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The visions and interpretations of the tree of life constitute some of the 
greatest didactic, or teaching, chapters in the Book of Mormon . The 

symbols and images in these chapters inspire us to reflect and ponder the 
rich messages that lie behind the tree of life’s meaning . The theme and tim-
ing of this conference are appropriate, as over the last few years, there have 
been significant statements made by leaders of the Church in relation to the 
interpretation and application of the tree of life visions .1 Much can be written 
about these visions, but this paper will focus on one central theme: the strait 
and narrow path as the covenant path of discipleship leading to the tree of 
life . What that means is simply this: God has prepared a way, a path, that 
can bring us, his children, back into his presence in a state of immortality . 
That way is through the Atonement of Christ and the covenantal system that 
he has set up (see Articles of Faith 1:3, 4) . Joseph Fielding McConkie and 
Robert L . Millet state that in the vision of the tree of life, “partaking of the 
fruit of the tree  .  .  . represent[s] the partaking of the powers of Christ and his 
atonement: forgiveness of sins, as well as feelings of peace, joy, and gratitude . 
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Ultimately, through partaking of the powers of the gospel one is qualified to 
partake of the greatest fruit of the Atonement—the blessings associated with 
eternal life .”2 Thus there is a difference between the immediate and future 
occurrences of partaking of the fruit associated with the covenantal nature 
inherent in the process . Elder Bruce R . McConkie elucidates the meaning of 
the final partaking of the fruit: “To eat thereof is to inherit eternal life in the 
kingdom of God .”3

Through the vision of the tree of life, we enter the world of symbolism 
underlying the necessary discipleship that leads to exaltation . If we carefully 
examine the vision, the pathway leading to the tree of life seems to reflect the 
covenant road (which leads to eternal salvation in God’s presence) rather than 
to describe the rough roads of life (where we are to do good and avoid tempta-
tions to the best of our ability) . Thus, on the path of discipleship, “enduring 
to the end” has a greater covenantal significance . In discussing Lehi’s dream, 
it should be stated that the covenant path not only symbolizes ordinances 
and covenants but also represents the lifestyle of one who has entered, and 
continues to enter, into those ordinances and covenants with God throughout 
the course of life—one who moves forward on that path and attempts to stay 
faithful to the end of this mortal journey . The strait and narrow path and the 
iron rod are components of the dream that make obtaining the fruit of the 
tree possible . Elder Neal A . Maxwell described the path of discipleship in 
these terms:

Deeds, not words—and becoming, not describing—are dominant in 
true discipleship . Of necessity, of course, we are to teach and learn 
the doctrines . We would be spiritually stranded without them and, 
likewise, without the saving and exalting gospel ordinances, because 
‘in the ordinances thereof, the power of godliness is manifest . And 
without the ordinances thereof, and the authority of the priesthood, 
the power of godliness is not manifest unto men in the flesh’ (D&C 
84:20–21) . So it is that discipleship requires all of us to translate 
doctrines, covenants, ordinances, and teachings into improved per-
sonal behavior . Otherwise we may be doctrinally rich but end up 
developmentally poor .  .  .  . The gospel’s rich and true doctrines com-
bine to constitute a call to a new and more abundant life, but this is 
a lengthy process . It requires much time, experiencing the relevant 
learning experiences, the keeping of covenants, and the receiving of 
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the essential ordinances—all in order to spur us along the disciple-
ship path of personal progression .4

The necessity of staying on the path of discipleship is highlighted in Lehi’s 
dream as he witnesses individuals partake of the fruit of the tree and then fall 
away from the path . The people partaking of the fruit of the tree are a repre-
sentation of individuals who had taken upon themselves all of the ordinances 
and covenants necessary to qualify for eternal life (thus receiving conditional 
blessings contingent upon obedience and enduring to the end) . Because they 
fall away, these individuals do not witness the ultimate fulfillment of those 
blessings (receiving exaltation in the presence of God and entering into the 
rest of the Lord) . President Joseph F . Smith highlighted the meaning of enter-
ing into the Lord’s rest in both immediate and future contexts:

What does it mean to enter into the rest of the Lord? Speaking for 
myself, it means that through the love of God I have been won over 
to Him, so that I can feel at rest in Christ, that I may no more be 
disturbed by every wind of doctrine, by the cunning and craftiness of 
men, whereby they lie in wait to deceive; and that I am established in 
the knowledge and testimony of Jesus Christ, so that no power can 
turn me aside from the straight and narrow path that leads back into 
the presence of God, to enjoy exaltation in His glorious kingdom; 
that from this time henceforth I shall enjoy that rest until I shall rest 
with Him in the heavens .5 

Lehi’s vision teaches of fidelity to covenants—a topic applicable to all . As 
President Boyd K . Packer has taught, “You may think that Lehi’s dream or 
vision has no special meaning for you, but it does . You are in it; all of us are 
in it .”6 

An Overview of the Tree of Life: From Eden to Eternal Life

The tree of life motif permeated ancient societies, including Israel and 
Egypt .7 Sacred trees were associated with the dwelling place of deities, and, 
like the agricultural connections inherent in the motif of the sacred trees’ 
power to rejuvenate each season, so also the tree became a symbol of resur-
rection after death, rebirth into immortality, and eternity (Representations 
of these concepts were often portrayed on sarcophagi and epithets) .8 In con-
nection with God’s giving and sustaining of life, the tree of life is commonly 
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linked to rituals and cultic objects within temples . An example of this is the 
Menorah in the Israelite temple, which is frequently viewed as a stylized tree 
of life . The light that falls on the twelve loaves beneath the Menorah symbol-
izes God’s power sustaining the twelve tribes of Israel (both temporally and 
spiritually) .9 Rituals, and the keeping of the laws attached to them, enabled 
individuals to obtain the tree of life . The Jerusalem Targum on Genesis 2:9 
states, “For the law is the tree of life; whoever keepeth it in this life liveth 
and subsisteth as the tree of life . The law is good to keep in this world, as the 
fruit of the tree of life in the world that cometh .”10 The law required worship 
associated with the temple, and the law itself was originally housed in the 
ark of the covenant in the Holy of Holies, thus highlighting its relevance to 
the temple and demonstrating its place in leading one back to God (the very 
symbol depicted in the architecture of the temple) . New Testament writings, 
such as Revelation chapter 2, have also linked salvation with sacred ritual 
and the partaking of the fruit of the tree of life .11 Furthermore, Reformation 
theologians including Calvin, Polanus, Wolleb, and Diodati viewed the tree 
of life as a type of eternal life, a sacrament that would extend immortality to 
the obedient through Jesus Christ .12

The tree of life image also abounds in other religious texts; the sacred 
nature of this symbolic depiction of eternal life is highlighted in the rituals 
that underlie temple worship in ancient societies . This literature of the tree of 
life reflects the fact that ritual is necessary to obtain the tree .13 Griggs sum-
marizes a few Egyptian iconographic examples of this notion: “Many other 
Egyptian artifacts show divine beings refreshing the pharaohs with the fruit 
of the tree of life . A pond or stream of sacred water often lies near or under 
the tree, with the god of writing, Thoth, inscribing the name of the king on 
the tree . In all these examples, partaking of the fruit of the tree is a sacra-
mental act, one that symbolizes unity with the gods; hence, the fruit is not 
available to mortals in the normal course of daily life but can be found only 
in the rituals relating to eternity .”14 Ritual that would lead the worshipper, or 
devotee, into the presence of God or the eternities, portrayed by the means of 
a tree of life, was a concept fairly common in the region .15 

In the scriptural record, the tree of life is first encountered in the Garden 
of Eden (see Moses 4:31; Genesis 3:22) . There Adam and Eve enjoyed associa-
tion with God, and the tree of life highlighted their immortal existence with 
him .16 Because of the Fall, Adam and Eve were cast out from his presence 
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and could no longer enjoy face-to-face communication with him . Adam and 
Eve lost access to the tree of life and the blessing of immortality; death would 
then enter their lives . Their subsequent mortality would become a prepara-
tory state for their eventual return to immortality (the tree of life) and the 
presence of God (eternal life; see Moses 4:30–31) . 

