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When authors use the rhetorical device of literary 
allusion, they not only teach through their own 
words but also attach to their own text meanings 
and interpretations from the alluded text. This is 
true of Nephi’s allusion to the account of David and 
Goliath in Nephi’s own account of his killing Laban, 
which allusion is generally of a thematic nature. 
A few of the main thematic parallels between the 
two accounts are that both unbelieving Israel and 
Laman and Lemuel are fearful of the main antago-
nist, both David and Nephi prophesy the death of 
their opponent, and both Goliath and Laban have 
their heads cut off and armor stripped. The implica-
tions of this allusion run deep. At a time in which 
the right to kingship was continually in dispute 
between Nephi and Laman, Nephi casting himself 
as David—the archetypal king of Judah, whose faith 
led to his supplanting Saul—could be seen as legiti-
mizing his regal authority over Laman. 
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introduction

In a 1994 review in the Review of Books on the 
Book of Mormon, John W. Welch wrote:

Notwithstanding the significant increase in 
Book of Mormon studies, little has been writ-
ten in this field of study about methodology 
itself. . . . Accordingly, if the study of the Book 
of Mormon is to become a more rigorous dis-
cipline, all of its practitioners will need to be-
come more explicit about their methods, their 
assumptions, their purposes, and the degree to 

which their conclusions are based on various 
forms of evidence or depend on various theo-
retical predilections.2
This study is an exploration of the Book of 

Mormon as a complex piece of literature and of a 
methodology useful in discovering the meaning of 
the text. In presenting a new approach to the Book 
of Mormon I am hoping not only to present new 
meaning to the reader, but also to address the lack 
of methodology that Welch observed.

N
EPHI & GOLIATH

ben mcguire

a case study of
literary allusion in the

book of mormon1
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This study identifies and analyzes an instance of 
literary allusion in the Book of Mormon narrative 
between 1 Nephi 3:31–4:19 and 1 Samuel 17. The 
paper contains two sections: In the first, I briefly 
introduce the methodology used to identify the lit-
erary allusion in the text. I include a more complete 
description of the methodology in the appendix. In 
the second part, I explore the proposed literary allu-
sion, after which I conclude with a brief discussion 
of the significance of this reading.3

methodology

The Need for Methodology

There are several reasons to formally introduce 
a methodology: (1) to reduce as much as possible 
personal subjectivity in the analysis of the evidence, 
(2) to produce empirical results as opposed to purely 
theoretical results,4 (3) to involve the reader as much 
as possible in the process of discovery, (4) to allow 
the reader to find additional instances of intertex-
tuality following the same model of discovery, and 
(5) to allow for criticism of the process, as well as of 
the conclusions.

This study uses a definition of literary allusion 
offered by Ziva Ben-Porat.5 Ben-Porat’s work defines 
the structure of a literary allusion and identifies it 
through a series of signs and markers, as well as 
through the process of interpretive parallelism in 
which new meaning is introduced through the allu-
sion. Building on Ben-Porat’s model, I have incor-
porated criteria for identifying the individual signs 
and markers from both Konrad Schaefer and Jon 
Paulien.6 Finally, the identified allusion is evaluated 
using a series of questions proposed by Richard B. 
Hays. 

Definitions
It is useful to briefly contrast three terms used 

in this study: allusion, literary allusion, and inter-
textuality. An allusion is generally defined as an 
indirect reference in one text to another. By defini-
tion, an allusion is recognizable only by someone 
who is familiar with the text to which it alludes. 
This awareness of the source text is often referred to 
as the “competence” of the reader.7 Literary allusion 
is specifically a rhetorical device used by writers 
to give new or additional meaning to their texts, 
when read by a “competent” reader. Ben-Porat calls 

this “the simultaneous activation of two texts.”8 
In other words, the reader interprets the text, and 
then in recognizing the allusion, reinterprets the 
same text with new meaning provided through the 
literary allusion. While allusion may be either an 
intentional or an unintentional borrowing of mate-
rial, literary allusion involves a deliberate and iden-
tifiable usage of another text employed as part of a 
rhetorical strategy. Intertextuality describes more 
generally the interaction between writers, their 
texts, and other texts. Allusion and literary allusion 
are specific types of intertextuality.9

As a rhetorical device, literary allusion also sup-
poses an intention on the part of the author. Identi-
fication of this authorial intent10 is to a large degree 
both subjective and theoretical. The reconstruction 
of authorial intent, no matter how appealing the 
evidence, still remains as a construct of the reader. 
This means that we are capable of understanding 
the rhetorical intent of the author only as far as we 
can be relatively certain what that intent is. Though 
speculative, the identification of literary allusions 

can be supported by their connection to the larger 
rhetorical context of the text in which they appear. 
As with other rhetorical devices, it can also increase 
our confidence in correctly identifying authorial 
intent.

With these limitations on discovering the inten-
tions of the author in mind, the Book of Mormon 
offers us two significant benefits. The first is that 
unlike proposed intertextuality between biblical 
texts, the text of the Book of Mormon indicates 
that its authors did in fact have a copy of many of 
the biblical texts from which to work.11 The second 
advantage is that the Book of Mormon narrative 
contains several explicit statements of intent (both 

Claims of intertextuality are made 
more difficult in this case because of the 
fact that we don’t have original texts; 

we do not have the brass plates, nor 
do we have the gold plates.
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divine and human). At the same time, the Book of 
Mormon has some unique challenges as well.

