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Anachronisms: Accidental Evidence in 
Book of Mormon Criticisms

Matthew Roper

[Editor’s Note: We are pleased to present chapter 5 from a book 
entitled Anachronisms: Accidental Evidence in Book of Mormon 
Criticisms. It is presented in serialized form in this volume of Interpreter: 
A Journal of Latter-day Saint Faith and Scholarship.]

Chapter 5:  
Book of Mormon Names

Many names found in the Book of Mormon have been considered 
anachronistic by some readers. Research on Book of Mormon 

names since its publication in 1830 has shed light on many of these. 
Some names, including non-biblical ones that appear in the text, have 
been discovered in ancient Near Eastern inscriptions.

Speaking of Hebrew names in the Bible, Moshe Garsiel states:

Many hundreds of puns on names are to be found through-
out the Bible. Some of them are explicated in so many words 
by figures in the narrative; many are overt and recognizable 
within the context; but very many are worked into the text in 
a clandestine manner. These last constitute a kind of riddle, 
offering a challenge to the reader to probe more deeply in 
order to uncover them with the help of various hints and 
directives supplied by the author.1

Current research by Latter-day Saint scholars trained in ancient 
Near Eastern languages has found that some Book of Mormon names 
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have significant etymologies. Like those in the Bible, these often also 
point to evidence of significant wordplay in the text when considered 
in light of ancient Hebrew or Egyptian.2

This chapter only treats names that readers have claimed to be 
anachronistic and a product of modern invention. Those names which 
are attested in ancient Near Eastern inscriptions or which have been 
shown to have plausible etymologies are considered confirmed.

138. Sam

Status: Confirmed (1845–1965)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Sam (1 Nephi 2:5) is 
a modern name with no ancient support.

One of [Nephi’s] brothers was a real Yankee — Sam! Well 
done, Prophet Smith; you can’t get rid of your Jonathanisms. 
Sam indeed! Fie, Joseph, how you forget yourself. Can’t you 
forge better than this? Precious little of the Yankee wit, have 
you in your composition, to let a Yankeeism creep into the 
ancient “Book of Nephi” in this manner.3

“This name Sam, by the way, sounds very modern.”4 “Nor did any 
Hebrew name his child ‘Sam’ (v. 5). That is a Yankee name but not 
Hebrew.”5

Response: The name Sam is attested in ancient Egyptian.6 It is also 
a Hebrew name that is attested on a ring seal dating to the seventh 
century BC.7 Paleo Hebrew characters such as those found on this 
inscription make no distinction between two types of s sounds—ś 
(s) and š (sh). The form of Sam in the Book of Mormon, assuming 
it follows early Israelite orthography, could therefore be a viable 
spelling no matter how it was anciently pronounced (whether as 
Sam or Shem). It may be significant that the name would have been 
pronounced as Sam in the northern dialect of Ephraim to which 
Lehi and Ishmael’s families had familial ties.8

139. Josh

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Josh (3 Nephi 9:10; 
Mormon 6:14) is modern and has no ancient support.9 “Josh. . . . There’s 
Yankee for ye. Rather out of place, however, in ancient writings.”10
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Response: The name Josh is attested in several preexilic inscrip-
tions.11 It is a hypocoristic (shortened) form of the name Josiah, 
one of the last kings of Judah (Jeremiah 27:1). Robert Deutsch and 
Michael Heltzer note that “this hypocoristic name is not found in 
the OT but is known from epigraphic sources” from the time of the 
prophet Jeremiah when it was likely pronounced Yaush.12 It is found 
on two clay bullae (seal impressions) and three ostraca (inscribed 
fragments of pottery) from the site of Lachish dating to 586 BC. 
Four persons mentioned in documents from the Jewish colony of 
Elephantine in Egypt are also identified by this name.13

140. Gid

Status: Partially Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Gid (Alma 57:28) is 
modern and has no ancient support.14

Response: Gid may be a hypocoristic form of the place name Gidom15 
or possibly derived from Gideon.16

141. Giddianhi

Status: Partially Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Giddianhi (3 Nephi 
3:9) is a modern name inspired by an individual involved in an anti-
Masonic controversy.17

Response: Several scholars have drawn attention to the Egyptian 
element anchi/anhi/ʿnh(i) in the names Giddianhi and Paanchi (two 
names associated with the Gadianton robbers), which means “to live” 
and denotes “life” or “oath” and “to swear” as a verb.18 Matthew Bowen 
suggests a possible etymology of “my fortune (-deity) is my (life) oath.”19

142. Gadianton

Status: Partially Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some critics of the Book of Mormon have claimed that 
the name Gadianton (Helaman 2:4) is of modern origin.20

