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THE ORIGIN AND PURPOSE OF
THE BOOK OF MORMON PHRASE
“Ir YE KEEP MY COMMANDMENTS
YE SHALL PROSPER IN THE LAND”

Taylor Halverson

Abstract: We are told in the Title Page of the Book of Mormon that the
Book of Mormon was revealed in our day “to show unto the remnant of
the house of Israel what great things the Lord hath done for their fathers;
and that they may know the covenants of the Lord, that they are not cast
off forever” Hence, the covenantal context, structure, and logic of the Book
of Mormon demand further consideration, exploration, and elucidation.
A prosperous starting point is the phrase “If ye keep my commandments
ye shall prosper in the land.” This covenantal phrase is used throughout
the Book of Mormon as a summary of the theological logic of the suzerain-
vassal treaty covenant type in which God sought to secure the fidelity of
his people, who would receive in exchange continued prosperity in His
appointed promised lands.

ne of the most commonly occurring phrases in the Book of Mormon,

“If ye keep my commandments ye shall prosper in the land,” may
easily be mistaken as an almost trite way of saying that it’s good to obey
God. However, if the Book of Mormon is read with an understanding
of ancient covenants, the meaning of the phrase takes on new light.
Understanding that ancient context means not just recognizing the
pervasive use of covenants and their monumental importance in the
ancient Near East but also appreciating the formulas and conventions
that were used to express and make covenants. The theme of prospering
in the (promised) land first occurs in 1 Nephi 2:20, where the Lord
speaks to Nephi: “And inasmuch as ye shall keep my commandments,
ye shall prosper, and shall be led to a land of promise; yea, even a land
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which I have prepared for you; yea, a land which is choice above all other
lands.” Nephi recalls those words in 1 Nephi 4:14, observing that the
Lord had told him, “Inasmuch as thy seed shall keep my commandments,
they shall prosper in the land of promise.” The form that may be most
familiar to Book of Mormon students is first given in Lehi’s farewell
speech to his family in 2 Nephi 1:20, quoting what the Lord has said:
“Inasmuch as ye shall keep my commandments ye shall prosper in the
land; but inasmuch as ye will not keep my commandments ye shall be
cut off from my presence.”

The simple core concept in all of this is the promise “If ye will keep my
commandments ye shall prosper in the land,” the wording of Alma 37:13.
But why is this concept repeated over 20 times in almost every book
of the Book of Mormon, with many other related exhortations? What
was the purpose of this phrase or formula? I propose that this phrase is
a powerful summary statement of a covenant relationship between the
people and the Lord, directly related to what is now (thanks to scholarship
that began long after Joseph Smith’s day) the familiar concept of the
suzerain-vassal treaty,' whose conceptual worldview and theology seem
to undergird significant portions of the Book of Mormon.?

A suzerain-vassal treaty is a conditional covenant type found in the
ancient Near East, the Bible, and other scripture. The purpose of this
covenant is for God (or a king) to secure the fidelity of his people with
a promise for protection and prosperity in their lands. This covenant
typically follows a six-part format:

1. Introduction: The great king or God identifies Himself (see
Exodus 20:2)

2. Historical review: The great king or God reviews past
relationship with the vassal (subjects), while emphasizing His
blessings to evoke loyalty and allegiance (see Exodus 20:2)

3. Stipulations: The great king or God promises security in
apromised land insofar as the vassal demonstrates total fidelityand
loyalty by keeping the covenant stipulations (see Exodus 20:3-17)

4. Recording and depositing the text: The covenant is recorded
and deposited in a secure or lasting location, such as at
a temple (see Exodus 25:21)