In order for Adam and Eve and their posterity, who would inherit this 
condition of separation, to reenter God’s presence, it was necessary to pro-
vide a way to overcome and reverse the effects of the Fall (see 2 Nephi 2:21) . 
The gospel of Jesus Christ, which includes both covenants and ordinances, 
would constitute the path back to the tree of life, and thus the Atonement of 
Jesus Christ would become the mechanism to open up that way .17 Through 
the Atonement of Christ, the obstacles of sin and death could, and would, be 
removed for all individuals who would claim the Atonement’s blessings (see 
Moses 7:1; D&C 19:16–19) . Remembrance of the Atonement became a form 
of discipleship symbolically manifested in the worship system that required 
Adam and Eve to participate in “the plan of salvation unto all men, through 
the blood of mine Only Begotten, who shall come in the meridian of time” 
(Moses 6:62) . Adam and Eve, and subsequently their posterity, offered sacri-
fices in similitude of the sacrifice of the Son of God (see Moses 5:7–8), were 
baptized and received the Holy Ghost (see Moses 6:65–66), and entered into 
the order of the priesthood (see Moses 6:67) . All of this was done “by an holy 
ordinance, and the Gospel preached” (Moses 5:59) . Consequently, the Lord 
commanded “that all men, everywhere, must repent, or they can in nowise 
inherit the kingdom of God, for no unclean thing can dwell there, or dwell in 
his presence” (Moses 6:57) . The Lord also taught them:

That by reason of transgression cometh the fall, which fall bringeth 
death, and inasmuch as ye were born into the world by water, and 
blood, and the spirit, which I have made, and so became of dust a liv-
ing soul, even so ye must be born again into the kingdom of heaven, 
of water, and of the Spirit, and be cleansed by blood, even the blood 
of mine Only Begotten; that ye might be sanctified from all sin, and 
enjoy the words of eternal life in this world, and eternal life in the 
world to come, even immortal glory; 

For by the water ye keep the commandment; by the Spirit ye are 
justified, and by the blood ye are sanctified . (Moses 6:59–60)18
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The entire gospel plan given to Adam and Eve, and subsequently to all 
of us, constituted a path that would enable them to claim all of the blessings 
of the Atonement by allowing them to take upon themselves the candidacy 
of eternal life through ordinances . They would enjoy the consummation 
of those promises at the end of life if they endured to the end . As Elder 
McConkie stated:

Adam and Eve—our first parents, our common ancestors, the mother 
and father of all living—had the fulness of the everlasting gospel . 
They received the plan of salvation from God himself .  .  .  . They saw 
God, knew his laws, entertained angels, received revelations, beheld 
visions, and were in tune with the Infinite . They exercised faith in the 
Lord Jesus Christ; repented of their sins; were baptized in similitude 
of the death, burial, and resurrection of the Promised Messiah; and 
received the gift of the Holy Ghost . They were endowed with power 
from on high, were sealed in the new and everlasting covenant of mar-
riage, and received the fulness of the ordinances of the house of the 
Lord .  .  .  .

Having charted for themselves a course leading to eternal life, 
they pressed forward with a steadfastness in Christ—believing, obey-
ing, conforming, consecrating, sacrificing—until their calling and 
election was made sure and they were sealed up unto eternal life .19 

From the time Adam and Eve were driven away from the tree of life and 
the presence of God, the covenant path was established to lead them back 
again to him in a renewed state of immortality .20 In the Vita Adae et Evae, 
Adam is told, after partaking of the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good 
and evil, that he would return to partake of the fruit of the tree of life after 
his resurrection:

And the Lord turned and said to Adam, “From now on I will not 
allow you to be in Paradise .” And Adam answered and said, “Lord, 
give me from the tree of life that I might eat before I am cast out .” 
Then the Lord spoke to Adam, “You shall not now take from it; for 
it was appointed to the cherubim and the flaming sword which turns 
to guard it because of you, that you might not taste of it and be im-
mortal forever, but that you might have the strife which the enemy 
has placed in you . But when you come out of Paradise, if you guard 
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yourself from all evil, preferring death to it, at the time of the resur-
rection I will raise you again, and then there shall be given to you 
from the tree of life, and you shall be immortal forever .”21

For Adam and Eve, the journey back to the presence of God was (and is 
for each of us) to take place on the road of discipleship, a road that would lead 
them to partake of the fruit of the tree in this life and in the life to come .22 