Claims of intertextuality are made more dif-
ficult in this case because of the fact that we don’t 
have original texts; we do not have the brass plates, 
nor do we have the gold plates. We have Joseph 
Smith’s translation of the gold plates and the sug-
gestion that the text makes that the brass plates are 
related in some way to the traditional Hebrew bibli-
cal text. These difficulties are not unique to this par-
ticular case,12 but they do show the need to establish 
a more formal methodology than merely showing a 
series of parallels and claiming dependence. To deal 
with this, and in part to deal with the issues involv-
ing the translation produced by Joseph Smith, this 
study is placing more of an emphasis on the narra-
tive as a whole and its relationship to the surround-
ing text than on verbal points of contact between 
the Book of Mormon and the King James Bible 
(whose language it has adopted for much of the bib-
lical material within the text).

Allusion and Echo Allusion
It is also necessary to discuss the concept of 

“echoes” within the text. An allusion, by definition, 
must be indirect or passing. “The test for [allusion] 
is that it is a phenomenon that some reader or read-
ers may fail to observe.”13 A reader’s recognition 
and understanding of an allusion passes through 
three distinct stages. First, the allusion must be rec-
ognized. Second, the text alluded to must be identi-
fied. Finally, this recognition changes the reader’s 
interpretation of the local text.14 

Just as allusions can be missed, it is also pos-
sible to find allusions where none exist. These 
are caused when common language is shared by 
two sources, but where no rhetorical device was 
employed or intended. To see an allusion where 
none exists is, essentially, to misinterpret the inten-
tionality of the text.

Schaefer distinguishes between a conscious 
allusion and an “echo allusion.” The echo allusion is

often unintentional, which results from the 
use of stock language in common circulation. 
The author reflects or replicates ideas that can 
be found in previous literature, but he may be 
unaware of the background source, and he does 
not wittingly advert to the original. Because an 
echo is unintentional, its understanding does 
not require knowledge of a particular source. 

The interpreter who fails to distinguish between 
allusions which are intentional and echoes 
which are not can err in attributing what recalls 
a source by chance and what is a deliberate 
reference; this leads to misapprehension in the 
exegesis of a text.15

In other words, it is necessary when finding an 
allusion to demonstrate its intentionality—that its 
identification will alter the interpretation of the text 
and thus show that it is not just a familiar phrase or 
point of contact between texts. This discussion also 
brings up another significant point. A reader must 
be a “competent” reader to recognize the allusion. 
He must be capable of identifying the referent text, 
and he must be able to recognize the relationship 
between the alluding text and the referent text.

In order to evaluate perceived allusions in Paul’s 
writings, Richard B. Hays notes seven questions that 
should be used to test the presence of allusions or 
echoes within a text:16

1. Availability: Was the source of the alleged 
allusion available to the author and/or the origi-
nal reader?

2. Volume: How extensive is the explicit repe
tition of words or syntax (or other indicators)? 
How prominent is the material in the source 
text? How much rhetorical stress does the allu-
sion receive in the alluding text?

3. Recurrence: How often does the author cite 
or allude to the same scriptural passage?

4. Thematic Coherence: How well does the 
alleged allusion fit into the argument that the 
alluding text is developing?

5. Historical Plausibility: Could the author 
have intended the alleged meaning effect? 
Would his readers have understood it?

6. Historical Interpretation: Have others seen 
the same allusion?

7. Satisfaction: Does the proposed reading 
make sense?

While Paul’s use of scripture is often quite differ-
ent from the prophets’ use of scripture in the Book 
of Mormon, these questions still provide an excel-
lent tool for evaluation. For example, the question 
of availability is significant; unlike the Pauline 
texts, the Book of Mormon often does not provide 
citations.17
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ben-porat’s model of literary 
allusion

In 1976, Ziva Ben-Porat published her landmark 
study, “The Poetics of Literary Allusion.”18 In this 
study, Ben-Porat defined the term literary allusion 
as follows:

The literary allusion is a device for the simulta-
neous activation of two texts. The activation is 
achieved through the manipulation of a special 
signal: a sign (simple or complex) in a given 
text characterized by an additional larger “ref-
erent.” This referent is always an independent 
text. The simultaneous activation of the two 
texts thus connected results in the formation of 
intertextual patterns whose nature cannot be 
predetermined.19

Ben-Porat then describes the process of this 
activation:

The more complex process of actualizing a liter-
ary allusion can be described as a movement 
starting with the recognition of the marker and 
ending with the intertextual patterning. The 
reader has to perceive the existence of a marker 
before any further activity can take place. This 
perception entails a recollection of the original 
form of the marker, and in most cases leads 
to the identification of the text in which it has 
originally appeared. The recollection of the 
marker’s original form may suffice for a modi-
fied and fuller interpretation of the sign as it 
appears in the alluding text. Identification of 
the marker’s larger “referent,” the evoked text, 
is mandatory for intertextual patterning be-
yond the modified interpretation of the marker 
itself.20

The process of activating the literary allusion 
then takes on four distinct stages: (1) recognition of 
the marking elements and signs, (2) identification 
of the evoked text, (3) modification of the original 
interpretation of the local text, and (4) activation 
of the evoked text as a whole to produce maximum 
intertextual patterns.21

Types of Markers
Rather than detailing the different ways in 

which an allusive marker may be expressed, I wish 
to discuss, in general terms, the kinds of markers 

that can be used within the literary allusions to 
help the reader recognize the source text.22 In doing 
so, I will be focusing on the criteria presented by 
Konrad Schaefer23 and Jon Paulien.24 This study will 
focus on four distinct categories of allusive markers: 
(1) quotations, (2) structural parallels, (3) thematic 
parallels, and (4) verbal parallels. As we recognize 
these markers, we identify the referent text to which 
the Book of Mormon alludes. Once the two texts 
are identified, the literary allusion allows us to rein-
terpret the Book of Mormon text by incorporating 
the literary allusion as a rhetorical device indicating 
authorial intent. 