5. List of witnesses: God and angels serve as witnesses, though
people could as well (see Exodus 24:3)

6. Curses and blessings: Consequences are stipulated for
obeying or violating the terms of the covenant (see
Deuteronomy 27-28)
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Book of Mormon writers, conscious of space limitations on the plates
and not wanting to write out a lengthy yet significant covenant over and
over again, may have resorted to using the shorthand phrase “Ifye keep my
commandments ye shall prosper in the land.” As we see in 1 Nephi 1:20
and 4:14, “prosper in the land” is obviously linked to the promised land,
or rather the covenant land. In light of the covenant message of the
Book of Mormon, we can naturally understand that the Lord’s purposes
in His covenants do not focus simply on material prosperity, though that
can clearly be one of the blessings a people at peace and living God’s laws
may experience. Prospering may also contemplate individual and family
happiness, social harmony, honesty and kindness in relationships and
transactions, personal purity, and fulfilling one’s purpose in life. The
intent of the Book of Mormon as a text for our day should lead us to
contemplate the blessings that await all of us individually and especially
as a people if we can make and keep covenants with the Lord in our
various lands of promise. But for the Nephites and the authors of the
Book of Mormon writing with the strong influence of major cultural
and religious themes from the ancient Near East, today we can see that
this simple phrase recalls, renews, and reinvigorates the entire complex
of meaning associated with suzerain-vassal treaties and the theological
implications connected to such covenants.

Significantly, we may consider the Book of Mormon as the
new covenant (see D&C 84:57), the new witness or symbol of the
suzerain-vassal treaty — that if we demonstrate our unswerving loyalty
to God, we will have prosperity in the land.

With this phrase in mind, we begin to see this covenant terminology
of suzerain-vassal treaties throughout the Book of Mormon. Here are
a few examples, though this is definitely not an exhaustive list:

In Alma 45, Alma interviews his son Helaman one last time before
giving Helaman charge of the Nephite religious records. As part of that
interview Alma asks, “Will ye keep my commandments?” “Yea, I will
keep thy commandments with all my heart,” Helaman responds. Alma
then pronounces the reward: “Blessed art thou; and the Lord shall
prosper thee in this land” (Alma 45:6-8).

The core purpose of the suzerain-vassal covenant was to secure
prosperity in the land if one was faithful to the commands of God or the
king. We see that Alma promises that prosperity to Helaman because
Helaman has vowed to be faithful to the commandments (that is, the
stipulations of covenantal loyalty).



204 o INTERPRETER 46 (2021)

A counterexample is found in Mosiah 12:15. The people of Noah,
who had thoroughly disregarded the stipulations of covenant fidelity
(primarily summarized in the Ten Commandments), needed Abinadi
to remind them that they had forgotten the Mosaic Law. Believing in the
promises of prosperity in the land but forgetting that covenantal loyalty
bought such prosperity, the morally failing people of Noah boasted to
their king: “And behold, we are strong, we shall not come into bondage,
or be taken captive by our enemies; yea, and thou hast prospered in the
land, and thou shalt also prosper.” Sadly, they totally misunderstood
the covenant. Their lack of faithfulness brought the curses identified for
failing to observe the covenant: war, slavery, loss of land, and destruction.

Not many chapters later, Alma the Elder heeded the message
of Abinadi and taught his new covenant community all the words of
Abinadi. Because they demonstrated covenantal fidelity they received
the promises of prosperity: “And it came to pass that they began to
prosper exceedingly in the land” (Mosiah 23:19).

What do we see in the books of Alma, Helaman, 3 Nephi, and
4 Nephi? Multiple instances in which the promise of “prospering in the
land” is putin peril or is secured depending on the people’s faithfulness to
God as demonstrated by “keeping his commandments.” Alma preached
repentance to the people of Ammonihah with this call to remembrance:
“Behold, do ye not remember the words which he spake unto Lehi, saying
that: Inasmuch as ye shall keep my commandments, ye shall prosper
in the land? And again it is said that: Inasmuch as ye will not keep
my commandments ye shall be cut off from the presence of the Lord”
(Alma 9:13). The people of Ammonihah fully rejected the word of God
and were literally cut off from the face of the land and from the presence
of God; “And thus ended the eleventh year of the judges, the Lamanites
having been driven out of the land, and the people of Ammonihah were
destroyed; yea, every living soul of the Ammonihahites was destroyed,
and also their great city, which they said God could not destroy, because
of its greatness” (Alma 16:9).

