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How Was Lehi’s Journey Similar to the 
Mormon Pioneers’ Trek West?

The Know
Early in 1846, Brigham Young and 300 others left their 
beautiful city Nauvoo behind them and crossed the 
Mississippi river heading west.1 This was the beginning 
of an exodus that would take the Mormons all the way 
across the Great Plains and into the Rocky Mountains. 
God’s people have often had to relocate to avoid oppres-
sion and destruction, and the Saints westward trek is 
reminiscent of past exoduses, such as the journey that 
Lehi and his family had taken over 2,000 years earlier.

Both Left their Cities Shortly Before they 
Were Invaded
Most Mormons left Nauvoo during the first half of 
1846. But in September, the small number of Mormons 
who remained worked together with others who had 
moved into the area to defend Nauvoo from invaders.2 

In the end, the invasion was successful and the remain-
ing Mormons were forced from the city.3 In the same 
way that the saints left Nauvoo shortly before the city 
was invaded, Lehi and his family left Jerusalem shortly 
before it was invaded and destroyed by the Babylonians 
in 586 BC.4

Both Left Temples Behind, and Built New 
Ones after Arriving at their Destination
When they left for lands farther west, the Saints had to 
leave the Nauvoo temple behind, a temple that they had 
just finished building the year before.5 This temple was 
soon burned to the ground. However, on July 28, 1847, 
after arriving at their new location in the Salt Lake Val-
ley, Brigham Young announced that they would build a 
new temple there in the Rocky Mountains.6 They would 
soon build many temples in their new home. In the 
same way, Lehi and his family left the temple in Jerusa-

“And inasmuch as ye shall keep my commandments, ye shall prosper, and 
shall be led to a land of promise; yea, even a land which I have prepared 
for you; yea, a land which is choice above all other lands.” 1 Nephi 2:20
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lem behind them when they set off for the New World. 
This temple was similarly burned to the ground. Also, 
like the Mormons, Nephi and his people built multiple 
temples in the New World after their arrival (2 Nephi 
5:16).7

Both Traveled Along an Established Route 
and then Changed Direction Part of the Way 
Through
The Mormons traveled mostly along the famous Ore-
gon Trail until they reached the area near Fort Bridger 
in present-day Wyoming.8 They then veered off this trail 
and traveled south-west into the Salt Lake Valley. In the 
same way, Lehi and his family spent much of their time 
traveling along the well-established incense trail head-
ing south from Jerusalem.9 However, some evidence 
suggest that at Nahom, they veered off this trail and 
went “nearly eastward” until they arrived at Bountiful 
(1 Nephi 17:1).10

Both Established a Base Camp Early in the 
Journey
Initially, Brigham Young had planned on making it all 
the way from Nauvoo to the Rocky Mountains by the 
summer of 1846.11 However, unusual rainfall made the 
roads so muddy that he had to establish a winter quar-
ters in Nebraska, just across the Iowa border.12 They 
stayed here during the winter of 1846–1847, leaving for 
the Great Basin in the spring.13 Lehi and his family sim-
ilarly established a base camp part of the way through 
the journey: the valley of Lemuel (1 Nephi 2:10). They 
appear to have stayed at the valley of Lemuel for some 
time, at least long enough to make two trips back to Je-
rusalem from this base camp.14

Both Had Groups Temporarily Break off to En-
gage in a Military Action after Leaving

On July 1, 1846, Captain James Allen intercepted the 
Mormons on their way west at their camp on Mosquito 
Creek near Council Bluffs, Iowa.15 He brought a message 
from President James K. Polk asking that the Mormons 
provide 500 volunteers to fight in the Mexican-Amer-
ican war.16 These volunteers broke off from the rest of 
the group and became the Mormon Battalion. Lehi’s 
sons also left the rest of the group for a time when they 
returned to Jerusalem to get the plates.17 While there, 
Nephi killed Laban, who was a military commander in 
Jerusalem.18 Thus, although this was never their inten-

tion, the group was involved in a military action when 
they were back in Jerusalem.19

Both Traveled from a Wetter Urban Area 
Through a Drier More Sparsely Populated Area
When the Mormons left Nauvoo, they were leaving a 
wet, green area, surrounded by towns and cities, to trav-
el through the much drier plains and mountain deserts 
that were much more sparsely populated.20 In the same 
way, Lehi and his family left the greenery of Jerusalem 
and the surrounding areas, which had a comparative-
ly large population, for the mostly uninhabited incense 
trail (1 Nephi 16:35).21

Both Ate “Raw Meat” Along the Trail
During their trek, the Saints would hunt buffalo and 
other wild game to supplement their food supply. They 
would eat some of the meat right away, but they would 
cut the rest of the meat into strips and dry it in the sun 
to make jerky.22 They ate this often along the trail. In the 
same way, the raw meat (1 Nephi 17:2) that Lehi’s family 
ate in the wilderness was also likely dried into jerky.23

Both Were Promised by God that He Would 
Help Them if they Kept His Commandments
The Lord told the Saints that if they were faithful, “my 
arm is stretched out in the last days, to save my people 
Israel” (Doctrine and Covenants 136:22). This is similar 
to God’s promise in the Book of Mormon,

Inasmuch as ye shall keep my commandments, ye 
shall prosper, and shall be led to a land of prom-
ise; . . . I will prepare the way before you, if it so be 
that ye shall keep my commandments; wherefore, 
inasmuch as ye shall keep my commandments ye 
shall be led towards the promised land; and ye 
shall know that it is by me that ye are led. Yea, . 
. . and that I, the Lord, did deliver you” (1 Nephi 
2:20; 17:13–14).24

The Why
The similarities between the Mormons’ journey to the 
Great Basin and Lehi’s journey to Bountiful remind the 
reader of how often the Saints found themselves living 
out events that were similar to those experienced by the 
ancient Saints in the Bible and Book of Mormon.25 In 
addition, the similarities should remind us that God 
will deliver us today, just as He delivered the saints in 
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the past. However, these parallels do something else as 
well: they provide insight into how the Book of Mor-
mon was written.

As Terrence L. Szink stated, “This journey compares 
with the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt and the 
Saints’ trek to the intermountain region in difficulty, 
importance, and miraculous nature.”26 So if someone 
wanted to write a history of the Mormon journey across 
the plains that was modeled after Lehi’s journey through 
Arabia, this would not be difficult to do. He or she would 
simply have to emphasize the similarities between the 
events. This would not make either account untrue, it 
would simply mean that the author was emphasizing 
certain events in the crossing of the plains to remind the 
reader of Lehi’s crossing of the desert. As one can see, all 
the details mentioned in this comparison are historical-
ly accurate. They have simply been emphasized to show 
the similarities between the events.27

There are many occasions when the authors of the Book 
of Mormon did something like this—not the least of 
which being the way Nephi’s account of their journey 
parallels the biblical Exodus.28 They would describe an 
event in such a way that it would remind the reader of a 
similar event from the Old Testament or another part of 
the Book of Mormon. This method of storytelling helps 
readers notice important connections between the two 
stories.29

This does not mean that either account is somehow in-
correct or historically invalid; it simply means that the 
author wanted the reader to connect the two narratives 
so they would get deeper meaning from the narrative.30 
Reading the Book of Mormon in this way allows the 
reader to understand the book better from a literary 
perspective while still being able to appreciate it as sa-
cred history.
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