Quotations
In general, we consider quotation to be an 

exact and usually explicit movement of text from 
one source to another. In studies involving ancient 
texts, such a definition is proven to be too narrow 
for three major reasons. First, texts are often trans-
lated across language barriers, eliminating exact 
quotations. Second, texts are often changed through 
transmission errors and editing; quotations may be 
inexact because extant copies of a text may not cor-
rectly represent an earlier version, which has been 
quoted. Third, ancient writers were generally not as 
explicit, either in identifying a source or an author, 
as we are today. This makes identifying a source 
text much more difficult. Within the field of ancient 
textual studies, a broader definition of quotation is 
used. As Konrad Schaefer explains:

Quotations occur when an author reproduces 
the words or formulation of a literary source 
which is traceable from his choice of words or 
of turns of phrase. This involves deliberate bor-
rowing of significant and sufficient wording 
and phrasing “in a form which one would not 
have used them had it not been for a knowledge 
of their occurrence in this particular form in 
another source.” A quotation can be attested 
when there are collateral indicators pointing the 
interpreter to an original context.25

In this way, a text that does not provide an 
explicit statement, and that is not necessarily 
exact, may still be identified as a quotation.26 This 
expanded definition is particularly important when 
working with the Book of Mormon—a text for 
which only Joseph Smith’s 1829 translation exists.
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Structural Parallels
Paulien defines structural parallels as exist-

ing when material in the local text and material in 
the source text occur in the same order. I would 
add that structural parallels are also seen in poetic 
structures and in narrative dialogue. This evidence 
becomes stronger as the structure is extended over 
a larger body of text, and generally functions as a 
more effective indicator than thematic or verbal 
parallels.

Thematic Parallels
Thematic parallels occur when both the local 

and the source texts exist within a common theme 
that usually extends far beyond the boundaries of 
the allusion or the context of the quotation. How-
ever, like the allusion itself, “In the case of thematic 
parallels, significant verbal affinities ‘are to be dis-
tinguished from “stock language”’ or themes which 
have moorings in particular genres of previous lit-
erature.”27 In doing so, we recognize the conscious 
effort to use the source text to evoke a desired 
response in the reader of the local text.

Verbal Parallels
Verbal parallels are the weakest of these cri-

teria. A verbal parallel requires that “at least two 
words of more than minor significance are paral-
lel between a passage.”28 I would add that in some 
instances an arguably unique verbal contact can 
be seen in a single word.29 Taken by itself, a verbal 
parallel can only be reasonably seen as an echo 
allusion and not as an indicator for textual reli-
ance. However, particularly when identified along 
with other parallels, these can be a further indica-
tor of probability that a local text has been suc-
cessfully identified as a conscious allusion. While 
their presence does not by itself indicate contact 
between texts, a lack of verbal parallels may pres-
ent a serious problem to a proposed allusive rela-
tionship between a local text and a source text.

application of the method and 
discussion of the text

Identification of Markers

The first step in the recognition and analysis of 
literary allusion in the Book of Mormon is to iden-
tify the markers that trigger the intertextual con-

nection between 1 Nephi 3:31–4:19 and 1 Samuel 17. 
The most effective allusive markers in the narrative 
in 1 Nephi are the thematic parallels. While these 
are not the only markers, the thematic parallels 
provide us with a useful framework to introduce the 
various elements that make up the signs with their 
markers.

Identification of the Marker and Marked Text
The first thematic parallel occurs with the intro-

duction of the antagonist. In the Book of Mormon 
text, this role is filled by Laban.30 In the Old Tes-
tament parallel, we have the Philistine Goliath.31 
The second set of cast members includes Laman 
and Lemuel in the Book of Mormon and faithless 
Israel—“Saul and all Israel”—in the Old Testament 
text. This thematic parallel will be strengthened 
throughout the entire literary section. The antago-
nist is introduced in terms of his military prow-
ess. Goliath, first seen on the field of battle, is the 
champion of the Philistines. Laban is introduced as 
the commander of fifty in the Jerusalem garrison 
(and described as being able to kill fifty). And, the 
response of everyone but the protagonist is fear.

When Saul and all Israel 
heard those words of 
the Philistine, they were 
dismayed, and greatly 
afraid.32

Laman and Lemuel again 
began to murmur, saying: 
How is it possible that the 
Lord will deliver Laban 
into our hands? Behold, 
he is a mighty man, and 
he can command fifty, 
yea, even he can slay fifty; 
then why not us?33

Following the fearful response to the threat of 
the antagonist, the protagonist is introduced. In 
the Book of Mormon narrative, the protagonist is 
Nephi.34 In the Old Testament text, it is David.35 At 
this first appearance, the protagonist encourages 
those around him—faithless Israel and Laman and 
Lemuel—in their task, stating that there is noth-
ing to fear and that he is willing to challenge the 
antagonist. 

