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JosiAH'S REFORM:
AN INTRODUCTION

Benjamin L. McGuire

n 1951 in The Improvement Era, Sidney B. Sperry published
Ia short article titled “Some Problems of Interest Relating to
the Brass Plates.”! In this article he outlines several problems
including issues related to the Pentateuch, Jeremiah’s prophe-
cies, The Book of the Law, and the Brass Plates themselves. In
many ways, Sperry laid down a gauntlet that has been taken up
many times by LDS scholars looking for answers that help to
explain these issues in the Book of Mormon within the context
of the best current biblical scholarship.

Several aspects of these four issues coalesce in the brief
period before the early destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BC.
During this timeframe, the Pentateuch (the five books of Moses
in our Old Testament) was still undergoing revision, Jeremiah
was prophesying, the Brass Plates were created, and the Book of
the Law (mentioned in 2 Kings 22:8 and now generally thought
to be the Book of Deuteronomy) was discovered in the temple.
It is also the time during which Lehi began his ministry in
Jerusalem and left for the New World.

The discovery of the Book of the Law during King Josiah’s
reign (from 640 to 609 BC) jump-started a reform movement
within Judaism. As part of this reform, Josiah carried out an
aggressive shift within the popular religion—removing pagan
religious institutions, eliminating sites of worship throughout

1. The article can be downloaded at http://maxwellinstitute.byu.edu/
publications/jbms/?vol=4&num=1&id=89.
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Judah in order to centralize all worship at the Temple in
Jerusalem, and attempting to reestablish the covenant between
the Jewish people and God. These events are particularly note-
worthy for LDS students of the scriptures since they occurred
within the early lifetimes of the prophets Jeremiah and Lehi,
and these events influenced both their ministries and their
theology. The scriptures that were being used in Jerusalem at
the end of Josiah’s reign, including some of the prophecies of
Jeremiah and the Book of Deuteronomy (the Book of the Law)
appear in the Brass Plates taken by Lehi to the New World. And
both Jeremiah and the Book of Mormon quote and allude to
Deuteronomy frequently.

In continuing this dialogue about the significance of these
events, Interpreter presents two essays over the next two weeks,
dealing primarily with Josiah’s reform, its outcome, and its
influence on later scripture (both in the writings of Jeremiah
and the Book of Mormon, as well as second temple Judaism
and early Christianity). The first is Dr. William Hamblin’s
“Vindicating Josiah.” The second is Kevin Christensen’s re-
sponse: “Prophets and Kings in Lehi’s Jerusalem and Margaret
Barker’s Temple Theology.” Both of these essays engage the
work of Margaret Barker, a biblical scholar working on the sig-
nificance of the temple in ancient Israelite and Jewish religion,
and in early Christianity.

Just as with the underlying biblical scholarship, these two
essays present two different perspectives on the value of Josiah’s
reform and the nature of the Jewish apostasy that caused this
reform. Margaret Barker argues that there was a shift in Jewish
temple theology that begins with Josiah and culminates in
second-temple Judaism—requiring a subsequent return to
that temple theology seen in early Christianity. Christensen,
in agreement with Barker, argues that Josiah’s reform isn’t just
a reform movement, but is also a part of that apostasy or shift
from an earlier temple theology, and that this perspective is re-
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flected in Lehi’s own concerns and teachings as he leads his
family out of Jerusalem and into the wilderness. On the oth-
er hand, Hamblin argues that the apostasy in ancient Judah
was more an issue of syncretism—the merging or combining
of Jewish theology with the religious views of its neighbors.
Hamblin argues that Josiah’s reform was a successful reform,
helping to maintain the older traditional temple theology, and
then goes on to suggest that the real shift from these older (cor-
rect) traditions described in the Old Testament text occurred
under the Hasmonean kings in the second century BC—well
into second-temple Judaism (the period from the rebuilding
of the temple around 530 BC up until the second destruction
of the temple around AD 70). While both theories end up in
the same place with regard to apostate temple theology in
Judaism and a restoration in early Christianity, both theories
have significantly different implications for reading the Book
of Mormon and understanding Lehi’s own vision of the temple.
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