Alma taught this covenantal principle repeatedly to his sons (see
Alma 36:1, 30; 37:13; 38:1), ensuring that generations of Nephites and
Book of Mormon readers would be thoroughly exposed to God’s covenant.
In fact, the theological covenantal logic of the suzerain-vassal treaty serves
as the frame for the beautiful chiasmus of Alma 36:1-30.

The editorial comments of Mormon, or his use of earlier commentary in
Nephite records, point to additional aspects of the basic theme of this phrase.
In chapters dealing with war and conflict, we see that simply retaining one’s
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land in a time of danger is a grand blessing. By the same token, we read
that the loss of such blessings and the calamities of war without the Lord’s
assistance may follow from the sins and crimes of a people who fail to keep
the commandments (see, for example Alma 50:19-22).

After years of civil war and of external conflict with the Lamanites,
brought on by failing to be faithful to God, the Nephites finally humbled
themselves sufficiently so that God allowed them to recover their lost lands.
Mormon editorializes on the consequences of covenantal faithfulness in
Alma 62, concluding with this thought: “And they did pray unto the Lord
their God continually, insomuch that the Lord did bless them, according
to his word, so that they did wax strong and prosper in the land” (v. 51).

Unfortunately, the covenantal gains experienced at the end of the
Book of Alma did not endure. We find Helaman (Helaman 3) laboring
to encourage the people to keep the commandments so that they might
prosper. Interestingly, we hear that Helaman himself prospered in
the land, even though Mormon makes no comment about the people
prospering in the land, because they could not claim the blessings
of prosperity when they were not keeping the commandments;
“Nevertheless Helaman did fill the judgment-seat with justice and
equity; yea, he did observe to keep the statutes, and the judgments, and
the commandments of God; and he did do that which was right in the
sight of God continually; and he did walk after the ways of his father,
insomuch that he did prosper in the land” (Helaman 3:20).

In 4 Nephi, after Jesus had established a society of covenant-keeping
saints, Mormon explains the covenantal outcomes of loyalty and fidelity to
God: “And the Lord did prosper them exceedingly in the land; yea, insomuch
that they did build cities again where there had been cities burned. ... And
how blessed were they! For the Lord did bless them in all their doings; yea,
even they were blessed and prospered until an hundred and ten years had
passed away; and the first generation from Christ had passed away, and
there was no contention in all the land. ... And now I, Mormon, would that
ye should know that the people had multiplied, insomuch that they were
spread upon all the face of the land, and that they had become exceedingly
rich, because of their prosperity in Christ” (4 Nephi 1: 7, 18, 23).

Unfortunately, the Nephites eventually persisted in breaking the
commandments, demonstrating ongoing covenantal disloyalty to God.
Their final end was utter ruin; they lost all peace and prosperity in the
land, as Mormon so potently laments: “O ye fair ones, how could ye have
departed from the ways of the Lord! O ye fair ones, how could ye have
rejected that Jesus, who stood with open arms to receive you! ... O that
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ye had repented before this great destruction had come upon you. But
behold, ye are gone, and the Father, yea, the Eternal Father of heaven,
knoweth your state; and he doeth with you according to his justice and
mercy.” (Mormon 6:17, 22).

We are told in the Title Page of the Book of Mormon that the
Book of Mormon was revealed in our day “to show unto the remnant of
the house of Israel what great things the Lord hath done for their fathers;
and that they may know the covenants of the Lord, that they are not
cast off forever.” Hence, the covenantal context, structure, and logic of
the Book of Mormon demand further consideration, exploration, and
elucidation. A prosperous starting point is the phrase “If ye keep my
commandments ye shall prosper in the land.” This covenantal phrase is
used throughout the Book of Mormon as a summary of the theological
logic of the suzerain-vassal treaty covenant type in which God sought
to secure the fidelity of his people, who would receive in exchange
continued prosperity in His appointed promised lands.

[Author’s Note: I express deep gratitude to Jeff Lindsay who made
this article possible. He provided significant insights and editorial
improvements. And, importantly, he kept this article moving along.]
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