Both protagonists cite miracles as the basis for 
their faith. David cites instances from his own life,36 
and Nephi cites one from the history of Israel and 
one from his own life.37 They each then conclude by 
remarking that just as God performed those mira-
cles, God will deliver them from the hand of their 
antagonists. Again, we have close thematic parallels 
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in the two accounts. In this case, we also get a series 
of verbal parallels: the phrases in the Old Testament 
account are “The Lord that delivered me” and “he 
will deliver me,”38 relative to Nephi’s “the Lord is 
able to deliver us.”39 

A second thematic parallel also occurs in 
David’s suggestion that “thy servant slew both the 
lion and the bear: and this uncircumcised Phi-
listine shall be as one of them.”40 This suggests 
(prophetically) that what happened to the lion 
and the bear will also happen to the Philistine. In 
Nephi’s parallel account, he speaks of a similar fate 
awaiting Laban: “The Lord is able to deliver us, 
even as our fathers, and to destroy Laban, even as 
the Egyptians.”41 What is particularly interesting 
about this phrase in the Book of Mormon is that it 
foreshadows Laban’s death. In making an oracular 

statement here about what will happen, Nephi has 
already determined that Laban will be destroyed 
“as the Egyptians.” This is much more explicit than 
the reference to Laban’s death given by an angel 
earlier in 1 Nephi 3:29. Just as in the historical Exo-
dus, Nephi’s point is clear: God will help fight their 
battles.42 The parting of the sea is also significant, 
as it serves to show God destroying the enemies 
of Israel while they are leaving for their promised 
land. The actual reference is an explicit reference to 
Old Testament events. This runs parallel to Nephi’s 
description of Lehi’s journey into the wilderness as 
a second exodus, and functions as a brief compari-
son between Laban (and his tens of thousands) and 
the might and armies of Egypt, as an obstacle that 
stood between Israel and their promised land.43 
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In the next section of both texts, we have the 
confrontation between the antagonist and the 
protagonist. We have a distinctive point of verbal 
contact (perhaps even a quotation) in the phrase 
“delivered thee into mine hand.”44 It is also a the-
matic parallel. Nephi’s account may also represent a 
reference to Exodus 21:13.45 Here, in both stories, we 
have the protagonist claiming that God will deliver 
the antagonist into his hands. 

Another thematic parallel here is that David 
claims to be killing Goliath so that “all the earth 
may know that there is a God in Israel.”46 In 
Nephi’s account, Laban is killed so that Nephi’s 
posterity will know the God of Israel:

Behold the Lord slayeth the wicked to bring 
forth his righteous purposes. It is better that one 
man should perish than that a nation should 

dwindle and perish in unbelief. And now, when 
I, Nephi, had heard these words, I remembered 
the words of the Lord which he spake unto me 
in the wilderness, saying that: Inasmuch as 
thy seed shall keep my commandments, they 
shall prosper in the land of promise. Yea, and I 
also thought that they could not keep the com-
mandments of the Lord according to the law of 
Moses, save they should have the law.47

Both narrative units then end with the death 
of the antagonist and the subsequent removal and 
keeping of his armor. While the thematic parallels 
are strong, the verbal parallels are striking. David 
“ran, and stood upon the Philistine, and took his 
sword, and drew it out of the sheath thereof, and 
slew him, and cut off his head therewith.” Nephi 
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writes that he “beheld his sword, and I drew it forth 
from the sheath thereof; . . . and took Laban by 
the hair of the head, and I smote off his head with 
his own sword.” The protagonist takes the sword 
belonging to his incapacitated opponent and decapi-
tates him with it.48 

This strikingly similar description functions 
as the climax of both narrative units. The Book of 
Mormon then transitions to a new narrative sec-
tion as Nephi took “the garments of Laban” and put 
them upon his “own body,”49 while David “put his 
[Goliath’s] armour in his tent.”50

In addition to the marking elements discussed 
above, we see another pattern: All of the thematic 
parallels exist in the same order in both narratives. 
First, we have the introduction of the antagonist, 
who is described in terms of his feats of strength 
and who inspires fear. Then the protagonist 
responds, claiming that there is no need to fear—
the God who has historically acted on the protago-
nist’s behalf will again act to destroy this threat, not 
only to save the protagonist, but also to ensure that 
God is recognized in the future. Next the antago-
nist and protagonist meet, and the text announces 
to us that the antagonist is delivered into the hands 
of the protagonist by God. Finally, the antagonist 
is reduced to a helpless state, and the protagonist 
takes his enemy’s sword, pulls it from its sheath, 
decapitates the antagonist, and then gathers his foe’s 
armor as his own.

Parallel Passages in 1 Samuel and 1 Nephi

1 Samuel 17:4–7, 11

1 Samuel 17:32

1 Samuel 17:34–37

1 Samuel 17:45–46

1 Samuel 17:51

1 Samuel 17:54

1 Nephi 3:31

1 Nephi 4:1

1 Nephi 4:2–3

1 Nephi 4:6, 10–12, 17

1 Nephi 4:9, 18

1 Nephi 4:19

The thematic elements follow a relatively simple 
structural parallel. This parallel being sustained 
throughout the entire narrative text is a strong indi-
cator that the Book of Mormon narrative is reliant 
on the biblical text. 