Getting on the Path Leading to the Tree of 
Life: Baptism and Pressing Forward

In the Book of Mormon, the dreams and interpretations of partaking of 
the fruit of the tree of life seem to carry the same ritualistic connotations as 
they did in other ancient Near Eastern cultures . In 1 Nephi 8:21, Lehi states 
that he saw “numberless concourses of people, many of whom were pressing 
forward, that they might obtain the path which led unto the tree by which 
I stood .” This description highlights the fact that not all people were on the 
path and that significant effort was being exerted by concourses of people 
pressing forward just to obtain and get on it . Second Nephi 31:9, 15–21 de-
scribe the gateway that brings one onto the path and underscores the covenant 
nature underlying the process . Nephi, at the latter end of his life, discusses 
the essential nature of baptism and specifically draws upon motifs from the 
dream of the tree of life to incorporate how the Savior’s baptism “showeth 
unto the children of men the straitness of the path, and the narrowness of the 
gate, by which they should enter, he having set the example before them” and 
that “the gate by which ye should enter is repentance and baptism by water; 
and then cometh a remission of your sins by fire and by the Holy Ghost . And 
then are ye in this strait and narrow path which leads to eternal life; yea, ye 
have entered in by the gate; ye have done according to the commandments of 
the Father and the Son” (2 Nephi 31:9, 17–18; emphasis added) . 

Elder L . Tom Perry further clarifies the concept that baptism, both by 
water and by fire, gets one on the path:

The ordinance of baptism by water and fire is described as a gate by 
Nephi (see 2 Nephi 31:17) . Why is baptism a gate? Because it is an or-
dinance denoting entry into a sacred and binding covenant between 
God and man . Men promise to forsake the world, love and serve their 
fellowmen, visit the fatherless and the widows in their afflictions, 
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proclaim peace, preach the gospel, serve the Lord, and keep His com-
mandments . The Lord promises to “pour out his Spirit more abun-
dantly upon [us]” (Mosiah 18:10), redeem His Saints both temporally 
and spiritually, number them with those of the First Resurrection 
and offer life eternal . Baptism and receiving the Holy Ghost are the 
prescribed ways to enter the strait and narrow path to eternal life .23

This statement describes the path as a covenantal road that leads to the 
tree of life and makes it clear that it is entered through baptism . Second 
Nephi 31:19–21 then describes the necessity of traversing the path and en-
during to the end by feasting upon the word of Christ (holding the iron rod), 
as there is no other name or way given to obtain eternal life . In 2 Nephi 
33:6–7, 9, Nephi glorifies in Christ, who has redeemed his soul from hell, 
and describes his charity and hope for others as they also become reconciled 
unto Christ, enter into the narrow gate, and endure in the strait path leading 
to eternal life .24 

Elder McConkie expounded upon the principle of entering and pressing 
forward on the covenantal path:

As far as you and I are concerned, at this time, this life is the most 
important part of all eternity . We have the light and knowledge and 
revelations of heaven . This life is the time for us to prepare to meet 
God, to keep the commandments of God, to hearken to the coun-
sels of the living oracles and to press forward in righteousness . The 
plan of salvation is to find the truth; and the Latter-day Saints have 
found it . It is to accept the truth; and we have accepted it in the wa-
ters of baptism by covenant, a covenant that we will keep the com-
mandments of God . The remaining step is to endure to the end, in 
righteousness and in faithfulness . Nephi said that repentance and 
baptism are the gate to salvation, and that having entered in by the 
gate, men are then in the straight and narrow path which leads to 
eternal life . We Latter-day Saints have entered in by the gate . We are 
now on the path . It remains for us to press forward with a steadfast-
ness in Christ, having a perfect brightness of hope, and a love of God 
and of all men . It remains for us to press forward, feasting upon the 
words of Christ, and endure to the end, which if we do, we will gain 
eternal life .25
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The dreams of the tree of life in the Book of Mormon seem to reflect the 
following concept: ordinances, covenants, and living the gospel of Jesus Christ 
constitute the life of discipleship leading along the strait and narrow path to 
the tree of life .26 

Staying on the Path

A major theme of tree of life dreams revolves around staying on the path 
leading to the tree . Just as Nephi clarified that one gets on the path to eternal 
life through baptism, he explained that this is only the beginning of the cov-
enant path:

And now, my beloved brethren, after ye have gotten into this strait and 
narrow path, I would ask if all is done? Behold, I say unto you, Nay .  .  .  .