Response: Gadianton is actually spelled with a double-d (Gaddianton) 
in its first appearance in the Original Manuscript of the Book of 
Mormon (Helaman 2:11–12). This is interesting since the Hebrew word 
for robber is spelled gedud (notice the double-d) and appears in 
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Hosea 6:9 as “band of robbers.” This could suggest a wordplay on 
the name Gaddianton and the word robber. Several possible etymol-
ogies have been proposed, including “provide (my) good fortune, O 
Lord (Yah)/Jehovah” or alternatively, but less likely, “(my) good fortune 
is oppression/affliction/rapine.”21

143. Abbreviated Names

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: In addition to being perceived as modern, names such 
as Sam, Josh, and Gid have been seen by some critics as a clearly 
modern attempt to abbreviate longer biblical names.22

Response: Hypocoristic or abbreviated names are now recognized 
as a legitimate form of ancient Israelite proper names, examples of 
which have since been attested in Hebrew inscriptions predating 587 
BC.23 These include the names Sam, Josh, Aha, and others.24

144. Sheum

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some critics have claimed that the term sheum (Mosiah 
9:9) is nonsense and has no evidence to indicate it is an ancient name 
for a grain.25

Response: Sheum is an authentic Mesopotamian name (found in 
Sumerian and Akkadian) for grains going back to the third millennium 
BC, suggesting a likely Jaredite origin.26

145. Neas

Status: Partially Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some critics have claimed there is no evidence sug-
gesting that neas (Mosiah 9:9) is an authentic ancient term for a grain.27

Response: Some evidence suggests that neas may have been a 
word of Mesopotamian origin.28

146. Ziff

Status: Partially Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the term ziff (Mosiah 11:3) has 
no support as an authentic ancient word.29
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Response: Some have concluded that since ziff is mentioned in con-
nection with gold, silver, copper, and brass, that ziff, possibly a loan 
word, may also be a metal. Several scholars have suggested that the 
name may be related to the Hebrew ziw, “glow” or “shine,” although 
none of the Hebrew cognates of ziw end in a consonant.30 Jerry 
Grover has noted that the name zyf is documented in old Arabic texts 
and is associated with a form of metal of some kind. Although Arabic 
script is currently only known from funerary inscriptions before AD 
500, it is possible this name may go back to earlier times and could 
have been known to Lehi and his family.31

147. Money Names

Status: Partially Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that there is no evidence to sug-
gest that any of the names of monetary units among the Nephites are 
of ancient origin.

The golden—a senine, a seon, a shum, a limnah, an antion, 
a shublon. The silver—a senum, an amnor, an ezrom, an 
onti, a shiblon, a shiblum, a leah . . . This gibberish . . . will do 
very well to be placed alongside of the ‘new tongues’ of the 
Mormonites, the jabber of Miss Carraboo, and Sheridan’s 
Greek.32

Response: According to Mormon, the Nephites,

did not reckon after the manner of the Jews who were at 
Jerusalem; neither did they measure after the manner of the 
Jews; but they altered their reckoning and their measure, 
according to the minds and the circumstances of the peo-
ple, in every generation, until the reign of the judges, they 
having been established by king Mosiah. (Alma 11:4)

Thus, based on the text itself, we should expect the Nephite system 
to substantially differ from earlier systems known to ancient Israelites.

That being said, the names of some of these monetary units seem 
to reflect an ancient Near Eastern background. For instance, limnah, 
one of the Nephite measures of gold (Alma 11:5), could plausibly be 
derived from the Hebrew word manah or minah (a measuring unit for 
precious metals). The preposition le can mean “to, for, according to.” 
Thus a limnah may mean “according to a mina.”33

Onti and antion may be related to the Egyptian participle int, 
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“bringing; buying.”34 The name Shiblum (Alma 11:16) actually reads 
shilum in the Printers Manuscript of the Book of Mormon. Shillum 
is Hebrew (Micah 7:3) for “reward, payment, compensation” and 
appears in Northwest Semitic inscriptions with the meaning “to be 
paid, repaid.”35 The Nephite silver measure senum and the gold mea-
sure senine plausibly derive from the Egyptian monetary term sniw or 
snny.36 The gold measure seon (or sean as it appears in the Printers 
Manuscript) may derive from the Hebrew sea, which is rendered 
“measure” in the Old Testament.37

It is also interesting that the measures ezrom and antion show up 
in the names of two antagonists (Zeezrom and Antionah) in the same 
narrative in which the monetary units are delineated (Alma 10:31; 12:20). 
The fact that these are the only two named antagonists in this account 
suggests intentional wordplay, in which the characters symbolize the 
greedy desire for gold and silver that had apparently corrupted their 
community.38

Collectively, these naming practices and monetary terms—several 
of which relate to concepts of measurement and payment—point to 
a system that drew upon ancient Hebrew and Egyptian ideas associ-
ated with economy. At the same time, differences between these sys-
tems are consistent with the Book of Mormon’s internal claims.