Interpretation of the Texts

Discussion of the Local Interpretations
When we first read the text in 1 Nephi—before 

we recognize the signs with their markers that sig-
nal the literary allusion—the story is one we are 
generally familiar with. As the narrative unfolds, 
we see Laman and Lemuel are afraid of Laban. 
Not only is Laban himself capable of killing them, 
but Laban also commands fifty men who are also 
capable of killing them (3:31). Nephi places his faith 
in the Lord who has commanded them to retrieve 
the plates of brass from Laban (4:1).51 Nephi tells us 
that the Lord is greater than Laban, Laban’s fifty, 
or even Laban’s ten thousand. Nephi then recalls 
Moses and the Israelite exodus from Egypt in an 
attempt to persuade his brothers to have faith. Spe-
cifically, he recounts the parting of the Red Sea and 
the subsequent death of the Egyptians who followed 
the Israelites. This, along with the angel who had 
just recently appeared to all of them to confirm the 
will of the Lord in retrieving the plates, serves as 
reminders of the power of the Lord in accomplish-
ing his will. The brothers, still angry and fearful, 
agree to go to Jerusalem for another attempt to 
gain the plates. Nephi enters the city alone, heading 
toward the house of Laban with no plan as to how 
he would acquire the brass plates. As he approaches 
the house of Laban, he finds Laban incapacitated on 
the ground. He feels constrained by the Spirit to kill 
Laban, but he hesitates because he does not want 
to kill a man. The Spirit tells Nephi that God has 
“delivered Laban into thy hands” so that Nephi will 
kill him and thus be able to retrieve the brass plates. 
Nephi also considers the fact that Laban had on the 
previous encounter tried to have Nephi killed and 
that Laban was (in Nephi’s estimation) a wicked 
man who did not keep the commandments of God. 
The Spirit then enjoins Nephi a third time to kill 
Laban, calling Laban wicked and explaining that 
the price of Laban’s death was justified in the pur-
poses of God. Nephi, recognizing the importance 
of the brass plates, obeys the Spirit, takes Laban’s 
sword, and executes him with it.

Within this narrative we reach several conclu-
sions. First, Nephi’s faith is rightly placed in God. 
Second, God does not require money or might 
to achieve his objectives, merely that his servants 
place their faith in the Spirit. Third, the wicked who 
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attempt to thwart God will fail. Fourth, to those 
with faith, God reveals his will through the Spirit. 

Discussion of the Referent Text
Once the signs with their markers have been 

recognized, we are pointed toward another text, 
this one in 1 Samuel. In this narrative, all of Israel 
is under threat of destruction or enslavement at the 
hands of the Philistines, represented particularly 
in their champion Goliath. All of Israel is afraid of 
Goliath (1 Samuel 17:4–11), except for David.

He [Saul] and his army are disarmed by fear 
and completely helpless. David is able; or rather 
he is uniquely able, since the rest of Israel is 
powerless. There is nothing deficient, however 
slightly so, about David’s courage; there is noth-
ing tentative about his resolution. . . . Only to 
Yahweh does he appeal for assistance, and here 
again his conduct is impeccable: his confidence 
in the power of god is absolute.52

David shows no fear because of the results he 
had previously experienced when placing his faith 
in the Lord (1 Samuel 17:32–36). David takes the 
field of battle and is victorious—first incapacitating 
the Philistine and then decapitating him with his 
own sword. These occurrences are evidence of Saul’s 
fall from favor. Because of Saul’s sin, Saul has been 
rejected as king of Israel.53

So in the middle chapters as a result of Saul’s 
sin, his dynasty is not established; another 
house is destined to take its place.54

Although Samuel had previously anointed 
David as the next king,55 it is because of his success 
against the Philistines (and Goliath in particular) 
that David supplants Saul and Jonathan, first as 
the premier warrior in Israel56 and then later as the 
king.57 The concept that God has delivered Goliath 
into the hands of David is a sign that God is with 
David and, ultimately, a signal that God has chosen 
David as king.

Reinterpretation of the Local Text
Having recognized the literary allusion, we 

now reinterpret the Book of Mormon text through 
the lens of the David and Goliath narrative. Nephi 
can be seen as the heir apparent. He will be king. 
The others may not recognize his kingship, but, in 
“delivering into his hand” the antagonist, the enemy 

of true Israel, God has demonstrated his prefer-
ence. (This, of course, simply reinforces 1 Nephi 
3:30, prior to the beginning of the narrative, where 
Nephi, like David, has already been chosen). Laman 
and Lemuel are representative of Saul and the 
rest of faithless Israel. They are afraid, in a way 
that prevents them from taking action, and their 
own wickedness has precluded them from being 
favored by God (and so precluded either of them 
from becoming king). Nephi’s calculated language 
shows that he was not guilty of murder in the case 
of Laban (at least by his own estimation) and that he 
considered Laban to be guilty of theft, of attempted 
murder, and of the larger crime of wickedness 
before God. As a result, God’s “delivering him” into 
Nephi’s hands both alleviates the guilt that might 
have normally come upon Nephi and suggests the 
miraculous nature of its occurrence. Nephi over-
comes not only Laban (Goliath) but also by exten-
sion his fifty or, like David, his tens of thousands 
(perhaps intended in Nephi’s remarks in 1 Nephi 
4:1). Regardless, Nephi takes the sword from fallen 
Laban and decapitates him. It is with this graphic 
image that the narrative unit closes. Nephi has 
proven his faith in God, and will return victorious 
to his people.