Wherefore, ye must press forward with a steadfastness in Christ, 
having a perfect brightness of hope, and a love of God and of all 
men . Wherefore, if ye shall press forward, feasting upon the word 
of Christ,27 and endure to the end, behold, thus saith the Father: Ye 
shall have eternal life .  .  .  . 

This is the way; and there is none other way nor name given 
under heaven whereby man can be saved in the kingdom of God . 
(2 Nephi 31:19–21) . 

Elder David A . Bednar describes the need to look to future responsibili-
ties that attend entering the covenant at baptism and enduring to the end—
these responsibilities involve the temple . He expounded upon the nature of 
the gathering of Israel and taught the principle of worshipping in the temple 
using an analogy given in the Book of Mormon:

This essential relationship between the principle of gathering and the 
building of temples is highlighted in the Book of Mormon: 

“Behold, the field was ripe, and blessed are ye, for ye did thrust 
in the sickle, and did reap with your might, yea, all the day long did 
ye labor; and behold the number of your sheaves! And they shall be 
gathered into the garners, that they are not wasted” (Alma 26:5) . 

The sheaves in this analogy represent newly baptized members of 
the Church . The garners are the holy temples . Elder Neal A . Maxwell 
explained: “Clearly, when we baptize, our eyes should gaze beyond 
the baptismal font to the holy temple . The great garner into which 
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the sheaves should be gathered is the holy temple .”  .  .  . This instruc-
tion clarifies and emphasizes the importance of sacred temple ordi-
nances and covenants .  .  .  .

The baptismal covenant clearly contemplates a future event or 
events and looks forward to the temple .  .  .  . As we stand in the waters 
of baptism, we look to the temple . As we partake of the sacrament, 
we look to the temple . We pledge to always remember the Savior and 
to keep His commandments as preparation to participate in the sa-
cred ordinances of the temple and receive the highest blessings avail-
able through the name and by the authority of the Lord Jesus Christ . 
Thus, in the ordinances of the holy temple we more completely and 
fully take upon us the name of Jesus Christ .28

Elder McConkie clarifies how we progress along the covenantal path and 
how entering into more covenants is a part of this process: “As with baptism, 
so it is with celestial marriage . It opens the door, a second door . It starts one 
out in the direction of exaltation . It puts one on the path that leads to eternal 
life . You cannot get on the path without entering the gate, but having entered 
the gate then you must traverse the length of the path . The process of going 
up that path is the process of keeping the covenant made in connection with 
this holy order of matrimony . It is the process of obeying the laws, command-
ments, principles, and ordinances of the gospel .”29

It seems evident that the ancients viewed the path leading to the tree as a 
covenantal road of discipleship that found its consummation in the exaltation 
of all the obedient who entered into and remained faithful in the kingdom of 
God throughout their days . This is also consistent with the application of the 
dream in latter-day prophetic interpretations .30 

As we witness the context in which Lehi’s vision of the tree of life occurs, 
we see that it fits into the theme of staying on the path and enduring to the end 
through the hardships he and his family were facing . In 1 Nephi 2:10, in the 
valley which Lehi named Lemuel, he pleaded with his son to remain faithful, 
“And he also spake unto Lemuel: O that thou mightest be like unto this valley, 
firm and steadfast, and immovable in keeping the commandments of the Lord!”

Just before Lehi explains his dream to his family, he states that he has 
reason to rejoice because of Nephi and Sam but then expresses the concern he 
has for Laman and Lemuel (see 1 Nephi 8:3–4) . After explaining the dream 
to his family, Lehi expresses concern once again as “he feared lest they should 
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be cast off from the presence of the Lord” (1 Nephi 8:36) . Lehi desperately 
attempted to get Laman and Lemuel to hearken unto his words, both as a 
loving father and as a prophet (playing the part of a key component of the 
dream—the iron rod), that they may not be “cast off from the presence of the 
Lord .”31 This term seems to imply that Laman and Lemuel had access to the 
Lord; this takes us back to the scene of the Fall, in which Adam and Eve were 
cast out of Garden of Eden and driven from the presence of the Lord and the 
tree of life, and thus situates the content of the dream in this light .32 

