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Abstract: Joseph who was sold into Egypt prophesied that a future prophet, called after 
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seems that Nephi combined Isaiah passages about the restoration in a way that would 
intentionally highlight their connection to Joseph’s prophecy. Nephi accomplished this 
through the use of a Hebrew wordplay (like a pun) which used verbs that sound like the 
name Joseph. Not only would such a wordplay have been beyond Joseph Smith’s literary 
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Joseph of Egypt, by Michael T. Malm via lds.org

Why Did Nephi Connect Isaiah’s Prophecies 
with Joseph Who Was Sold into Egypt?

“And the Lord will set his hand again the second time to 
restore his people from their lost and fallen state. Wherefore, 
he will proceed to do a marvelous work and a wonder among 

the children of men.” 2 Nephi 25:17

The Know 
When Lehi obtained the plates of brass, he discovered 
that “he was a descendant of Joseph; yea, even that Jo-
seph who was the son of Jacob, who was sold into Egypt, 
and who was preserved by the hand of the Lord” (1 Ne-
phi 5:14). Nephi then immediately added that “they 
[meaning Jacob’s future posterity] were also led out of 
captivity and out of the land of Egypt, by that same God 
who had preserved them” (v. 15). These verses mark the 
beginning of a pattern in the Book of Mormon where 
Joseph’s deliverance of his family is linked with future 
deliverances of Jacob’s posterity.1  
 
Matthew Bowen has noted that on two notable occa-
sions—2 Nephi 25:17 and 2 Nephi 29:1—Nephi com-
bined restoration themes from Isaiah 11:11 and Isaiah 

29:14 into a unified idea.2 In rabbinic times, the practice 
of drawing two scriptural passages together on the basis 
of shared words and then interpreting them in light of 
each other came to be known as Gezera Shawa.3 What 
makes Nephi’s Gezera Shawa especially intriguing is his 
potential use of a Hebrew wordplay (like a pun) on the 
name Joseph (yôsēp).  
 
According to Bowen, the name Joseph comes from “the 
Hebrew verb yāsap, the most basic sense of which is ‘to 
add.’ Yāsap also has the more developed senses to ‘con-
tinue’ or ‘proceed to do’ something and ‘to do again.’”4 
Not only do these verbs sound like the name Joseph and 
have the same basic meaning as the name Joseph,5 but 
in 2 Nephi 25:21 they, and the additional restorations 
which they describe, are directly linked to Joseph him-
self.

1

KnoWhy #375
October 24, 2017



Isaiah 11:11 Isaiah 29:14 2 Nephi 29:1 2 Nephi 25:17, 21
11. And it shall come to 
pass in that day, that the 
Lord shall set his hand 
again [yôsîp] the second 
time to recover the rem-
nant of his people

14. Therefore, behold, I 
will proceed [yôsīp] to 
do a marvellous work 
among this people, even 
a marvellous work and a 
wonder 

29. But behold, there 
shall be many—at that 
day when I shall proceed 
[yôsīp] to do a marvelous 
work among [cf. Isaiah 
29:14] them … that I may 
set my hand again [yôsîp]  
the second time to recov-
er [cf. Isaiah 11:11] my 
people, which are of the 
house of Israel;

17. And the Lord will set 
his hand again [yôsîp] 
the second time to re-
store his people [cf. Isaiah 
11:11] from their lost and 
fallen state. Wherefore, he 
will proceed [yôsīp] to do 
a marvelous work and a 
wonder [cf. Isaiah 29:14] 
among the children of 
men …  
 
21. … that the promise 
may be fulfilled unto 
Joseph [yôsēp], that his 
seed should never perish 
as long as the earth should 
stand.

