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King Noah by James H. Fuller

How Does The Book of 
Mormon Use a Hebrew 
Pun on King Noah’s 
Name?

“Yea, and thus they were supported in their laziness, and in their idolatry, 
and in their whoredoms, by the taxes which king Noah had put upon his 

people; thus did the people labor exceedingly to support iniquity.” 
Mosiah 11:6

The Know 
The biblical prophet Noah is famous for building an 
ark and gathering “every living thing of all flesh, two 
of every sort ... into the ark, to keep them alive” during 
the flood (Genesis 6:19). King Noah in the Book of 
Mormon, on the other hand, is famous for sentencing 
Abinadi to death (Mosiah 17:12). Although these two 
characters are almost as different from each other as it 
is possible to be, one thing they have in common is that 
the people who wrote about them described them using 
puns based on their names. Biblical scholar Matthew 
Bowen has noted that the Book of Mormon inverts the 
puns on Noah’s name found in Genesis when punning 
on King Noah’s name.1 It does this to emphasize how 
catastrophic King Noah’s reign had been for his people.2 

In Hebrew, the name Noah was associated with “[di-
vine] rest.”3 Bowen found that the story of Noah in 
Genesis repeatedly connects the name noah with the 
word nwh (to “rest”) and the similar word nhm (to 

“regret” or “be sorry”; “console oneself,” or “comfort” 
someone).4 Genesis 5:29, for example, states, “And he 
called his name Noah, saying, This same shall com-
fort us.”5 Genesis 6:6 similarly states that “it repented 
the Lord that he had made” humanity.6 Similarly, “the 
ark rested” when it finally landed (Genesis 8:4) and the 
dove that Noah sent to look for land “found no rest” 
(v. 9).7 One finds similar puns in the Book of Moses as 
well.8  

Bowen has noted that the Book of Mormon uses the 
same wordplays on the name Noah that the bible does.9 
However, it uses them to caricature King Noah and his 
priests, depicting them as the opposite of the biblical 
Noah.10 Bowen stated that, “Far from ‘comforting’ his 
people or giving them ‘rest,’ as his father Zeniff had 
surely hoped (cf. Mosiah 10:22), King Noah immedi-
ately began to ‘burden’ his people with sin and taxes” 
(see Mosiah 11:1‒4).11  
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In the Book of Mormon, King Noah and his priests were 
“supported in their laziness ... by the taxes which king 
Noah had put upon his people; thus did the people labor 
exceedingly to support iniquity” (Mosiah 11:6; cf. Mo-
siah 29:35).12 This verse reminds the reader that in the 
Hebrew Bible, Noah brought comfort from labor and 
toil, while King Noah in the Book of Mormon caused 
his people to toil to support evil.13 Bowen observed that 
the pairing of the name Noah (“rest”) with the image 
of the people laboring to support evil is a mocking pun 
on Noah’s name.14 He further stated, “Rather than ‘com-
fort[ing]’ his people ‘concerning the work and toil of 
[their] hands’ (Genesis 5:29; Moses 8:9), Noah had giv-
en them more work and caused them to sin.”15 

Even the furniture Noah made for the high priests acts 
as a pun on his name: “and he caused a breastwork to be 
built before them, that they might rest their bodies and 
their arms upon while they should speak lying and vain 
words to his people” (Mosiah 11:11).16 Unfortunately, 
instead of easing his people’s burdens, the only rest King 
Noah provided was for his priests, so they could be 
comfortable while speaking vain words to the masses.17   

The Why 
A final point helps to explain why the Book of Mormon 
puns so often on King Noah’s name. When speaking 
to Noah’s priests, Abinadi quoted Isaiah saying, “break 
forth into joy, sing together, ye waste places of Jerusa-
lem; for the Lord hath comforted his people, he hath 
redeemed Jerusalem” (Mosiah 15:30).18 The word for 
comforted in Isaiah’s quoted passage is one of the words 
associated with the name Noah in Genesis.19 Bowen 
has noted that in contrast to Noah, who wasn’t doing 
anything to comfort his people, “Abinadi’s testimony—
testimony that Alma remembered and preserved—was 
that the Lord had comforted and would comfort and 
redeem Israel, both temporally and spiritually.”20  

The Book of Mormon reminds us that, ultimately, 
Christ is the one who comforts us and gives us rest. 
Bowen put it well, “The Lord’s promise regarding the 
earth’s eventual rest that would come because of and 
through Noah’s posterity—specifically Jesus Christ, ... 
should still ‘comfort’ all of us.”21 The Book of Mormon 
confirms the reality of Christ’s words, “Come unto me, 
all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give 
you rest” (Matthew 11:28). 

As the people of King Noah learned though sad expe-
rience, rest and comfort are sometimes hard to find.22 
However, if we remember that real rest comes from 
Christ, not from worldly sources or institutions, we 
can experience the comfort and peace that only He can 
bring. 
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Notes
1. Matthew L. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’: 
An Onomastic Tale of Two Noahs,” Interpreter: A Jour-
nal of Mormon Scripture 23 (2017): 263. 

2. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 263.

3. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 264. See also 
Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, The Hebrew 
and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament (Leiden, 
Netherlands: Brill, 2001), 685–689, who note that the 
name Noah belongs to “a personage from pre-Israelite 
tradition whose name sounded to Israelite ears like the 
verb [nuah].”

4. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 264.

5. Emphasis added.

6. Emphasis added. The verse could also be rendered 
“the Lord regretted.”

7. Emphasis added.

8. For an extensive treatment of this topic, see Bowen, 
“‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 265–279. See also Ter-
rence L. Szink, “The Vision of Enoch: Structure of a 
Masterpiece,” Journal of the Book of Mormon and Oth-
er Restoration Scripture 17, no. 1–2 (2008): 13‒14, 18.

9. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 279.

10. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 279.

11. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 279–280.

12. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 280.

13. See Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 280.

14. See Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 280–281.

15. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 281–282.

16. Emphasis added. 

17. See Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 282.

18. For an explanation of how King Noah’s people may 
have understood this verse, see Book of Mormon Cen-
tral, “Why Would Noah’s Priests Quiz Abinadi on Isa-
iah? (Mosiah 12:20–21),” KnoWhy 89 (April 29, 2016).

19. See Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 287–288.

20. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 287–288.

21. Bowen, “‘This Son Shall Comfort Us’,” 296.

22. For an analysis of how King Noah failed in this area, 
see Lee L. Donaldson, “Benjamin and Noah: The Prin-
ciple of Dominion,” in Mosiah, Salvation Only through 
Christ, ed. Monte S. Nyman and Charles D. Tate Jr., The 
Book of Mormon Symposium Series, Volume 5 (Provo, 
UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young Universi-
ty, 1991), 49–58.
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