A literary device referred to as framing highlights the fact that Lehi’s 
dream was, in fact, speaking to his sons and family members who were al-
ready in the covenant; this accentuates Lehi’s pleas for faithfulness and en-
durance, lessons that are the very essence of the dream . We get some indi-
cation of this as we witness the beginning of Nephi’s experience with the 
dream (which came after his father’s experience): “And all these things did 
my father see, and hear, and speak, as he dwelt in a tent, in the valley of 
Lemuel, and also a great many more things, which cannot be written upon 
these plates” (1 Nephi 9:1) . The reference to the valley of Lemuel, where Lehi 
encouraged Lemuel to be diligent in keeping the commandments, acts as the 
point of reference that helps bring into focus the entire meaning of the tree 
of life . Nephi is about to come to understand this meaning through a series 
of visions and dreams . He states, “For behold, it came to pass after my father 
had made an end of speaking the words of his dream, and also of exhorting 
them to all diligence, he spake unto them concerning the Jews” (1  Nephi 
10:2) . Lehi’s exhortations to be diligent are followed by results stemming 
from disobedience . In the heading for chapter 10 we read the following: 
“Lehi predicts the Babylonian captivity—He tells of the coming among the 
Jews of a Messiah, a Savior, a Redeemer—He tells also of the coming of the 
one who should baptize the Lamb of God—Lehi tells of the death and resur-
rection of the Messiah—He compares the scattering and gathering of Israel 
to an olive tree—Nephi speaks of the Son of God, of the gift of the Holy 
Ghost, and of the need for righteousness .”

Nephi’s experience in coming to understand the dream takes him into the 
realms of individuals and peoples who wander off the path and are brought 
back onto it through the process of being gathered into the covenant through 
the gospel of Jesus Christ . This gives us glimpses into the magnificent nature 
of the dream: it is about individuals who are provided firsthand information 



Aaron Schade146

as to how to come to the tree of life, get on the path to eternal life (see 1 Nephi 
15:14), stay on the path, and avoid temptations; however, it also speaks of na-
tions and peoples who apostatized and are to be restored through the cov-
enant, drawing upon the marvelous image encountered in Jacob 5 and the 
allegory of the olive tree (see 1 Nephi 10:12) . The dream thus includes phases 
of apostasy and restoration cycles .33 In the next several chapters, Nephi will 
have the dream explained to him by angels and visions . These will include 
episodes of the tree of life, the birth and life of the Son of God, the advent 
of the Twelve Apostles, the great and abominable church, the Apostasy, the 
colonization of the Americas, the grafting in of the natural branches of the 
olive tree (see 1 Nephi 15:16), and the Restoration of the gospel in the latter 
days . Nephi concludes all of these visions and explanations in the following 
manner: “Wherefore, the wicked are rejected from the righteous, and also 
from that tree of life, whose fruit is most precious and most desirable above all 
other fruits; yea, and it is the greatest of all the gifts of God . And thus I spake 
unto my brethren . Amen” (1 Nephi 15:36) .34

After Laman and Lemuel inform Nephi that he has spoken hard things, 
through the framing device, Nephi draws our attention back to the valley 
of Lemuel and the message of diligence in keeping the commandments pro-
claimed there by his father, the prophet: “And it came to pass that I, Nephi, 
did exhort my brethren, with all diligence, to keep the commandments of the 
Lord . And it came to pass that they did humble themselves before the Lord; 
insomuch that I had joy and great hopes of them, that they would walk in the 
paths of righteousness . Now, all these things were said and done as my father 
dwelt in a tent in the valley which he called Lemuel” (1 Nephi 16:4–6) .35

The framing device thus seems to help us wrap our minds around the 
overall meaning of the vision: diligence on the covenant path leading to ex-
altation . Nephi hopes that his brothers will get back on that path after their 
murmuring had taken them off of it . This is really the challenge Lehi’s family 
is facing: staying on the covenant road when so many hardships and doubts 
(manifested as the mists of darkness within the dream) are leading some of 
them away from it . Lehi and Nephi knew there was still much to be done and 
many promises to be fulfilled and they refused to stray off the path leading 
to the tree of life . At this point in the story, the interpretation of the dream 
is over . Its content, however, will occupy the teachings of Book of Mormon 
prophets throughout the rest of their history .36 
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The Iron Rod

