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Was the Book of Mormon used as the First 
Church Administrative Handbook?
“Ye know the things that ye must do in my church . . . for that which ye have 

seen me do even that shall ye do. Therefore, if ye do these things 
blessed are ye, for ye shall be lifted up at the last day” 

3 Nephi 27:21–22
The Know 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints cele-
brates the anniversary of its founding on April 6. We 
at Book of Mormon Central want to help celebrate 
this occasion by highlighting the way in which the 
Book of Mormon played a central role in the early de-
velopment of the organization of the Restored Church. 
One of the book’s many contributions is its divine role 
in guiding Joseph Smith and other early leaders of the 
Church in the creation of the Church’s administrative 
principles.  
 
Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery sought guidance 
from on high as they began to baptize and lead the 
early Saints in worship and found many important 
principles for doing so in the pages of the Book of 
Mormon. As LDS scholar John W. Welch explained, 

“The first evidence that the Book of Mormon was un-
derstood and used as a Church administrative guide 
came as early as the end of June 1829, shortly after the 
translation of the Book of Mormon had been complet-
ed.”1 In a three-page draft of a document entitled “Ar-
ticles of the Church of Christ,” Oliver Cowdery quoted 
generously from the Book of Mormon on various top-
ics regarding basic instructions for the administration 
of ordinances and other practices of the Church.2 A 
large portion of the document consists of long quotes 
regarding baptism, bestowal of the gift of the Holy 
Ghost, the sacrament, disciplinary procedures, and the 
manner of conducting church worship services. Welch 
noted that these passages come verbatim from the 
words of Christ in 3 Nephi 9, 11, 18, and 27, and from 
Moroni 3, 4, 5, and 6. Verses are also quoted from 2 
Nephi 26; Alma 1, 12, 16, 34; and Ether 5.3 
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The following is a long sampling of the many admin-
istrative principles and instructions that can be found 
in the Book of Mormon: 
 
•	 Regarding the name of the Church: “Therefore ye 

shall call the church in my name” (3 Nephi 27:7–9) 
•	 At its foundation, the Church shall be built upon 

the doctrine of Christ and Gospel of Christ, in-
cluding the Lord’s direction that these are “the 
things that ye must do in my church” (3 Nephi 
11:31–40; 27:13–21) 

•	 Everything in the Church is to be done for Christ 
and in His name: “Therefore, whatsoever ye shall 
do, ye shall do it in my name” (3 Nephi 27:7) 

•	 Priesthood officers are to be ordained by those in 
authority: “And gave him power to ordain priests 
and teachers” (2 Nephi 5:26; Mosiah 23:16–18; 
25:19) and “priests and elders” (Alma 6:1; Moroni 
3:1–4) 

•	 These ordinations are to occur by the laying on of 
hands (Alma 6:1; Moroni 2:2) 

•	 It requires the bestowal of priesthood authority in 
order to baptize: “I give unto you power that ye 
shall baptize this people” (Mosiah 18:13; 3 Nephi 
11:19–22) 

•	 Jesus also “gave them power to give the Holy 
Ghost,” which was a bestowal of higher priesthood 
power (3 Nephi 18:36–37; Moroni 2:1–3) 

•	 In order to be baptized, one must have faith and 
repentance: “Repent, and be baptized in his name, 
having perfect faith in the Holy One” (Alma 32:15–
43; 2 Nephi 9:23; 31:11, 19; Mosiah 3:12; 4:10, 11, 
26; 25:15) and confess one’s sins: “They came forth 
and did confess their sins and were baptized unto 
repentance” (Helaman 5:17; 16:1; Moroni 6:7) 

•	 Making covenants involves remembering, renew-
ing, and keeping them (Mosiah 5:1–10; 18:13; 3 Ne-
phi 18:6–11) 

•	 Infant baptism is not to be practiced, as it implicitly 
denies many important doctrines (Moroni 8:20–21) 

•	 Baptism is only for those who are “capable of com-
mitting sin” (Moroni 8:10) 

•	 Jesus gave the precise words of the baptismal 
prayer (3 Nephi 11:26–27) 

•	 He also gave the precise procedures and words to 
be used in giving the gift of the Holy Ghost (Mo-
roni 2:2) 

•	 Those receiving baptism and the Holy Ghost are 
to be “numbered among the people of the church 

of Christ; and their names were taken, that they 
might be remembered” (Mosiah 6:4; 26:35; Alma 
6:3; Moroni 6:4) 

•	 The manner and words to be used in “administer-
ing the flesh and blood of Christ unto the church” 
are given (3 Nephi 18:6–11; Moroni 4–5; 6:6) 

