:1 change the word ‘sea’ in Isaiah 9 to ‘Red 
Sea’?” fairlatterdaysaints.org/answers/Question:_Why_does_2_Nephi_19:1_
change_the_word_%22sea%22_in_Isaiah_9_to_%22Red_Sea%22 
%3F.

	 35.	E. Jan Wilson, “Joseph Smith and the ‘Red Sea,’ in 2 Nephi 19:1,” Interpreter: 
A Journal of Latter-day Saint Faith and Scholarship 60 (2024): 192–95, journal 
.interpreterfoundation.org/joseph-smith-and-the-red-sea-in-2-nephi-191/.

	 36.	Wilson, “Joseph Smith and the ‘Red Sea’ in 2 Nephi 19:1,” 190.
	 37.	See the personal correspondence of D. Charles Pyle to Jeffrey D. 

Lindsay in Jeffrey D. Lindsay, “Feeling Blue About the Red Sea in the Book 
of Mormon?” Arise from the Dust (blog), October 18, 2019. arisefromthedust 
.com/feeling-blue-about-red-sea-in-book-of/. 
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the historical events recorded within the prophecies of Isaiah could 
have multiple fulfillments, like the prophecies themselves. Nephi was 
aware of the historical fulfillment of Isaiah 9:1 [MT 8:23], but he could 
also have seen it as having an eschatological one. It is worth consider-
ing the relationship between “Red Sea” in Nephi’s text and a latter-day 
or eschatological fulfillment of Nephi’s prophecy.

When foreign armies—the armies of “the nations,” like Assyria and 
Babylonia—invaded Israel and Judah, they typically came from the 
northeast. It was much more difficult to invade by crossing the des-
erts from the eastern direction. These armies came from the north-
east from the direction of the King’s Highway, which subsequently 
becomes “the way of the Red Sea” in the land “beyond Jordan” (see 
figure 1). For Nephi, the phrase “the way of the Red Sea” seems to have 
located the fulfillment of the prophecy in Isaiah 9 in the vicinity of where 
Moses raised up the brazen serpent: “And they journeyed from mount 
Hor by the way of the Red sea, to compass the land of Edom: and 
the soul of the people was much discouraged because of the way” 
(Numbers 21:4). Did Nephi identify the location where Moses lifted a 
serpent-seraph upon a nēs (Numbers 21:5–9) as the first place where 

Figure 1. The King’s Highway runs out of Mesopotamia to Damascus and then 
south-southwest through the Transjordanian territories to the Elat and the Gulf 
of Aqaba where it turns west toward Egypt. upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/

commons/e/ed/Ancient_Levant_routes.png.
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the Lord “lift[ed] up” an “ensign” (nēs) to “the nations?” A comparison 
between 2 Nephi 25:20 and Isaiah 11:10, 12 suggests that Nephi saw 
a conceptual relationship between these texts, especially given his 
idiosyncratic use of nations to describe the tribes of Israel in 2 Nephi 
25:20.38 Jesus’s own disciples saw his Galilean ministry as a fulfillment 
of the prophecy in Isaiah 9 (see Matthew 4:14–16). For Nephi, the ulti-
mate fulfillment of Isaiah 9:6–7/2 Nephi 19:6–7 would be in the “day of 
the Lord”:

For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given; and the 
government shall be upon his shoulder; and his name shall 
be called, Wonderful, Counselor, The Mighty God, The 
Everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace. Of the increase of 
government and peace there is no end, upon the throne of 
David, and upon his kingdom to order it, and to establish it 
with judgment and with justice from henceforth, even for-
ever. The zeal of the Lord of Hosts will perform this.

The prophetic promises in verse 7 particularly require conditions 
that will be brought about by the day of the Lord upon the nations.

“An ensign to the nations,” “to him shall the Gentiles seek”

In Isaiah 2–14/2 Nephi 12–24, Isaiah three times uses similar language 
to describe the “lifting up” or “raising” of an “ensign,” “standard,” or 
“banner” (Hebrew nēs) as a signal to “the nations.” In the first instance, 
the nēs summons foreign or gentile armies to attack and scatter Israel: 
“he will lift up an ensign to the nations [wĕnāśāʾ-nēs laggôyim] from far” 
(Isaiah 5:26; 2 Nephi 15:26). In this case, the “nations,” particularly the 
Assyrians, are the instrument of the Lord’s judgment upon Israel and 
Judah.