It is essential for us to stay on the path and endure to the end by mak-
ing and keeping sacred covenants . This section deals with a component of 
the dream that explains how to stay on the covenant path and avoid getting 
lost—the iron rod . Nephi explained, “And it came to pass that there arose a 
mist of darkness; yea, even an exceedingly great mist of darkness, insomuch 
that they who had commenced in the path did lose their way, that they wan-
dered off and were lost” (1  Nephi 8:23) . The mists of darkness posed the 
greatest threats in preventing individuals from reaching and partaking of the 
fruit of the tree of life . In their visions, both Lehi and Nephi witnessed what 
they described as a rod of iron leading to the tree, a rod which, if grasped, 
would enable those on the path to safely navigate through the mists of dark-
ness . Lehi described this scenario, “And it came to pass that I beheld others 
pressing forward, and they came forth and caught hold of the end of the rod 
of iron; and they did press forward through the mist of darkness, clinging to 
the rod of iron, even until they did come forth and partake of the fruit of the 
tree” (1 Nephi 8:24) . Nephi additionally witnessed this and provided a de-
scription of the meaning and purpose of the rod of iron: “And it came to pass 
that I beheld that the rod of iron, which my father had seen, was the word of 
God, which led to the fountain of living waters, or to the tree of life; which 
waters are a representation of the love of God; and I also beheld that the tree 
of life was a representation of the love of God” (1 Nephi 11:25) .

The rod of iron played a critical role in enabling individuals to stay on the 
path that would lead them to the tree of life . Mists of darkness (teachings, 
philosophies, trials, and temptations) would arise throughout the course of 
life, tempt individuals to release the iron rod (the word of God), and cause 
them to stray onto foreign paths and become lost . Elder David S . Baxter 
stated, “The truth is that our only safety, our only security, our only hope is to 
hold fast to that which is good . As the mists of darkness gather around us, we 
are only lost if we choose to let go of the iron rod, which is the word of God .”37 
Elder Neil L . Andersen described the threefold meaning of the “word of God” 
in these terms: “The word of God contains three very strong elements that 
intertwine and sustain one another to form an immovable rod . These three 
elements include, first, the scriptures, or the words of the ancient prophets . 
 .   .   . The second element of the word of God is the personal revelation and 
inspiration that comes to us through the Holy Ghost .  .  .  . The third element, 
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a critical addition intertwining with the other two,  .  .  . represents the words 
of the living prophets . We must also hold fast to the word of God as delivered 
by the living prophets .”38 

These same elements are found in Nephi’s life, and we will see that it is 
by searching the scriptures, following the living prophets, and being guided 
by the light of the Holy Ghost that safety will be found along the path . 
Nephi demonstrates the necessity of following these components of the 
word of God . 

1 . Ancient scripture . When Nephi and his brothers were up against in-
surmountable odds in trying to retrieve the brass plates (the word of God), 
Laman and Lemuel murmured, doubted, and feared resistance they might en-
counter . On the other hand, Nephi, appealing to ancient scripture, declared, 
“Let us go up; let us be strong like unto Moses; for he truly spake unto the 
waters of the Red Sea and they divided hither and thither, and our fathers 
came through, out of captivity, on dry ground, and the armies of Pharaoh did 
follow and were drowned in the waters of the Red Sea .  .  .  . Let us go up; the 
Lord is able to deliver us, even as our fathers, and to destroy Laban, even as 
the Egyptians” (1 Nephi 4:2–3) . Nephi’s experience demonstrates that obe-
dience to the teachings in the scriptures can bring strength and answers to 
life’s difficult questions and help us keep the commandments in the face of 
adversity .39 Nephi ultimately explained the reason for obtaining the plates: 
“And we had obtained the records which the Lord had commanded us, and 
searched them and found that they were desirable; yea, even of great worth 
unto us, insomuch that we could preserve the commandments of the Lord 
unto our children . Wherefore, it was wisdom in the Lord that we should 
carry them with us, as we journeyed in the wilderness towards the land of 
promise” (1 Nephi 5:21–22) . 