Development of Extended Links
Noel Reynolds discusses the two major issues 

covered in Nephi’s writings: his reign and his 
ministry:58

The two messages of the book are tied together 
in such a way that whoever accepts the teach-
ings of Christ accepts that Nephi was a legiti-
mate ruler, and vice versa. . . . Nephi carefully 
constructed what he wrote to convince his own 
and later generations that the Lord had selected 
him over his older brothers to be Lehi’s suc-
cessor. Thus, one interesting way to read the 
account is as a political tract produced to show 
that his rule was authoritative. . . . What we 
tend to read as a story of flight from Jerusalem 
is really a carefully designed account explain-
ing to his successors why their religious faith in 
Christ and their political tradition—the king-
ship of Nephi—were both true and legitimate.59 

Despite Reynolds’s explorations, the extent to which 
Nephi developed his political arguments has largely 
gone unrecognized. Once we recognize the literary 
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allusion here in this narrative unit, several things 
become clear. First, Nephi’s intent in including the 
narrative of his killing Laban has significant impli-
cations for his kingship (but not necessarily for his 
ministry). In 2 Nephi 5:18, Nephi records that he 
was asked to accept the role of king over the fledg-
ling colony. He recorded his response as follows:

And it came to pass that they would that I 
should be their king. But I, Nephi, was desirous 
that they should have no king; nevertheless, I 
did for them according to that which was in my 
power.

According to the text, Nephi 
accepts the role of king over 
the people. Jacob verifies this 
in the following chapter when 
says he was “consecrated by [his] 
brother Nephi, unto whom ye 
look as a king or a protector.”60 
Jacob (like Nephi) seems to show 
some hesitancy here in calling 
Nephi a king over the people. 
But certainly by the time Nephi 
has passed away and Jacob has 
assumed the role of spiritual 
leader of the people, there were 
no such reservations.61 However, 
the kingship of Nephi was a par-
ticularly divisive issue between 
the two separate factions of 
Lehi’s children. And the issue of 
who had the right to be king is 
brought up frequently in the text.

For Nephi, this position of 
authority is foreshadowed by 
prophecy. He is told by the Lord that “inasmuch 
as thou shalt keep my commandments, thou shalt 
be made a ruler and a teacher over thy brethren.” 
Later, in the trip back to Jerusalem to recover the 
brass plates, Nephi’s older brothers are told by an 
angel “Know ye not that the Lord hath chosen him 
to be a ruler over you, and this because of your 
iniquities?”62 

Laman and Lemuel are consistently portrayed 
by Nephi as being jealous and outraged that he 
would usurp their natural right of inheritance and 
leadership. This is repeated through the narrative, 
but is perhaps best spelled out in 1 Nephi 16:37–38:

And Laman said unto Lemuel and also unto the 
sons of Ishmael: Behold, let us slay our father, 
and also our brother Nephi, who has taken it 
upon him to be our ruler and our teacher, who 
are his elder brethren. Now, he says that the 
Lord has talked with him, and also that angels 
have ministered unto him. But behold, we know 
that he lies unto us; and he tells us these things, 
and he worketh many things by his cunning 
arts, that he may deceive our eyes, thinking, 
perhaps, that he may lead us away into some 
strange wilderness; and after he has led us away, 

he has thought to make himself a king and a 
ruler over us, that he may do with us according 
to his will and pleasure. And after this manner 
did my brother Laman stir up their hearts to 
anger.

We, as the readers of the text, can appreciate 
the irony in Laman’s comments. After all, Laman 
was present when the angel came to them in the 
cave. Laman seems to be guilty of several of the 
points of which he accuses Nephi. This theme of 
jealousy and anger is repeated in 1 Nephi 18:10 and 

Laman and Lemuel. Illustration by Joseph Brickey.

miked
Highlight



26	 VOLUME  18, NUMBER 1, 2009

in 2 Nephi 5:3, 19. In the latter passage, this issue 
becomes the reason that Lehi’s descendants split 
into two groups—the Lamanites and the Nephites. 
And, at the time that Nephi began writing his small 
plates, it seems to have been one of the most critical 
issues. As Noel Reynolds noted, “Nephi carefully 
constructed what he wrote to convince his own and 
later generations that the Lord had selected him 
over his older brothers to be Lehi’s successor.”63 It 
is only natural then that we should expect to see 
portions of Nephi’s record deal with the political 
environment in which Nephi wrote. In following 
Reynolds’s observations, not only is Nephi selected 
to succeed his father, he is also chosen to found a 

new dynastic kingship—one that would remain 
intact for almost 600 years.

Nephi established his kingship through his 
narrative, to be passed on to his children, and his 
children’s children. And it was not just Nephi’s 
kingship. Through this narrative we also see the 
legitimizing of a new dynasty. The Lehite offshoot 
of Israel no longer has a Davidic king. They have 
Nephi.64 Just as importantly, like the relationship 
between Saul and David, this narrative presents and 
explains the source of Laman and Lemuel’s enmity 
with Nephi. 