In the second instance, the ensign is lifted up for expressly the 
opposite reason: “And he shall set up an ensign [wĕnāśāʾ nēs lag-
gôyim] for the nations, and shall assemble [wĕʾāsap] the outcasts of 
Israel, and gather together [yĕqabbēṣ] the dispersed of Judah from 
the four corners of the earth” (Isaiah 11:12; 2 Nephi 22:12).

A very similar concept gained currency with Nephi and his 
successors:

	 38.	We might also note here that Nephi would have seen Isaiah’s statement, 
“Thou hast multiplied the nation, and increased the joy” (2 Nephi 9:3; vis-à-vis 
“Thou hast multiplied the nation, and not increased the joy,” Isaiah 9:3) as a 
fulfillment of the Abrahamic Covenant.
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Thus saith the Lord God, Behold, I will lift up mine hand to 
the Gentiles [gôyim, nations], and set up my standard 
[nissî, my ensign] to the people: and they shall bring thy 
sons in their arms, and thy daughters shall be carried upon 
their shoulders. (Isaiah 49:22)

This is a text quoted or alluded to in 1 Nephi 21:22; 22:6–8 and in 
2 Nephi 6:6; 29:2. Nephi understood that, historically and in the future 
(including the eschatological future), the “nations” or “Gentiles” (hag-
gôyim) were the divine means of scattering and gathering Israel as 
they had been in times past (for example, Assyria) and would also be 
the instrument and object of divine judgment.

The figure of “a root of Jesse,” foretold in Isaiah 11:10/2 Nephi 21:10, 
would be one from whom the Gentiles responsible for this gathering 
would “seek” or “inquire of”: “And in that day there shall be a root of 
Jesse, which shall stand for an ensign [nēs] of the people; to it [him] 
shall the Gentiles [gôyim] seek: and his rest shall be glorious.” Nephi 
would have understood this prophecy, unmistakably of a Davidic fig-
ure, as a prophecy about the Second Coming of the Messiah in glory 
(see, for example, 2 Nephi 25:16–18).

Another instance of the lifting of an ensign as a signal to “the 
nations” in these chapters occurs in Isaiah 13:2/2 Nephi 23:2: “Lift ye 
up a banner [śĕʾû-nēs] upon the high mountain, exalt the voice unto 
them, shake the hand, that they may go into the gates of the nobles.” 
This signal to the Lord’s “sanctified ones” and “mighty ones” (Isaiah 
13:3; 2 Nephi 23:3) culminates in “a tumultuous noise of the kingdoms 
of nations [mamlĕkôt gôyim] gathered together” against Babylon 
(Isaiah 13:4).

Nephi saw history and prophecy as cyclical. Some of Isaiah’s 
prophecies had been fulfilled before his time. Others would be fulfilled 
during his time and still others long afterward, some of them more 
than once (see also Isaiah 7:14; 2 Nephi 17:14; Matthew 1:21–23).39 The 
“nations,” having played a crucial role in the destruction of the Babylon 
of Nephi’s own time, will also play a crucial role in the eschatologi-
cal destruction of spiritual Babylon. But the latter-day Gentiles, like the 
nations of Nephi’s time, would need to repent in order to avert divine 

	 39.	See, for example, Matthew L. Bowen, “‘He Is God; and He Is with Them’: 
Helaman 8:21–23 and Isaiah’s Immanuel Prophecy as a Thematic Scriptural 
Concept,” BYU Studies Quarterly 62, no.1 (2023): 135–68, byustudies.byu 
.edu/article/he-is-god-and-he-is-with-them/.
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judgments (the story of Nineveh in the book of Jonah furnishes an 
excellent example of what such Gentile repentance might look like).

“Thou . . . which didst weaken the nations”: The fall of the king of 
Babylon as the defeat of Satan

Nephi’s large Isaiah block concludes with “the burden of Babylon, 
which Isaiah the son of Amoz did see” (Isaiah 13:1–14:27/2 Nephi 23:1–
24:27) and “the burden” that came “in the year king Ahaz died” (Isaiah 
14:28–32/2 Nephi 24:28–32). Both belong to the same literary unit. 
The latter constitutes something of an epilogue or appendix of the for-
mer. Numerous other “burdens” of the nations follow in the canonical 
book of Isaiah as currently ordered, but Nephi shows concern only 
for the contents of the “burden of Babylon” and the short burden that 
follows.

