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4 Nephi 1 — And Surely There Could Not Be a Happier People —
The Two Hundred Years of Zion, and the Long Unraveling
4 Nephi 1: c. AD 34–321, the single chapter that carries nearly three centuries of Nephite history in forty-nine
verses. After the risen Christ's ministry (3 Nephi), the disciples form the church across all the land, and within a
generation the whole people — Nephite and Lamanite alike — are converted. What follows is the only sustained
portrait of a Zion society in the Book of Mormon: no contention, all things common, no rich and poor, no -ites of any
kind, the love of God dwelling in every heart, for nearly two hundred years. Then, in a single year, pride enters
through costly apparel; the society fractures into classes and rival churches; the old hatreds are deliberately taught
again to a new generation; the secret combinations of Gadianton revive; and by three hundred years both peoples
are again ripe in wickedness. The chapter is the Book of Mormon's compressed parable of how the happiest people
who ever lived lost everything — slowly, then all at once — and a sober mirror held up to every generation that
inherits a peace it did not earn.

4 Nephi is one chapter, and it is one of the most remarkable chapters in all of scripture — not for any single verse but
for the sweep of what it holds. In forty-nine verses it carries the Nephite people from the triumph of Christ's visit to
the eve of their final dissolution, a span of nearly three hundred years. It is the hinge between the light of 3 Nephi
and the darkness of Mormon, and Mormon himself is the abridger, compressing centuries into a few pages because
the story, for long stretches, was almost too good to need telling and then too sorrowful to dwell on. The chapter
divides cleanly and tragically in half. The first half (vv. 1–18) is the Book of Mormon's only extended picture of a
Zion society — a people so converted that there were no poor, no classes, no contention, no division of any kind, and
surely there could not be a happier people among all the people who had been created by the hand of God (v. 16).
The second half (vv. 19–49) is the long, patient record of how that society came apart, generation by generation,
until both peoples were exceedingly wicked one like unto another (v. 45).

Hebrew Word Studies
yachad / chemdah / qanah (הָנָק / הָּדְמֶח / דַחַי) — oneness, union, together, community / desirable things, costly/precious

goods, that which is coveted / to get, acquire, gain, possess vv. 17, 24, 26. Three Hebrew ideas frame the chapter's rise and
fall. Yachad — togetherness, oneness — is the word behind they were in one (v. 17). It is the root of yachad, the term the
Qumran community took as its very name (the Yahad, "the Community"), and of the cry behold, how good and how pleasant
it is for brethren to dwell together (yachad) in unity (Ps. 133:1). The Zion of 4 Nephi is the realized yachad — not merely
people living near each other but people made structurally one, the children of Christ, with no -ites to divide them. And the
chapter's tragedy is the undoing of yachad: by verse 45 they are again one (one like unto another) but in wickedness — the
form of oneness emptied of the love that made it Zion. Chemdah — desirable or precious things, costly goods — stands under
costly apparel... fine pearls... the fine things of the world (v. 24). The same root names the pleasant (desirable) land (Jer. 3:19)
and the desire of all nations (Hag. 2:7); it is morally neutral until the heart fastens on it. The fall of Zion begins when
chemdah — desirable things — becomes the object of the heart's longing, the costly apparel coveted for the distinction it
confers. Qanah — to get, to acquire — lies under churches... to get gain (v. 26). It is the verb of acquisition, the same root in
Eve's I have gotten (qanah) a man from the Lord (Gen. 4:1) and in the warning against those who join house to house in greed
(Isa. 5:8). When religion turns to qanah — to getting — it has inverted its purpose: the church that exists to help its members
give becomes a church that exists to help its leaders get. The chapter's whole descent can be read as the migration of the heart
from yachad (oneness freely shared) through chemdah (precious things coveted) to qanah (gain pursued) — community
traded for costliness, and costliness for acquisition.
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From the Chapter's Architecture
```cross-references Acts 2:44–47; 4:32–35 (the Jerusalem church with all things common... neither was there any among them
that lacked — the direct parallel to vv. 2–3); Lev. 25:10 (the jubilee, proclaim liberty... all made free — the freedom of v. 3);
Deut. 15:4 (there shall be no poor among you — the no-rich-and-poor of v. 3); Ps. 133:1 (how good and how pleasant... for
brethren to dwell together in unity — the yachad of v. 17); Isa. 2:4; 11:6–9 (the peaceable kingdom, none hurting or destroying
— the no-contention of vv. 15–16); Isa. 5:8 (woe unto them that join house to house — the acquisitive qanah of v. 26); Jer.
31:33–34 (the law written on the heart, they shall all know me — the love of God in every heart, v. 15); Zeph. 3:9 (that they may
all... serve him with one consent — the oneness of v. 17); Mal. 3:16–18 (the Lord's book of remembrance and the distinction
between the righteous and the wicked — Ammaron's hidden record, v. 49); Matt. 13:24–30 (the wheat and the tares growing
together until the harvest — the slow mixing of believers and dissenters, vv. 35–40); Matt. 24:12 (because iniquity shall abound,
the love of many shall wax cold — the exact inversion of vv. 15–16); Jn. 13:34–35 (by this shall all men know that ye are my
disciples, if ye have love — the love of God that made the no-contention society, v. 15); Jn. 17:21–23 (that they all may be one —
the in one, the children of Christ of v. 17); Gal. 3:28 (neither Jew nor Greek... ye are all one in Christ Jesus — the dissolving of
the -ites, v. 17); 4 Nephi parallels Hel. 6:1–14 (an earlier season of Nephite-Lamanite peace and shared righteousness, soon
lost); 3 Ne. 11–28 (the ministry of the risen Christ whose fruit the Zion society is); 3 Ne. 26:19 (the disciples had all things
common among them — the immediate seed of v. 3); Hel. 2:4–11; 6:18–30 (the secret combinations of Gadianton, revived at v.
42); Mosiah 10:12–17 (the false tradition of hatred handed down — the taught hatred of v. 39); 4 Ne. anticipates Morm. 1–6 (the
destruction that the fall of vv. 24–49 makes inevitable); D&C 38:24–27 (let every man esteem his brother as himself... if ye are
not one ye are not mine — the Zion economics of vv. 2–3); D&C 49:20 (it is not given that one man should possess that which is
above another — v. 3); D&C 105:5 (Zion can be built up only on the principles of the law of the celestial kingdom — the
consecration of vv. 2–3); Moses 7:18 (Enoch's Zion: of one heart and one mind... and there was no poor among them — the
master parallel to vv. 2–3, 15–17). ```