On a different occasion, in 1 Nephi 22, we find that Nephi added Isaiah 52:10 into his network of Isaiah references. 
Bowen found this addition to be “particularly noteworthy” because Nephi “apparently supplied the verb yāsap to 
Isaiah 52:10, where Isaiah did not previously use that verb.”6

Isaiah 11:11 Isaiah 29:14 Isaiah 52:10 1 Nephi 22
11. And it shall come to 
pass in that day, that the 
Lord shall set his hand 
again [yôsîp] the second 
time to recover the rem-
nant of his people

14. Therefore, behold, I 
will proceed [yôsīp] to 
do a marvellous work 
among this people, even 
a marvellous work and a 
wonder

10. The Lord hath made 
bare his holy arm in the 
eyes of all the nations; 
and all the ends of the 
earth shall see the salva-
tion of our God.

8. And after our seed is 
scattered the Lord God 
will proceed [yôsīp] to do 
a marvelous work among 
the Gentiles [cf. Isaiah 
29:14] … 
 
11. Wherefore, the Lord 
God will proceed [add-
ed use of yôsīp] to make 
bare his arm in the eyes 
of all the nations [cf. 
Isaiah 52:10] …  
 
12. Wherefore, he will 
bring them again [yôsîp] 
out of captivity [cf. Isaiah 
11:11]

The fact that Nephi repeatedly tied these Isaiah references together—on one occasion explicitly mentioning the 
name Joseph (yôsēp) and on another adding a form of the verb yāsap—suggests that, in Nephi’s mind, Joseph 
was linked to future restorations. Interestingly, Nephi wasn’t the only Book of Mormon prophet to make such a 
connection. Mormon boldly prophesied that surely the Lord would “again [yôsîp] bring a remnant of the seed of 
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Joseph [yôsēp] to the knowledge of the Lord their God” 
(3 Nephi 5:23).7  
 

The Why 
So, what does Joseph, who was sold into Egypt, have to 
do with Isaiah’s prophecies? Perhaps the most meaning-
ful explanation can be found in a prophecy from Joseph 
himself, as recited by Lehi. Joseph declared that a “seer 
shall the Lord my God raise up, who shall be a choice 
seer unto the fruit of my loins” (2 Nephi 3:6). This seer 
would be “great like unto Moses” (v. 9), but instead of 
physically leading Israelites out of bondage, he would 
“bring forth [God’s] word unto the seed of [Joseph’s] 
loins” (v. 11). 
 
Joseph then prophesied, “And his name shall be called 
after me; and it shall be after the name of his father. And 
he shall be like unto me; for the thing, which the Lord 
shall bring forth by his hand, by the power of the Lord 
shall bring my people unto salvation” (2 Nephi 3:15). 
In other words, just as Joseph who was sold into Egypt 
brought salvation to his own family, a future seer named 
Joseph would bring salvation to his descendants. 
 
Nephi and Mormon surely knew and understood Jo-
seph’s prophecy, and they saw how it was tied to Isaiah’s 
prophecies about a latter-day restoration. They recog-
nized that through a latter-day Joseph (yôsēp) the Lord 
would “proceed (yôsīp) to do a marvellous work,” and 
would “proceed (yôsīp) to make bare his arm in the eyes 
of all the nations,” and would “set his hand again (yôsîp) 
the second time to recover the remnant of his people.”8 
These beautifully integrated prophecies—along with 
their repeated uses of a Hebrew wordplay—help con-
firm that Joseph Smith, who was named after his own 
father, was truly the prophet of the Restoration.9  
 
Concerning the growing criticism of Joseph Smith in 
today’s world, Elder Neil L. Andersen has taught, “The 
negative commentary about the Prophet Joseph Smith 
will increase as we move toward the Second Coming of 
the Savior. The half-truths and subtle deceptions will 
not diminish. There will be family members and friends 
who will need your help.”10 To resist this rising persecu-
tion, Elder Andersen stressed, “Each believer needs a 
spiritual confirmation of the divine mission and char-
acter of the Prophet Joseph Smith.”11  
 