Isaiah uses a māšāl —a parable (literally, a likening, a comparison), 
or as some scholars have described it, a “taunt song”—to compare the 
king of Babylon to a figure designated hêlēl ben-šāḥar in the Hebrew 
text. That figure’s name was rendered “Lucifer, son of the morning” 
by the King James translators (following the Latin Vulgate and other 
earlier English translations) and in the Book of Mormon (2 Nephi 24:12). 
Isaiah vividly describes the motivations and ultimate fall of this figure: 
“How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! how 
art thou cut down to the ground, which didst weaken the nations 
[ḥôlēš ʿal-gôyim]!” (Isaiah 14:12; 2 Nephi 24:12). Isaiah describes him 
as “he that ruled [rōdeh] the nations [gôyim] in anger [bāʾap]” (Isaiah 
14:6), meaning he exercised dominion over the Gentiles using oppres-
sion, persecution, destructive violence, and incarceration as means of 
maintaining his power and control.

After the fall of the king of Babylon, Isaiah says of the former’s arrival 
among the denizens of the spirit world, “it [Sheol] hath raised up from 
their thrones all the kings of the nations [kol malkê gôyim]” (Isaiah 
14:9). Every one of the kings of the nations/Gentiles receive some mea-
sure of glory in their burial and afterlife, but not the king of Babylon: “All 
the kings of the nations [kol malkê gôyim], yea, all of them, lie in glory, 
every one of them in his own house. But thou art cast out of thy grave 
like an abominable branch . . .” (Isaiah 14:18–19; 2 Nephi 24:18–19).

Nephi saw the eschatological fall of spiritual Babylon and Satan as 
its founder (see also 1 Nephi 14:12–17). He explains how, in the day of 
the Lord Jesus Christ, this being would be deprived of his power:

And he [the Lord] gathereth his children from the four 
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quarters of the earth; and he numbereth his sheep, and they 
know him; and there shall be one fold and one shepherd; 
and he shall feed his sheep, and in him they shall find pas-
ture. And because of the righteousness of his people, Satan 
has no power; wherefore, he cannot be loosed for the space 
of many years; for he hath no power over the hearts of the 
people, for they dwell in righteousness, and the Holy One 
of Israel reigneth. (1 Nephi 22:25–26; compare Revelation 
21:1–10)

At the day of the Lord, the very “nations” who had been “weaken[ed]” 
and “rule[d]” by this being will eventually become completely safe from 
his influence: “But, behold, all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people 
shall dwell safely in the Holy One of Israel if it so be that they will repent” 
(1 Nephi 22:28).

“The hand that is stretched out upon all nations”

What happened to Babylon and its king will happen to the other 
nations that oppose the Lord in the day of the Lord. In another shorter 
oracle against the Assyrians who, historically speaking, would lose 
their power to the Babylonians, Isaiah declares: “This is the purpose 
that is purposed upon the whole earth; and this is the hand that is 
stretched out upon all nations [wĕzōʾt hayyād hannĕṭûyâ ʿal-kol-
haggôyim]” (Isaiah 14:26/2 Nephi 24:26). J. Blake Couey writes,

In this couplet, Isaiah describes the far-reaching control that 
Yhwh exercises over all nations. The conspicuous length of 
the two lines creates a sense of expansiveness appropriate 
for the grand theological claim.40

The image of the outstretched hand,41 in this case stretched out 
against all the nations/Gentiles beginning with Assyria and subse-
quently Babylon, is clearly an image of divine judgment. The Lord’s 
eternal “purpose” (ʿēṣâ) or “plan”—as shown, for example, to Lehi 
in 1 Nephi 1:13–14 —was “roll[ing] on.” Moroni later testified of this in 
Mormon 8:22–23, “For the eternal purposes [ʿēṣôt] of the Lord shall 

	 40.	J. Blake Couey, Reading the Poetry of First Isaiah: The Most Perfect Model 
of the Prophetic Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 49.

