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What Did the Book of Mormon Teach Early Church 
Leaders about the Order and Offices of the Priesthood?

Now they were ordained after this manner—being called with a holy calling, and ordained with a holy 
ordinance, and taking upon them the high priesthood of the holy order, which calling, and ordinance, 

and high priesthood, is without beginning or end.
Alma 13:8

The Know 
After reading the account in 3 Nephi of Jesus giving 
his disciples “power to baptize” (3 Nephi 11:21–22), 
Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery sought to know 
how they could receive that authority for themselves. 
In May 1829, they knelt by the Susquehanna River 
and in answer to their prayers, John the Baptist ap-
peared and conferred upon them the Aaronic Priest-
hood.1 Not long afterward, the Melchizedek Priest-
hood was also restored.

Following the official organization of the Church 
on April 6, 1830, the Lord began to gradually reveal 
guidelines regarding the specific offices of the priest-
hood. He explained the roles of apostles, elders, priests, 
teachers, and deacons in April 1830 (Doctrine and Cov-
enants 20:38–60). He then explained the role of bishops 
in February 1831 (Doctrine and Covenants 41:9–10), 
high priests in June 1831 (Doctrine and Covenants 52, 
heading), patriarchs in December 1833,2 and Seventies 
in 1835 (Doctrine and Covenants 107:23–24). A June 
1829 document on church administration, entitled 
“Articles of the Church of Christ,” written by Oliver 
Cowdery, borrows heavily from the Book of Mormon. 
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According to historian Scott Faulring, “more than half of 
Cowdery’s Articles are either direct quotations or para-
phrases with slight deviations from the Book of Mor-
mon.”3 The subsequent revelation now found in Doctrine 
and Covenants 20 likewise draws heavily on the Book of 
Mormon. This includes details on priesthood offices and 
administration found in Moroni 3 and 4.4

Early on in the Book of Mormon, there are referenc-
es to priesthood callings and the performance of du-
ties. Nephi “did consecrate Jacob and Joseph, that they 
should be priests and teachers over the land of my peo-
ple” (2 Nephi 5:26; Jacob 1:18). Jarom also mentioned 
the ministry of prophets, priests, and teachers (Jarom 
1:1). Examples of such priesthood callings continue 
throughout Book of Mormon history.5

Perhaps the most significant description of priesthood 
orders and offices in the Book of Mormon is in Alma 13, 
which may have informed Joseph Smith’s understand-
ing of the origins of the term Melchizedek Priesthood. 
Alma explained that priests were called and ordained 
to “the high priesthood according to the holy order of 

1

KnoWhy #330
June 23, 2017



God” (Alma 13:6, 18) or God’s “holy order, which 
was after the order of his Son” (Alma 13:1). Although 
Alma does not call this “holy order” the Melchizedek 
Priesthood, as it is called today, he does explain that 
Melchizedek “was also a high priest after this same or-
der” of the “high priesthood” (Alma 13:14).

Compare Alma’s explanation to the reasons given for 
the name “Melchizedek Priesthood” recorded in Doc-
trine and Covenants 107:2–3:

Why the first is called the Melchizedek Priesthood 
is because Melchizedek was such a great high 
priest. Before his day it was called the Holy Priest-
hood, after the Order of the Son of God.

Although the Book of Mormon authors do not often 
make reference to the name of the God-given “au-
thority” (Mosiah 23:17) that allowed them to act in 
their priesthood offices, it is clear that they held the 
Melchizedek Priesthood.6

When Christ appeared to the Book of Mormon peoples 
after His Resurrection, he organized the priesthood sys-
tem among them following the pattern He had estab-
lished in the New Testament Church. Joseph Smith de-
clared that when the “Savior made his appearance upon 
this continent after his resurrection … he planted the 
gospel here in all its fullness, and richness, and pow-
er, and blessings; that they had apostles, prophets, pas-
tors, teachers and evangelists; the same order, the same 
priesthood, the same ordinances, gifts, powers, and 
blessings, as were enjoyed on the Eastern Continent.”7

Joseph Fielding McConkie argued that this priesthood 
organization “evidently included the Aaronic or less-
er priesthood.”8 Similarly, President Joseph Fielding 
Smith commented that Jesus Christ “gave the Nephites 
all the authority of the priesthood which we exercise 
today. Therefore, we are justified in the belief that not 
only was the fullness of the Melchizedek Priesthood 
conferred, but also the Aaronic, just as we have it in the 
Church today; … We may be assured that in the days of 
Moroni the Nephites did ordain teachers and priests in 
the Aaronic Priesthood.”9

The Why
As can be seen from the examples of Joseph Smith 
and Oliver Cowdery, early Church leaders frequently 
looked to the Book of Mormon as a guide, given by 
God, for how the priesthood of Christ’s church should 
be organized. When the early saints strayed too far 
from its teachings, the Lord admonished them to “re-
pent and remember the new covenant, even the Book of 
Mormon and the former commandments which I have 
given them, not only to say, but to do according to that 
which I have written” (Doctrine and Covenants 84:57).

The Book of Mormon provided the early saints with 
many further examples of the priesthood in action, be-
yond what was available in the Bible. It demonstrated 
the division between orders of the priesthood and some 
of its various offices. 

Furthermore, the Book of Mormon authors demonstrat-
ed how priesthood authority was inseparably associat-
ed with the establishment of Christ’s church, as can be 
seen in the examples of Nephi and his temple (2 Nephi 
5), Alma at the waters of Mormon (Mosiah 18), and 
Jesus Christ himself in the land of Bountiful (3 Nephi 
11–12). Readers today can likewise benefit from these 
examples of righteous priesthood holders in the Book 
of Mormon as they seek to understand the role of the 
priesthood in the Church today.
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