148. Rameumptum

Status: Partially Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Alma says that the Zoramites “had a place built up in 
the center of their synagogue, a place for standing, which was high 
above the head; and the top thereof would only admit one person” 
(Alma 31:13) and that this stand was called Rameumptum (Alma 31:21). 
Some critics have claimed that there is no evidence that Rameumptum 
is an authentic ancient name.39

Response: While a fully satisfactory etymology has not yet been iden-
tified, the Hebrew element ram in this name signifies something that is 
high, which seems appropriate in the context of Alma’s description.40 
A possible but tentative etymology has been suggested.41

149. Onidah

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Onidah (Alma 32:4) 
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was derived from a native American tribe and is not an authentic 
ancient name.42

Response: The name Onidah has a plausible Hebrew meaning, 
either “He attends (my) sorrow” or “he knows (my) affliction.” The 
theme of afflictions is a significant part of the account of the Zoramites 
whose “afflictions had truly humbled them” (Alma 32:6; see also 32:24; 
33:11). Alma and Amulek teach them how by their faith in Christ and 
repentance of their sins they can find rest from their afflictions (Alma 
34:40–41).43

150. Com

Status: Unconfirmed

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that there is no evidence to 
indicate that the Jaredite name Com (Ether 10:32) was an authentic 
ancient name.44

Response: There is currently no evidence supporting the antiquity of 
this name.

151. Kim

Status: Unconfirmed

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the Jaredite name Kim (Ether 
10:13) is not an authentic ancient name.45

Response: There is currently no evidence supporting the antiquity of 
this name.

152. Nephi

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Nephi (1 Nephi 1:1) is 
not an authentic ancient name.46

Response: Nephi is an attested Egyptian name meaning “good,” 
“goodly,” “fine,” “fair,” “beautiful,” and would have been known at the 
time of Lehi. Furthermore, in many Book of Mormon passages, a 
strong case can be made for intentional and repeated wordplay.47

153. Alma

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)
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Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Alma (Mosiah 16:2; 
27:8; Alma 1:2) is not an authentic ancient name.48 Others have claimed 
that the name is anachronistically Latin, rather than Hebrew, or that 
Alma is strictly a feminine name. As one writer put it, “Alma is sup-
posed to be a prophet of God and of Jewish ancestry in the Book of 
Mormon. In Hebrew Alma means a betrothed virgin maiden—hardly 
a fitting name for a man.”49 Another claimed, “It reminds us of the ‘Boy 
Named Sue.’”50

Response: The name Alma ben Yehudah, the first ancient attestation 
of the name, appears in a land deed from the time of the Bar Kochba 
rebellion discovered in the Cave of Letters in 1961 (figure 42).51 Another 
example of the name is found on an ossuary from the first century 
AD.52 The name is also attested at Ebla by the end of the third millen-
nium BC. 53 There are also several significant examples of apparent 
wordplay in the Book of Mormon text based upon its meaning.54

154. Moroni

Status: Partially Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Moroni (Alma 43:16; 
Mormon 6:6) is not an authentic ancient name.55

Response: Although not attested as an ancient name, there are plau-
sible meanings for the name. One possible meaning is “belonging to 
Moron” or “from Moron,” or possibly “my beloved” or “I was beloved.”56

155. Mormon

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some critics have claimed that the word Mormon 
(Mormon 1:1, 5) is not an authentic ancient name.57

Response: The name Mormon (mrmn) appears on a stela inscription 
dating to the nineteenth to twenty-first Egyptian dynasties (1292–943 
BC).58 The name may be based on Egyptian roots meaning “truly 
beloved” or “love is established” or “love remains steadfast/firm.”59 
Matthew Bowen suggests the meaning, “desire is enduring” or “love is 
enduring,” and discusses apparent wordplay in the Book of Mormon 
text relating to this theme.60
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Figure 42. Land deed containing the name of Alma ben Judah.  
Babatha Scroll, GetArchive (website), jenikirbyhistory 

.getarchive.net/amp/media/babathascroll-5d18ca.
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156. Deseret

Status: Confirmed (1845–1965)

Critics’ Claim: After they departed into the wilderness, the Jaredites 
carried with them “deseret, which by interpretation, is a honey bee, 
and thus they did carry with them swarms of bees” (Ether 2:3). Some 
have claimed that deseret is not an authentic ancient name. As one 
early critic stated, “There is not the slightest reason for thinking that 
the word Deseret means Honey Bee in any language ever spoken by 
man.”61