	 41.	On the image of the outstretched hand as an image and metaphor of divine 
judgment in Isaiah, see John Gee, “A Different Way of Seeing the Hand of the 
Lord,” Religious Educator 16, no. 2 (2015): 112–27, rsc.byu.edu/vol-16-no-2-2015 
/different-way-seeing-hand-lord.
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roll on, until all his promises shall be fulfilled. Search the prophecies 
of Isaiah.” For Nephi and his successors, past and present judgments 
upon the nations were proof of his future fulfillment of the Abrahamic 
Covenant and all its promises.

At the end of Isaiah 14/2 Nephi 24 there is a short “burden” or oracle 
against Philistia. Nephi chooses the question and answer that con-
clude this oracle as the conclusion for his long quotation of Isaiah: 
“What shall then answer the messengers of the nations [malʾăkê-
gôy, messengers of a nation]? That the Lord hath founded Zion, and 
the poor of his people shall trust [yeḥĕsû, take refuge] in it.” 42 This final 
declaration—the message to any inquiring nation—is that the poor 
among the Lord’s people —the economically poor and the poor in 
spirit— can take refuge (yeḥĕsû) in Zion and its king, Yahweh. In view 
of the clear tabernacle-temple imagery characterizing Mount Zion 
as a “a place of refuge” (maḥseh) in Isaiah 4:5–6 and 2 Nephi 14:5–6 
and the temple as the place par excellence of “taking refuge” under 
the Lord’s “wings,”43 perhaps symbolized by the seraphim (compare 
2 Nephi 16:2–7 with 2 Nephi 25:20). Nephi is ending his Isaiah block 
where he began: with the temple and the nations.

Part of Nephi’s message of hope is this: the nations/Gentiles can 
come unto Christ and embrace his gospel and be numbered with his 
covenant people or remain under the power of the king of Babylon/
Lucifer who “rules” the unconverted nations. It they do the latter, they 
will be subject to the severity of the divine judgments upon the wicked 
that accompany “the day of the Lord” that is coming upon all the 
nations.

Upon concluding this lengthiest of his Isaianic quotations, Nephi 
gives what Isaiah scholar Donald W. Parry has described as “five keys” 

	 42.	For more on the significance of this text, see Matthew L. Bowen, ““The 
Lord Hath Founded Zion, and the Poor of His People Shall Trust in it” Covenant 
Economics, Atonement, and the Meaning of Zion,” in Covenant of Compassion 
Caring for the Marginalized and Disadvantaged in the Old Testament (50th 
BYU Sperry Symposium), ed. Avram R. Shannon et al. (Salt Lake City: Deseret 
Book; Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 2021), 
237–64.

	 43.	See Matthew L. Bowen, “‘Encircled About Eternally in the Arms of His Love’: 
The Divine Embrace as a Thematic Symbol of Jesus Christ and His Atonement 
in the Book of Mormon,” Interpreter: A Journal of Latter-day Saint Faith and 
Scholarship 59 (2023): 109–34, journal.interpreterfoundation.org/encircled 
-about-eternally-in-the-arms-of-his-love-the-divine-embrace-as-a-thematic 
-symbol-of-jesus-christ-and-his-atonement-in-the-book-of-mormon/.
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for understanding the writings of Isaiah.44 Nephi asserts regarding the 
ancient inhabitants of the kingdom of Judah that “their works were 
works of darkness, and their doings were doings of abominations” (2 
Nephi 25:2). Parry interprets this as the second “key” to understanding 
Isaiah words: “Do not do ‘works of darkness’ or ‘doings of abomina-
tions.’” 45 Ancient Judahites, however, had no monopoly on such prac-
tices. In his midrash of 2 Nephi 29, Nephi later writes “all the nations 
of the Gentiles and also the Jews . . . will be drunken with iniquity 
and all manner of abominations” (2 Nephi 27:1). Here the collocation 
“nations of the Gentiles” could be represented by a single underlying 
term, gôyim. Alternatively, it could also idiomatically render a phrase 
like “kingdoms of [the] nations/Gentiles” in Isaiah 13:4.

Immediately after his implicit warning against the “works of dark-
ness” and “doings of abominations,” Nephi with the sum and sub-
stance of “the nations” theme in 2 Nephi 12, and perhaps 2 Nephi 
12–24 as a whole, warns in 2 Nephi 25:3, “Wherefore, I write unto my 
people, unto all those that shall receive hereafter these things which I 
write, that they may know the judgments of God, that they come 
upon all nations, according to the word which he hath spoken.”