The Death of Laban
John Welch has argued that Nephi’s phrase “the 

Lord hath delivered him into thy hands”65 refers 
back to Exodus 21:13. He suggests:

The crucial question, however, is whether or not 
the law of Exodus 21:13–14 would have applied 
to the case of Nephi’s killing of Laban.66 

I believe that this is the wrong question. 
Whether or not we believe the law in Exodus 
applied to Nephi is to some extent irrelevant to what 
Nephi believed. The fact that he includes several 
distinct references to the passage would suggest that 
he did, in fact, think it was applicable. So, we should 
be asking in what way Nephi thought it applied to 
his situation, not whether in fact it applied at all. In 
asking whether or not the law applies in this specific 
case, we are not developing a textual interpretation 
but rather providing an apologetic for a modern and 
probably incorrect understanding of the text. We 
want to justify Laban’s death. The better approach 
(although from an apologetic perspective perhaps 
less satisfying, since we still are faced with the issue 
of whether or not Nephi was justified in killing 
Laban) is to ask how Nephi felt that the law applied 
to him—that is to say, how does he justify the kill-
ing of Laban within the context of the Mosaic law. 
Dealing with intent in the technical fashion that 
Welch does is problematic, since the text itself states 
that this narrative is written long after the events 
occurred, and the text twice gives a foreshadowing 
of Laban’s demise (first from the angel and then 
later from Nephi himself). If we accept the chronol-
ogy provided in the text literally, then there is a real 
issue of whether or not Nephi entered the city fully 
expecting to kill Laban. Additionally, Nephi uses 
the phrase to “shed blood.” While Welch briefly 

Saul Attempts the Life of David, by Gustave Doré. 
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discusses this phrase, it was used in the Old Testa-
ment to reference violent killings that violated cultic 
purity and required a response to keep the land 
from being tainted.67 

While the Hebrew text of Exodus 21 allows 
for the accidental (or even happenstance) occur-
rence of homicide, the 1 Samuel text allows for the 
intentional and divinely mandated killing of an 
enemy68 (as was the case with Goliath and David). 
Nephi is also making it clear that he views Laban 
(even though he is an Israelite) as an enemy—both 
to himself and to God—and thus ultimately deserv-
ing of the fate which he receives. This is essential if 
Nephi wishes to portray Laban as Goliath and their 
encounter as one of the foundational events estab-
lishing Nephi’s dynasty.

Evaluation

In answering Hays’s questions, some can be 
easily addressed. Was the Samuel text available to 
the authors and readers of the text? Certainly, if 
we accept the narrative as reasonably accurate, the 
brass plates would seem to be the source of the bib-
lical material used. More than this, the members of 
the Nephite community show an awareness of sev-
eral aspects of David’s history, notably his polygamy 
as mentioned in Jacob 2.

The strengths of the argument for textual reli-
ance lie in (1) the significant number of markers, 
(2) the shared structure of both narratives, and 
(3) that the literary allusion strengthens a rhetorical 
argument that Nephi makes consistently in his writ-
ings. The first two points argue for an acceptance of 
the proposed allusion and answer the questions of 
volume and recurrence. The final point emphasizes 
the argument Nephi forwards. This allusion seems 
to be intended to convince its readers that Nephi is 
a legitimate king and that there was a dynastic shift 
from the Davidic line of kings. This argument fol-
lows reasonably on Reynolds’s proposals. 

The questions of historical plausibility and 
historical interpretation are less clear. It seems 
possible that the Nephites did accept these events 
as intended (although not necessarily because of 
the text). The sword of Laban becomes a symbol 
of authority for the Nephite kings.69 In terms of 
the short history of the English translation, LDS 
authors have noted the similarities between Nephi’s 
killing of Laban and David’s killing of Goliath, 

however none has made the suggestion that this is 
an allusion or deliberate mimesis.

The final question is that of satisfaction. Does 
the proposed reading make sense? From my per-
sonal perspective, this reading does do just that. 
And it helps to place this narrative within a con-
text that allows us to understand why Nephi might 
include this episode along with its particular details 
in his small plates.

conclusions and discoveries

As I mentioned in the introduction, any study 
that deals with intertextuality and authorial intent 
will always remain hypothetical. However, in pro-
viding a methodology and a criteria for identifying 
the signals with their markers, along with a way of 
evaluating our proposal, we can be more confident 
that a literary allusion is being used in the Book of 
Mormon text. It has been the intent of this paper to 
demonstrate that the number of parallels between 
the texts and the structural connection between 

the two texts suggest that the Book of Mormon 
contains a literary allusion to the biblical narrative 
of David and Goliath. It is, however, the rhetorical 
purpose served by this allusion—a purpose that fits 
the internal statements of purpose and intent and 
enhances an understanding of the Book of Mormon 
narrative on a larger scale—that provides an indi-
cation that our hypothesis is correct and that the 

Nephi is also making it clear that he  
views Laban (even though he is an 

Israelite) as an enemy—both to himself 
and to God—and thus ultimately 

deserving of the fate which he receives. 
This is essential if Nephi wishes to portray 

Laban as Goliath and their encounter 
as one of the foundational events 

establishing Nephi’s dynasty.
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new meaning we find in the text brings us closer to 
understanding the intent of Nephi.

I selected this particular episode in the Book 
of Mormon as the case study for literary depen-
dency for several reasons. First, most LDS members 
are familiar with both narratives. This allows for 
minimal discussion and interpretation of the two 
sources prior to the introduction of the literary allu-
sion. It also allows us to address the modified local 
interpretation without having to detail each point 
as it is made. Second, there have been several pro-
posals examining connections between the Nephite 
exodus and the Israelite exodus from Egypt under 
Moses. The passages discussed here lie outside the 
typical comments we find regarding these parallels. 
Third, this passage had some unique applications in 
the arena of textual criticism of the Old Testament, 
which I feel reflect on the authenticity of the Book 
of Mormon as a historical text.

