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Why Does the Book of Mormon Include the Rise 
and Fall of Two Nations?

“Except they should repent the Lord God would execute judgment against them to their utter de-
struction; And … would send or bring forth another people to possess the land, by his power, after 

the manner by which he brought their fathers.” Ether 11:20–21

The Know 
Although typically thought of as a Nephite record, the Book 
of Mormon actually describes the rise and fall of two peo-
ples. It begins with Lehi in Jerusalem, follows his family’s 
journey to the promised land, and the remainder of the book 
primarily chronicles the history of their descendants.  

Then there is a small part that describes the rise and fall of 
an earlier people, the Jaredites, whose prophets had warned 
them that unless they repented, “the Lord God would ex-
ecute judgment against them to their utter destruction” 
and then “bring forth another people to possess 
the land” (Ether 11:20–21). 

The history of Mesoamerica also shows the rise and 
fall of two major cultures during parallel time pe-
riods (see chart).1 John E. Clark, a Latter-day Saint 
and prominent Mesoamerican archaeologist, not-
ed, “The two-civilizations requirement used to be a 
problem for the Book of Mormon, but it no longer is 
now that modern archaeology is catching up.”2  

Scholars refer to the first civilization as the Olmec, 
which arose in the mid-second millennium BC and 
collapsed around 400 BC.3 According to Clark, “the 
earliest developments of Jaredites and Olmecs are 
hazy, but from about 1500 BC onward their histo-

ries are remarkably parallel.” From there, “The alternations 
between city building and population declines, described for 
the Jaredites, correspond quite well with lowland Olmec de-
velopments.”4 

Clark has further noted, “In eastern Mesoamerica, Olmec 
civilization was replaced by the lowland Maya, who began 
building cities in the jungles of Guatemala about 500 to 400 
BC.”5 The preclassic Maya “experienced peaks and troughs 
of development, with a mini-collapse about AD 200.”6 While 
the final Nephite battles are fought in the fourth century AD, 

©

1

KnoWhy # 245
December 5, 2016



the beginnings of their fall are sown ca. AD 200–210, when 
after reaching the height of prosperity, religious corruption 
and social stratification again sets in and proves to be divisive 
(4 Nephi 1:24–29). 

John L. Sorenson has pointed out that, corresponding with 
the annihilation of the Nephites, many Mesoamerican cities 
were abandoned, destroyed, then rebuilt by invaders in the 
fourth century AD.7 This led Sorenson to conclude, “The pic-
ture derived from archaeology thus agrees basically with the 
Book of Mormon story of the Nephites’ retreat.”8  

The Why 
While the geography of the Book of Mormon is not known 
with certainty, “the correspondences between the Book of 
Mormon and cycles of Mesoamerican civilization are strik-
ing.”9 It would be a mistake to assume that the Jaredites are 
the Olmec and that the Nephites/Lamanites are the Maya. 
Rather, the consistency in their cycles of civilization suggests 
that Jaredite and Nephite history could have unfolded within 
the broader context of Mesoamerican history.10   

Significantly, “The Olmecs … were not identified as a real 
culture until 1942, and archaeologists did not know their true 
age until 1967.”11 Lacking awareness of early Mesoamerican 
civilizations and their chronologies, early critics naturally 
criticized the Book of Mormon’s presentation of twofold civ-
ilization.12 But as Clark rightly argued, “If early critics cannot 
be faulted for failing to predict these discoveries, the Book of 
Mormon should not be denigrated for getting them right.”13 

By telling the stories of both Nephite and Jaredite societies 
and their destructions, the Book of Mormon drives home its 
powerful warning for modern readers. As Steven C. Walker 
observed, “It is because what happened to the Jaredites hap-
pens to the Nephites,” that, “more presciently, we sense its 
potential for ourselves.”14 The Book of Mormon is a divinely 
appointed warning for the modern day, twice illustrating the 
downfall that awaits societies that succumb to wickedness 
and corruption.  

Whether or not Book of Mormon peoples were in Meso-
america or somewhere else, the archaeology of the Olmec 
and preclassic Maya confirms that the collapse of civilization 
is more than just a cautionary tale. This is further affirmed 
with the rise and fall of post-Book of Mormon Mesoamer-
ican civilizations like Teotihuacan,15 the Classic Maya,16 the 
postclassic Maya, and the Aztec.17  

The kingdoms of Israel and Judah, and the great empires 
that once conquered them—Egypt, Assyria, Babylon, Persia, 
Macedonia, and Rome—all testify of the same fate. Archae-
ology and history literally the world over attest to the rise 
and fall of great civilizations, providing a second witness 

alongside the Book of Mormon, assuring modern readers 
“that complete deterioration of civilization, and even utter 
annihilation, are possibilities for even the seemingly invin-
cible United States” and other world powers of the modern 
age.18  

Yet while the history of the world is filled with seemingly 
invincible civilizations that subsequently became ancient 
history, only the Book of Mormon diagnoses the root of the 
problem, and only the Book of Mormon has the antidote. 
Many factors can contribute to the rise and fall of civiliza-
tions, but only adherence to the principles taught by Jesus 
Christ, as found in 3 Nephi and elsewhere in scripture, can 
stem the tide of social decay and stave off destruction.19 
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1. Chart adapted from John E. Clark, “Archaeology, Relics, and 
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