As noted earlier, Nephi knew well the role of the “nations” in “scat-
tering” and in their eventually gathering as a part of the eschatological 
gathering of Israel:

Wherefore, the Jews shall be scattered among all nations; 
yea, and also Babylon shall be destroyed; wherefore, the 
Jews shall be scattered by other nations. And after they 
have been scattered, and the Lord God hath scourged 
them by other nations for the space of many generations, 

	 44.	Donald W. Parry, “Nephi’s Keys for Understanding Isaiah (2 Nephi 25:1–8),” 
in Isaiah in the Book of Mormon, ed. Donald W. Parry and John W. Welch (Provo, 
UT: Foundation for Apologetic Research and Mormon Studies [FARMS], 1998), 
47–65.

	 45.	Parry, “Nephi’s Keys,” 47, 55–56. Parry (pp. 55–56) writes, “‘Works of dark-
ness’ and ‘doings of abominations’ (2 Nephi 25:2) conceal the meaning of pro-
phetic speech from the one committing evil acts. When Laman and Lemuel 
complained that Lehi had taught things that were ‘hard to be understood’ 
(1 Nephi 15:3), Nephi asked them, ‘Have ye inquired of the Lord?’ (1 Nephi 15:8). 
He then provided a formula for understanding the prophetic word, includ-
ing Isaiah’s teachings: ‘If ye will not harden your hearts, and ask [the Lord] in 
faith, believing that ye shall receive, with diligence in keeping [his] command-
ments, surely these things shall be known unto you’ (1 Nephi 15:11). Those who 
are involved in works of darkness and who break the commandments never 
understand the revelations of God or the things of the prophets.”
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yea, even down from generation to generation until they shall 
be persuaded to believe in Christ, the Son of God, and the 
atonement, which is infinite for all mankind—and when that 
day shall come that they shall believe in Christ, and worship 
the Father in his name, with pure hearts and clean hands, 
and look not forward any more for another Messiah, then, at 
that time, the day will come that it must needs be expedient 
that they should believe these things. (2 Nephi 25:15–16)

Iterative, restorative, divine action would necessarily precede any 
large-scale Jewish belief in Jesus as the Messiah and in his Atonement:

The Lord will set his hand again [yôsîp] the second time to 
restore his people from their lost and fallen state [quoting 
Isaiah 11:11]. Wherefore, he will proceed [yôsip/yôsīp] to do 
a marvelous work and a wonder among the children of men 
[quoting Isaiah 29:14]. (2 Nephi 25:17)46

These Isaianic prophecies will be fulfilled through the writings of 
Nephi and his successors in order that “the promise may be fulfilled 
unto Joseph [yôsēp], that his seed should never perish as long as the 
earth should stand” (2 Nephi 25:21; see also 2 Nephi 2:3–4; 16; 23–24). 
They would also come in fulfillment of promises made to Nephi himself 
(see 2 Nephi 29:1–2).

This brings us to easily the most interesting, if not the most signifi-
cant, use of nations in Nephi’s Isaiah-adjacent commentary:

And now, my brethren, I have spoken plainly that ye can-
not err. And as the Lord God liveth that brought Israel up 
out of the land of Egypt, and gave unto Moses power that 
he should heal the nations after they had been bitten by 
the poisonous serpents, if they would cast their eyes unto 
the serpent which he did raise up before them, and 
also gave him power that he should smite the rock and the 
water should come forth; yea, behold I say unto you, that as 
these things are true, and as the Lord God liveth, there is 
none other name given under heaven save it be this Jesus 
Christ, of which I have spoken, whereby man can be saved. 
(2 Nephi 25:20)

	 46.	Matthew L. Bowen, “He Shall Add”: Wordplay on the Name Joseph and 
an Early Instance of Gezera Shawa in the Book of Mormon,” Insights 30, no. 2 
(2010): 2–4, scholarsarchive.byu.edu/insights/vol30/iss2/3/.
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Nephi’s description of ancient Israel in the wilderness as “the 
nations”— Hebrew haggôyim —is highly unusual in that this term is 
normally used to describe non-Israelites and non-Jews. However, the 
description of Israel as “the nations” is not entirely without precedent. 
Hebrew lexicographers Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner cite 
Genesis 18:18, Isaiah 60:22, Ezekiel 35:10, and Psalm 106:5 as exam-
ples where Israel itself is conceived of as a gôy.47 this occurs mostly in 
connection with the Abrahamic Covenant. The oracle of divine judg-
ment against Seir-Edom in Ezekiel 35:10 describes Israel and Judah 
as “these two nations,” literally, “two of the nations” (šĕnê haggôyim).