If the assessment of literary dependency holds 
true, we have discovered a unique source of insight 
into the formation of the traditional text of the 
Bible, as well as into the contents of the brass plates. 
There has been a long-standing debate with regard 
to the original composition of the Samuel texts. 
This debate has lingered because of the differences 
between various manuscripts and textual families. 
For the purposes of this study, this is particularly 
significant because, as Johan Lust writes, “As far 
as the Books of Samuel are concerned, the story of 
David and Goliath is by far the most important of 
the contexts in which several manuscripts of the 
Septuagint, among which the early majuscule B, dif-
fer considerably from the present Hebrew text. The 
Greek version . . . is much shorter than the Hebrew. 
It omits 1 Samuel 17, 12–31.41.48b.50.55–18,6a.10–
12.17–19.21b.30.”70 Lust further asks: “Which text 
is to be preferred, the longer or the shorter one? 
Which criteria allow us to make a proper choice?”71 
The contribution of this study with regard to these 
questions is to note that the specific markers that 
Nephi uses within the Samuel text fall exclusively 
within the shorter source. Nephi only references 
17:4–7, 11, 32, 34–37, 45–46, 51, and 54. The notable 
omission of the longer (and arguably later)72 addi-
tions to the text may well represent the notion that 
the text of Samuel contained in Nephi’s brass plates 
did not include these additions. This might also sug-
gest some degree of confirmation for the idea that 
perhaps the earlier text of the account of David and 

Goliath stemmed from a northern source. The brass 
plates, belonging to the descendants of the northern 
tribe of Manasseh, may represent such a source.73

There is also the phrase in 1 Nephi 4:13: “It 
is better that one man should perish than that a 
nation should dwindle and perish in unbelief.” 
Much has been said about the close connection 
between this phrase and the text of John 11:50: “Nor 
consider that it is expedient for us, that one man 
should die for the people, and that the whole nation 
perish not.” While nothing conclusive can be said 
about this passage, the narrative in 1 Samuel would 
certainly offer a plausible scenario in which such a 
statement might occur. When the Philistine cham-
pion appears to Israel, he shouts to their assembled 
armies:

Why are ye come out to set your battle in array? 
am not I a Philistine, and ye servants to Saul? 
choose you a man for you, and let him come 
down to me. If he be able to fight with me, and 
to kill me, then will we be your servants: but if I 
prevail against him, and kill him, then shall ye 
be our servants, and serve us. And the Philistine 
said, I defy the armies of Israel this day; give me 
a man, that we may fight together.74

Despite Saul’s reluctance and his suggestion 
that David cannot possibly defeat the giant, he still 
agrees to send David forth. How we apply the nar-
rative is again based on a purely theoretical imposi-
tion. But the idea is that one or the other will die 
and, in theory, this will spare the armies of the 
two nations.75 Rather than losing its armies and 
its strength, Israel sends forth David as a sacrifice 
for the rest of Israel. Even Goliath recognizes this 
when he declares: “Am I a dog, that thou comest to 
me with staves?”76 Much more work remains to be 
done. 

In detailing exactly the process by which I jus-
tify this identification, I hope to encourage discus-
sion and critical input. The Book of Mormon as a 
repository of intertextual material has not begun 
to be explored. It will take patience and significant 
effort to reexamine the text and to produce an 
exegesis that more closely resembles the intent of its 
authors. A study of the intertextuality of the Book 
of Mormon will help us not only find better mean-
ing within the text, but also better understand the 
texts that the Book of Mormon authors reference in 
their writings.  n 
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paper delivered at the third annual FAIR apologetics conference 
in 2001, entitled Nephi and Goliath, a Reappraisal of the Use of 
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7.	 A reader who is familiar with the referent text is considered 
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text (and by extension unable to recognize the reference or allu-
sion) is not.

8.	 Ben-Porat, “Poetics of Literary Allusion,” 107.
9.	 Sommer takes exception to this idea, noting: “This distinc-

tion between intertextuality, on the one hand, and allusion and 
influence, on the other, is basic to contemporary theoretical 
discussions of the relations between texts, though many readers 
continue to confuse them.” Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture, 
8. The distinction that Sommer makes is between intertextual-
ity, which does not attempt to establish which text is the source 
and which is the borrower, and the study of allusion or reference, 

which does. While Sommer finds these narrow and technical 
definitions useful in his study, I find them less so in mine. I am 
using intertextuality in a broader sense—it is inclusive of allu-
sion and literary allusion. These are then examples of direction-
ally defined intertextuality. 

10.	 It is not the purpose of this study to debate whether or not 
authorial intent can be discovered. This essay is concerned with 
evidence for deliberate allusion within the text. Such evidence, 
if it exists, can only be understood in terms of authorial intent. 
Following this idea, Kevin Vanhoozer, in Is There Meaning in 
This Text? The Bible, the Reader and the Morality of Literary 
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An Argument Resumed,” in Day of the Leopards: Essays in 
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11–39; see also Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics from Classical 
Greece to the Present: A Short History (New York: Macmillan, 
1966). 
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