•	 The faithful “must always pray unto the Father in 
[Christ’s] name” (3 Nephi 18:19, 23, 30)  

•	 Members shall “administer of [their] substance 
unto him that standeth in need” (Jacob 2:19; Mosi-
ah 4:15–26; 18:27; Alma 1:27; 34:26–29; 35:9) 

•	 They shall bring “all the tithes into the storehouse” 
(3 Nephi 24:8–10) 

•	 Meetings are to be “conducted by the church after 
the manner of the workings of the Spirit, and by 
the power of the Holy Ghost” (Moroni 6:9) 

•	 The Sabbath day is to be kept holy (Mosiah 18:23, 
25) 

•	 Members shall serve as volunteers, “for if they la-
bor for money they shall perish” (2 Nephi 26:31) 

•	 Temples are to be built and used for sacred wor-
ship (2 Nephi 5:16; Jacob 1:17; Mosiah 2:1, 5–6; 
11:10; Helaman 3:9; 3 Nephi 11:1) 

•	 Missionary work is to go abroad (Mosiah 11, 18; 
5:10–16; Alma 4–15; 31–34; 36:24; Helaman 6; 3 
Nephi 20:30; 21:26; 27:1) 

•	 Disciplinary procedures are set forth (Mosiah 
26:29, 32; 3 Nephi 18:28–33; Moroni 6:7–8)  

•	 Records are to be kept (1 Nephi 6:1–6, 9:1–6; Mosi-
ah 1:3–7; Alma 37:1–18; 3 Nephi 23:6–13)4 

 

The Why
From this long list and many other such instructions, 
it is not hard to see why one could call the Book of 
Mormon a handbook of instruction for church admin-
istration. 
 
Readers of the Book of Mormon often direct their at-
tention to its storylines, biographies, doctrines, revela-
tions, or geographic, literary or cultural details. Many 
do not usually realize the great debt that the Restored 
Church owes to the Book of Mormon for the myriad 
of practical guidelines for the administration of the 
Lord’s church that it provided the early Saints. It is 
actually quite amazing that such a coherent and useful 
set of statements of church policies, procedures, and 
practices could be embedded, often inconspicuously, 
in texts scattered throughout the Book of Mormon. 
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The Lord Jesus Christ established His Gospel and His 
Church among the Book of Mormon peoples. In fact, 
He told them the things that they “must do” in His 
church (3 Nephi 27:21). The principles that were re-
vealed to these ancient peoples of God were recorded 
so that they could be of benefit to future generations as 
well, to those who would be tasked with restoring the 
revealed order of the Church of Jesus Christ. 
 
For these reasons, Joseph Smith, Oliver Cowdery, 
and other early Church leaders looked at the Book of 
Mormon as a powerful instructional resource, given 
by God, for how Christ’s church should be set up and 
how it should operate. They took the book seriously 
and paid close attention to its teachings. When they 
failed to do so consistently, the Lord reminded them 
“to do according to that which I have written” in the 
Book of Mormon (D&C 84:57; emphasis added). 
 
As John W. Welch has concluded: 

The administrative principles embedded in the 
Book of Mormon are marvelous. When its in-

structions are assembled and brought together 
out of their narrative settings, the whole set of 
instructions is amazingly detailed and effective. 
The administrative dimension of the Book of 
Mormon is yet another layer of this miracu-
lous book’s complexity. The Book of Mormon 
not only reveals the plain precious truths of the 
gospel but also conveys practical guidelines that 
work, all around the world, as an effective and 
dynamic church order.5 

 
For these many reasons, the Book of Mormon should 
be held in high esteem in all religious circles as a 
foundational handbook of Christian organization and 
ministry. 
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3

Notes
1. John W. Welch, “The Book of Mormon as the Keystone of Church Administration,” Religious Educator 12, 
no. 2 (2011): 85.

2. This document was first published by Scott H. Faulring, “An Examination of the 1829 ‘Articles of the Church 
of Christ’ in Relation to Section 20 of the Doctrine and Covenants,” BYU Studies 43, no. 4 (2004): 57–91. Two 
pages, in the handwriting of John Whitmer, found in Revelation Book 1 and published in Robin Scott Jensen, 
Robert J. Woodford, and Steven C. Harper, eds., The Revelations and Translations, vol. 1 of the Manuscript 
Revelation Books series of The Joseph Smith Papers (Salt Lake City: Church Historian’s Press, 2009), 23–24.

3. Welch, “Administration,” 88.

4. Based on list compiled by John W. Welch as a handout for “A Firm Foundation,” Symposium, Brigham 
Young University, February 26, 2010.

5. Welch, “Administration,” 112.

Book of Mormon Central, 2016©


