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Abstract: Warfare was a constant reality for the Nephites from very early on, and the
archaeological record of Mesoamerica is consistent with that picture. Evidence suggests
that shifts in the nature of warfare in Mesoamerica occurred around the fourth century BC,
and Nephites had to respond to those changes with new fortifications and weapons. Just as
the Nephites had to keep up with the latest in military technology, Latter-day Saints can
best fortify their faith by keeping up on the latest information and utilizing the best online
resources.
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What Does Archaeology Reveal about
Warfare During Early Nephite Times?

“Wherefore, we withstood the Lamanites and swept them away out of our lands, and began to fortify our cities, or whatsoever place of our inheritance. And we [made] … weapons of war—yea, the
sharp pointed arrow, and the quiver, and the dart, and the javelin, and all preparations for war.”

The Know

Jarom 1:7–8

Warfare between the Lamanites and the Nephites was a
disturbing reality from the reign of Nephi forward (2 Nephi 5:34; Jacob 1:10; 7:26). Toward the end of his life Jacob wrote of the animosity-driven wars and bloodshed
caused by the Lamanites, “wherefore, the people of Nephi did fortify against them with their arms, and with
all their might trusting in the God and rock of their salvation; wherefore, they became, as yet, conquerors of
their enemies” (Jacob 7:25). Enos “saw wars … in the
course of [his] days” (Enos 1:24),1 and Jarom said the
Nephites in his day “began to fortify [their] cities” and
make “weapons of war—yea, the sharp pointed arrow,
and the quiver, and the dart, and the javelin” (Jarom
1:7–8).2 Several of the authors in Omni also mentioned
experiencing wars (Omni 1:3, 10, 17, 24).
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ning of the fourth century BC, “a period of increasing
military professionalism” began, “and specialized arms
… dominated warfare.”4
Hassig also argued, “At the same time, fortifications grew
in number and size to counter the threat of the emergent armies.”5 In 1990, John L. Sorenson documented
a similar trend in the archaeological record, noting a
sharp increase in fortified sites between 400–50 BC.6 Interestingly, these archaeological trends correspond well
with Jarom’s mention of the Nephites fortifying their
cities and making weapons of war between 400–360 BC
(Jarom 1:5, 13).

The specific weapons listed by Jarom are also interesting. According to Brant A. Gardner, Jarom’s “weapons
Evidence from Mesoamerican archaeology is generally catalogue includes those most common in Mesoamerconsistent with this picture of warfare throughout this ica.”7 Although the mention of arrow, dart, and javelin
time period,3 and suggests that the nature of warfare might seem redundant,8 standard Mesoamerican weapwas changing during that time. Ross Hassig, a scholar of ons inventories included “darts, arrows, [and] spears,”
Mesoamerican warfare, believed that around the begin- each as a separate weapon with slightly different uses.9
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Arrows would typically be shot using a bow,10 while darts
were projectiles launched using a device called an atlatl,
and spears would either be hand-thrown (javelins) or
used as a thrusting weapon (lances).11 These correspond
well with Jarom’s inventory of “sharp-pointed arrow, …
dart, and the javelin.”12

encyclopedic resource on common questions. The History portion of LDS.org provides a rich array of historical information and essays, and the Joseph Smith Papers Project makes primary sources related to the life of
the prophet Joseph Smith readily available online. Extensive scholarship on the Book of Mormon is available
online as well, and can further enhance one’s scripture
study.14

The Why

Elder M. Russell Ballard taught that utilizing these resources, in “a thoughtful study of doctrine and history,
coupled with a burning testimony, is the best antidote
we have to help students avoid and deal with questions,
doubt, or faith crises they may face in this age of information.”15 Elder Ballard also warned, “not to pass along
faith-promoting or unsubstantiated rumors or outdated
understandings … from the past.”16

Under the constant threat of warfare, the Nephites had
to adapt and be prepared in order to survive. Thus they
fortified their cities (Jarom 1:7) and developed new
weapons (Jarom 1:8) and strategies to better meet the
needs of their circumstances. Innovation and constant
improvement allowed for continued success.
This pattern repeats itself throughout the Book of Mormon. In the aftermath of one of the worst battles of Lehite history in which tens of thousands of Lamanites
and Nephites were slaughtered (Alma 28:2–6), Moroni
prepared all his men with breastplates, shields of various kinds and thick clothing, which caught their enemies off-guard (Alma 43:19–20).

Gone are the days when a student asked an honest
question and a teacher responded, “Don’t worry
about it!” Gone are the days when a student raised
a sincere concern and a teacher bore his or her testimony as a response intended to avoid the issue. Gone
are the days when students were protected from people who attacked the Church.17

It was not long before the Lamanites “had also prepared
themselves with shields, and with breastplates” and
“very thick garments to cover their nakedness” (Alma
49:6), but they were disappointed to find that Moroni
had not been idle, but had heavily fortified cities like
Ammonihah and Noah which had once been weak
points in the Nephites defense system (Alma 48–49).13

Yet Elder Ballard promised that as we implement new
resources and technologies, “combining learning by
study, by faith, and by pure testimony,” we will bring
“about true and long and lasting conversion.”18 Such
conversion is what is truly needed to withstand the attacks of the Adversary and endure these troubled times.

Later when facing the threat of the Gadianton robbers,
the Nephites, under prophetic leadership and counsel
once again tailored and adapted strategies and resources to meet the unique threat posed by enemy tactics (3
Nephi 3:21). This time, the people gathered by command of Governor Lachoneus, and under Chief Captain Gidgiddoni, fortified their united resistance in a
seven-year plan to starve out the robbers.

Further Reading

Brant A. Gardner, Traditions of the Fathers: The Book of
Mormon as History (Salt Lake City, UT: Greg Kofford
Books, 2015), 191–211.
John L. Sorenson, Mormon’s Codex: An Ancient American
Book (Salt Lake City and Provo, UT: Deseret Book and
Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship, 2013),
405–417.

Just as the Nephites of Jarom’s and Moroni’s and Gidgiddoni’s time innovated and implemented the latest military technologies of their day, our gospel study habits
should also adapt to utilize the latest technologies available to enhance our own spiritual defenses.

John L. Sorenson, Images of Ancient America: Visualizing
Book of Mormon Life (Provo, UT: FARMS, 1998), 130–133.

The Adversary is taking full advantage of the Internet in
his efforts to tempt individuals and destroy testimonies.
But the Internet can also be used to strengthen and fortify one’s faith. Not only are digital editions of the scriptures fully searchable and easily available on your tablet
or smartphone, there is also a wealth of online resources
provided by the Church and independent faithful organizations. The Church’s Gospel Topics essays provide an
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