Response: In ancient Egypt, the crown of Lower Egypt, the Red 
Crown, has a distinctive appearance with a curly protuberance like 
that of a bee and it is portrayed on potsherds as early as Pre-Dynastic 
times (4000–3500 BC).62 Egyptologist Sir Allen Gardiner noted that 
the name of this crown was dšrt (pronounced Deshret), and that the 
name dšrt was substituted for the word bee in some Egyptian texts, 
possibly for sacred reasons.63

The need for Moroni to interpret this word in the text suggests it was 
not a name that originated in the land of Jaredite origins and may have 
been borrowed from another language, possibly Egyptian. Evidence 
for cultural exchanges between Egypt and Mesopotamia between 
3200 and 2900 BC points to one possible way that this name, as a 
loan word, could have been introduced to ancient Mesopotamia from 
where the Jaredites originally migrated.64 The attestation of dšrt, a 
name closely associated with the honey bee, and the evidence for 
cultural connections between Egypt and Mesopotamia, at an early 
period, provides significant confirmation of the authenticity of this 
Book of Mormon name.

157. Liahona

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that there is no evidence that the 
word Liahona (Alma 37:38) is an authentic ancient name.65

Response: Liahona has a plausible meaning of “To Yahweh Look!” or 
“Look to the Lord!”66

158. Irreantum

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)
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Critics’ Claim: Some critics have claimed that the name Irreantum, 
which Nephi interpreted as meaning “many waters” (1 Nephi 17:5), is 
not an authentic ancient name.67 As one writer put it, “Irreantum signi-
fies a complete ass, nearer than anything else.”68 Another wrote, “Just 
in whose language this sea was called Irreantum, Nephi does not say. 
. . . There is not a Mormon on this side of heaven that can tell.”69

Response: A plausible etymology in ancient South Arabian with the 
meaning “place of abundant watering” is consistent with Nephi’s inter-
pretation “many waters” (1 Nephi 17:5).70

159. Shazer

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that there is no evidence that the 
name Shazer (1 Nephi 16:13–14) is an authentic ancient Near Eastern 
name.71

Response: A plausible Semitic etymology of Shazer yields the mean-
ing “young gazelle,” which fits the hunting context of Nephi’s narrative 
(1 Nephi 16:13–14).72

160. Jarom

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Jarom (Jarom 1:1) is 
not an authentic Hebrew name.73

Response: Jarom is an attested Hebrew name found on several 
inscriptions dating to the preexilic period.74

161. Jonas

Status: Unconfirmed

Critics’ Claim: Some claim that the name Jonas (3 Nephi 19:4) is a 
Greek name and would not have been known to an Israelite with ori-
gins in preexilic Israel in the ancient Near East.75

Response: Strictly speaking, the name Jonas is currently unattested 
from preexilic Hebrew inscriptions. It should be noted, however, that 
Jonas is merely a Greek form of the Hebrew name Jonah. Thus, in this 
case, it can’t be certain whether Jonas reflects an underlying Greek 
(rather than Hebrew) version of the name or if it is simply an artifact of 
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the translation itself (the opting for one acceptable English variant of 
the name over another).

162. Timothy

Status: Unconfirmed

Critics’ Claim: Some claim that the name Timothy (3 Nephi 19:4) is a 
Greek name and would not have been known to an Israelite with ori-
gins in preexilic Israel in the ancient Near East.76

Response: The name Timothy is currently unattested from preexilic 
inscriptions.

163. Non-Biblical Hebrew Names in the Book of Mormon

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that there are no authentic Hebrew 
names in the Book of Mormon that are not found in the Bible.77

Response: There are many examples of Hebrew and other ancient 
Near Eastern names in the Book of Mormon, some of which do not 
appear in the Hebrew Bible or are transliterated differently in English 
translations.78 Additionally, there are many examples of notable word-
play based on the meaning of Hebrew words found in the Book of 
Mormon text.79

164. Egyptian Names in the Book of Mormon

Status: Confirmed (1845–1965)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that there is no evidence that any 
of the names found in the Book of Mormon are authentic Egyptian 
names.80

Response: There are a number of Egyptian names in the Book 
of Mormon, including Nephi, Paanchi, Mormon, and others.81 
Furthermore, in several cases, the text seems to be cognizant of the 
meaning of these names, either through wordplay or glosses.82 The 
authenticity of some of these names has even been pointed out by 
a non-Latter-day Saint scholar. In a letter to Grant Heward, William F. 
Albright of Johns Hopkins University wrote:

As you know, when the Book of Mormon was written, 
Egyptian had just begun to be deciphered and it is all the 
more surprising that there are two Egyptian names, Paanch 
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and Pahor(an) which appear together in the Book of Mormon 
in close connection with a reference to the original language 
as being “Reformed Egyptian.”83

165. Zarahemla

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Zarahemla was the name of a descendant of Mulek, 
the only surviving son of king Zedekiah, and a land and city in the land 
of promise were named after him (Omni 1:14; Mosiah 25:2; Helaman 
8:21). Some have claimed that Zarahemla is not an authentic ancient 
name.84

Response: Zarahemla appears to be a compound of the Hebrew 
nouns zera (“seed, offspring, descendant”) and hemlah (“compassion, 
pity, mercy”), rendering the meaning “seed of compassion.” When the 
root of hemlah is used as a verb, it can convey the meaning “to spare, 
have compassion” and the Lord warns king Zedekiah, his servants, 
and the wicked of Jerusalem that he will not spare them by using that 
verb (lōʾ ʾeḥmôl) (Jeremiah 13:14; 15:5; 21:7). The Book of Mormon text 
displays significant wordplay examples relating to the meaning of this 
name.85

166. Zeniff

Status: Partially Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Zeniff (Mosiah 9:1) 
has no evidence to support it as an ancient name.86

Response: The name Zeniff may possibly be taken from a conjec-
tured Hebrew gentilic senipi “tiaraed, crowned, enwrapped (with tur-
ban),” derived from Hebrew sanif, misnefet (Job 29:14). If the name is 
related to the name Zenephi, the ze prefix could be Hebrew demon-
strative-relative ze(h)-, meaning “he, one of.” This would make Zeniff, 
like Zenephi, a compound Hebrew and Egyptian name, although we 
do not know if niff and Nephi are the same name.87

167. Omni

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Omni (Jarom 1:15; 
Omni 1:1) is not an authentic Hebrew name.88



166 • Interpreter 66 (2025)

Response: The name Omni may derive from a root which means 
“my faithfulness, trust” and yields a plausible meaning “faithfulness (of 
the Lord/God),” “(the Lord/God) is my trust,” or “(the Lord/God) is (the 
object of) my trust.”89

168. Mosiah

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Mosiah (Omni 1:12; 
Mosiah 1:2) is not an authentic Hebrew name.90

Response: The name Mosiah yields a plausible meaning of “The Lord 
is a deliverer, savior.”91

169. Helaman

Status: Partially Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that there is no evidence that the 
name Helaman (Mosiah 1:2; Alma 37:1; Helaman 2:2) is an authentic 
ancient name.92

Response: The name Helaman may derive from a Hebrew root 
meaning “the strong, healthy strong, robust one” or possibly “seer” or 
“visionary.”93

170. Ether

Status: Unconfirmed

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that the name Ether (Ether 1:6) is a 
modern name and not an ancient one.94

Response: There is currently no evidence for the name Ether in 
antiquity.

171. Anti

Status: Confirmed (1966–2024)

Critics’ Claim: Some have claimed that element anti in Anti-Nephi-
Lehi (Alma 24:1) shows modern origin and was possibly influenced by 
an anti-Masonic controversy that occurred in New York before the 
publication of the Book of Mormon.95

Response: The element anti appears to be an Egyptian pronomial nty 
(pronounced “nety” or “enty”) with the meaning “he, she of; partisan, 
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adherent of.” The name Anti-Nephi-Lehi would then mean “he/adher-
ent/partisan of Nephi and Lehi,” which perfectly fits the context of the 
Lamanite converts who received the Gospel as taught by the Nephite 
missionaries.96

Summary of Results
During the first period (1830–1844), seventeen names of the Book of 
Mormon text were considered implausible or anachronistic, none of 
which could be confirmed (figure 43). In the next 120 years (1845–
1965), the total number of anachronisms increased to twenty-seven. 
One name was confirmed, two were partially confirmed, and the 
remaining twenty-four lacked confirmation (figure 44). During the last 
period (1966–2024), while the total number of items rose to thirty-four, 
nineteen items found confirmation, ten partial confirmation, and five 
lacked confirmation (figure 45).
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about the Book of Mormon 1829–1844. He has published in Literary 
and Linguistic Computing, BYU Studies Quarterly, Mormon Studies 
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Figure 43. Anachronisms for names in the Book of Mormon (1830–1844).
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Figure 44. Anachronisms for names in the Book of Mormon (1845–1965).
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Figure 45. Anachronisms for names in the Book of Mormon (1966–2024).
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