How can one obtain such a witness? Among other sug-
gestions, Elder Andersen noted that a “testimony may 
distill upon your soul as you read the Book of Mormon 
again and again.”12 Not only does the Book of Mormon 
itself testify of Joseph Smith’s prophetic calling, but it 
does so in a way that was likely far beyond his own lit-
erary ability.13 Importantly, Joseph, who was sold into 
Egypt, twice declared that he was “sure” of the Lord’s 
promise concerning a latter-day seer named Joseph (2 
Nephi 3:14, 16). As we prayerfully read and pray con-
cerning the Book of Mormon, we can obtain this same 
confidence, from the Lord Himself, that Joseph Smith is 
the prophet of the long-promised Restoration.    
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Notes
1. In several ways, Nephi’s own experiences mirrored those of the great patriarch Joseph, who was his ancestor. 
And it seems that Nephi intentionally crafted the story of his own journey to the promised land to draw out these 
similarities. See Alan Goff, “A Hermeneutic of Sacred Texts: Historicism, Revisionism, Positivism, and the Bible 
and Book of Mormon,” (MA dissertation, Brigham Young University, 1970), 60, 105, 130–133; Grant Hardy, Un-
derstanding the Book of Mormon: A Reader’s Guide (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2010), 42–44.

2. See Matthew Bowen, “Onomastic Wordplay on Joseph and Benjamin and Gezera Shawa in the Book of Mor-
mon,” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon Scripture 18 (2016): 263. See also, Matthew Bowen, “‘He Shall Add’: 
Wordplay on the Name Joseph and an Early Instance of Gezera Shawa in the Book of Mormon,” Insights 30, no. 2 
(2010): 2–4.

3. Bowen, “Onomastic Wordplay on Joseph,” 259–261.

4. Bowen, “Onomastic Wordplay on Joseph,” 261.

5. The name Joseph means “may He [the Lord] add,” “He shall add,” or “He has added.” Bowen, “Onomastic Word-
play on Joseph,” 261.

6. Bowen, “Onomastic Wordplay on Joseph,” 263.

7. See Bowen, “Onomastic Wordplay on Joseph,” 263–264.

8. Isaiah 11:11; 29:14; 52:10.

9. For further information on the prophecies of Joseph, the son of Jacob, concerning Joseph Smith, see Joseph 
Fielding McConkie, “Joseph, Son of Jacob,” Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 4 vols., ed. Daniel H. Ludlow (New York, 
NY: Macmillan, 1992), 2:760–761.

10. Neil L. Andersen, “Joseph Smith,” Ensign, November 2014, 30, online at lds.org. 

11. Andersen, “Joseph Smith,” 29–30.

12. Andersen, “Joseph Smith,” 30.

13. For Joseph’s limited literary ability, see Robert A. Reese, “John Milton, Joseph Smith, and the Book of Mor-
mon,” BYU Studies Quarterly 54, no. 3 (2015): 6–18; Robert A. Rees, “Joseph Smith, the Book of Mormon, and the 
American Renaissance,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 35, no. 3 (2002): 83–112; Robert A. Rees, “Jo-
seph Smith, the Book of Mormon, and the American Renaissance: An Update,” Interpreter: A Journal of Mormon 
Scripture 19 (2016), 1–16. The Hebrew wordplay identified by Bowen would almost certainly have been beyond 
Joseph’s ability because he had no formal Hebrew training until 1835, years after he translated the Book of Mor-
mon. See Matthew J. Grey, “‘The Word of the Lord in the Original’: Joseph Smith’s Study of Hebrew in Kirtland,” 
in Approaching Antiquity: Joseph Smith and the Ancient World, ed. Lincoln H. Blumell, Matthew J. Grey, and 
Andrew H. Hedges (Salt Lake City and Provo, UT: Deseret Book and Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young 
University, 2015), 253–255; Louis Zucker, “Joseph Smith as a Student of Hebrew,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon 
Thought 3, no. 2 (1968): 41–55. 
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