What’s more, Nephi’s description of the “rais[ing] up” of the serpent 
that “heal[s] the nations” may have oblique reference to the servant 
song of Isaiah 52:13–15, and its image of the Servant who would “be 
exalted and extolled, and be very high” and would “sprinkle [yazzeh] 
many nations”— or, as the Joseph Smith Translation renders it, “gather 
many nations.”

Margaret Barker has described the Levitical “atonement” rite of 
kpr performed in the tabernacle, and later the Jerusalem temple, as 
“the ritual of healing and restoration.”48 Barker further notes the use 
of the verb yazzeh, “sprinkle” (from the root nzy/nzh), as constituting 
an essential part of the Levitical “atonement” rite (see, for example, 
Leviticus 16) in Isaiah 52:15.49 Thus, “heal the nations” in 2 Nephi 25 
could be more precisely understood in the sense “perform the rite of 
atonement on many nations.” Nephi himself clearly understood the 
bronze serpent of Numbers 21 as a type of the Messiah’s sacrifice 
(see John 3).50 Understanding the phrase “healing the nations” as 
“atoning the nations” also accords nicely with the rendering of Isaiah 
52:15 in the Joseph Smith Translation: “he shall gather many nations.” 
The possibility also exists that Nephi is identifying the nēs (“pole”) of 
Numbers 21 with Isaiah’s nēs —the “ensign,” “banner,” or “standard” of 
Isaiah 11:12, 49:22, and elsewhere —used to “gather” Israel by means 
of “the nations”/“Gentiles.”

	 47.	HALOT, 182–83.
	 48.	Margaret Barker, The Great High Priest: The Temple Roots of Christian Lit

urgy (London: T&T Clark, 2003), 49.
	 49.	Barker, Great High Priest, 53.
	 50.	See discussion in Jeffrey M. Bradshaw and Matthew L. Bowen, “‘By the 

Blood Ye Are Sanctified’: The Symbolic, Salvific, Interrelated, Additive, Retro
spective, and Anticipatory Nature of the Ordinances of Spiritual Rebirth in 
John 3 and Moses 6,” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture 24 (2017): 
123–316, scholarsarchive.byu.edu/interpreter/vol24/iss1/8/.
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The Lord provided the following statement regarding Isaiah’s mes-
sage in 3 Nephi 23:2: “For surely [Isaiah] spake as touching all things 
concerning my people which are of the house of Israel; therefore it 
must needs be that he must speak also to the Gentiles [nations].” One 
unmistakable instance in which Isaiah speaks directly to the Gentiles 
or the nations occurs in Isaiah 34:1–2:

Come near, ye nations [gôyim], to hear; and hearken, ye 
people: let the earth hear, and all that is therein; the world, 
and all things that come forth of it. For the indignation of the 
Lord is upon all nations [ʿal-kol-haggôyim], and his fury 
upon all their armies: he hath utterly destroyed them, he hath 
delivered them to the slaughter.

Nephi recognized that Isaiah 2 (2 Nephi 12) delivered a similar mes-
sage: “he shall judge among the nations” (2 Nephi 12:4):

Wherefore, these things [Nephi’s writings, including his quo-
tations of Isaiah’s writings] shall go from generation to gen-
eration as long as the earth shall stand; and they shall go 
according to the will and pleasure of God; and the nations 
who shall possess them shall be judged of them accord-
ing to the words which are written. (2 Nephi 25:22)

Isaiah’s and Nephi’s writings have lost none of their relevance for 
the Lord’s people or for “the nations” (Gentiles).

Summary and Conclusions
On the title page of the Book of Mormon, Moroni describes Jesus 
Christ as “the Eternal God, manifesting himself unto all nations.” Moroni 
knew, like his predecessors, Isaiah and Nephi, that the day of the Lord 
would one day come “upon all nations” (2 Nephi 12:12), even “upon all 
the nations which are lifted up” (2 Nephi 12:14).

In one of Nephi’s most significant stated purposes in writing, he 
declares, “Wherefore, I write unto my people, unto all those that shall 
receive hereafter these things which I write, that they may know the 
judgments of God, that they come upon all nations, according to the 
word which he hath spoken” (2 Nephi 25:3).

This statement is not only consistent with the variant readings 
in Nephi’s rendition of Isaiah 2 in 2 Nephi 12, but it credibly explains 
them. Nephi’s knowledge of—and emphasis on—the universality of 
the day of the Lord and the coming judgments “upon all nations” also 
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potentially explains variants that have drawn significant attention, like 
the tricolon in 2 Nephi 12:16, which begins with the additional phrase 
“upon all the ships of the sea.” Nephi’s view that historical events and 
prophecy could recur, such as the divine judgments upon the nations 
mentioned in 2 Nephi 19:1 (“and [the Lord] did more grievously afflict 
by the way of the Red Sea beyond Jordan in Galilee [or the district of] 
the nations”) might also explain that variation as an event transpiring in 
Gentile territory.

Jesus Christ himself warned that the latter-day “Gentiles” in Lehi’s 
promised land would

sin against my gospel, and shall reject the fulness of my 
gospel, and shall be lifted up in the pride of their hearts 
above all nations, and above all the people of the whole 
earth, and shall be filled with all manner of lyings, and of 
deceits, and of mischiefs, and all manner of hypocrisy, and 
murders, and priestcrafts, and whoredoms, and of secret 
abominations. (3 Nephi 16:10)

He further declared, “If they shall do all those things, and shall 
reject the fulness of my gospel, behold, saith the Father, I will bring 
the fulness of my gospel from among them” (3 Nephi 16:10). The gos-
pel would go forth from these Gentiles to the remnant of the house of 
Israel throughout the world. They would themselves have the oppor-
tunity to repent and join themselves to the house of Israel: “But if the 
Gentiles will repent and return unto me, saith the Father, behold they 
shall be numbered among my people, O house of Israel” (3 Nephi 
16:13; see also 3 Nephi 21:22).

But if they will not turn unto me, and hearken unto my voice, I 
will suffer them, yea, I will suffer my people, O house of Israel, 
that they shall go through among them, and shall tread them 
down, and they shall be as salt that hath lost its savor, which 
is thenceforth good for nothing but to be cast out, and to be 
trodden under foot of my people, O house of Israel. (3 Nephi 
16:15)

Nephi knew well the peril that awaited the unrepentant among “all 
the nations” or Gentiles and hoped to help them avert it. His selec-
tion of Isaiah 2–14 for wholesale inclusion in 2 Nephi 12– 24, especially 
2 Nephi 12 with its universalizing and clarifying emphases on the day 
of the Lord coming upon “all nations” points exactly in this direction. It 
is conclusively declared in 2 Nephi 25:3.



228 • Interpreter 67 (2026)

Modern revelation further confirms that the Lord will not “stay [his] 
hand in judgment upon the nations” (Doctrine and Covenants 39:16). 
Indeed, “the arm of the Lord shall fall upon the nations” (Doctrine and 
Covenants 45:47). He has promised, “and they shall know mine arm 
and mine indignation, in the day of visitation and of wrath upon the 
nations” and averred, “I . . . have laid my hands upon the nations, to 
scourge them for their wickedness.” Nevertheless, the Lord has also 
demonstrated his power to “heal the nations.” Isaiah and Nephi fore-
told the time when the Lord “shall judge among the nations . . . and 
they shall beat their swords into plow-shares and their spears into 
pruning-hooks—nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither 
shall they learn war any more” (2 Nephi 12:4). At that time, the Lord’s 
promise to Abraham that he would become a “father of many nations” 
(Genesis 17:4–5) and that “in thy seed shall all the nations [kōl gōyȇ] of 
the earth be blessed” (Genesis 22:18) shall stand completely fulfilled.

[Author’s note: I express my deep thanks to Suzy Bowen, Godfrey 
Ellis, Allen Wyatt, Alan Sikes, and Victor Worth.]
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