In his vision, the sacred nature of the plates was revealed to Nephi, along 
with the commandment that he and his people keep records of their own . 
These records would contain the fullness of the truths and covenants of the 
Lord, which would, at a future date, be removed: “And the angel spake unto 
me, saying: These last records, which thou hast seen among the Gentiles, shall 
establish the truth of the first, which are of the twelve apostles of the Lamb, 
and shall make known the plain and precious things which have been taken 
away from them; and shall make known to all kindreds, tongues, and people, 
that the Lamb of God is the Son of the Eternal Father, and the Savior of 
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the world; and that all men must come unto him, or they cannot be saved” 
(1 Nephi 13:40) .40 Ancient scripture was, and continues to be, a vital compo-
nent of the word of God that helps keep individuals on the path .41

2 . The Holy Ghost . Nephi also consistently draws attention to the abso-
lute necessity of the Holy Ghost’s companionship in remaining faithful and 
enduring life’s challenges (and thus remaining on the path leading to the tree 
of life) . In 1 Nephi 2:16–18, Nephi describes his own conversion to the teach-
ings of a living prophet, his father . While his brothers were hardening their 
hearts against the prophet, Nephi’s heart was being softened, changed, and 
converted by the power of the Holy Ghost . It was this tractability that en-
abled Nephi to gain a great treasure of revelation:

And it came to pass after I, Nephi, having heard all the words of my 
father, concerning the things which he saw in a vision, and also the 
things which he spake by the power of the Holy Ghost, which power 
he received by faith on the Son of God—and the Son of God was the 
Messiah who should come—I, Nephi, was desirous also that I might 
see, and hear, and know of these things, by the power of the Holy 
Ghost, which is the gift of God unto all those who diligently seek 
him, as well in times of old as in the time that he should manifest 
himself unto the children of men . 

For he that diligently seeketh shall find; and the mysteries of 
God shall be unfolded unto them, by the power of the Holy Ghost, 
as well in these times as in times of old, and as well in times of old 
as in times to come; wherefore, the course of the Lord is one eternal 
round . (1 Nephi 10:17, 19)

Through a series of visions, Nephi sees future events and realizes that 
people would need the companionship of the Holy Ghost in order to endure 
to the end . Seeing into the future events of the Restoration, Nephi writes, 
“And blessed are they who shall seek to bring forth my Zion at that day, for 
they shall have the gift and the power of the Holy Ghost; and if they endure 
unto the end they shall be lifted up at the last day, and shall be saved in the 
everlasting kingdom of the Lamb; and whoso shall publish peace, yea, tid-
ings of great joy, how beautiful upon the mountains shall they be” (1 Nephi 
13:37) .42 Nephi understood well the necessity of utilizing the gift of the Holy 
Ghost to stay on the path .
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3 . The living prophets . Nephi repeatedly taught his brothers to follow the 
living prophets, especially their father, and warned against rejecting those 
prophets . He describes the consequences of such behavior, “For behold, the 
Spirit of the Lord ceaseth soon to strive with them; for behold, they have re-
jected the prophets, and Jeremiah have they cast into prison . And they have 
sought to take away the life of my father, insomuch that they have driven him 
out of the land” (1 Nephi 7:14) . In this verse we learn that rejecting the proph-
ets leads individuals to lose the Spirit . President Henry B . Eyring echoes this 
teaching in our day:

Now our obligation is to remain worthy of the faith necessary for us 
to fulfill our promise to sustain those who have been called . The Lord 
was well pleased with the Church at the beginning of the Restoration, 
as He is today . But He cautioned the members then, as He does now, 
that He cannot look upon sin with the least degree of allowance . For 
us to sustain those who have been called today, we must examine our 
lives, repent as necessary, pledge to keep the Lord’s commandments, 
and follow His servants . The Lord warns us that if we do not do 
those things, the Holy Ghost will be withdrawn, we will lose the light 
which we have received, and we will not be able to keep the pledge we 
have made today to sustain the Lord’s servants in His true Church .43

Nephi describes the difficult struggle his brothers were having in fol-
lowing the living prophets, a struggle that was causing them to lose the 
Spirit and leading them further and further away from the path to the tree 
of life: “And thus Laman and Lemuel, being the eldest, did murmur against 
their father . And they did murmur because they knew not the dealings of 
that God who had created them . Neither did they believe that Jerusalem, 
that great city, could be destroyed according to the words of the prophets . 
And they were like unto the Jews who were at Jerusalem, who sought to take 
away the life of my father” (1 Nephi 2:12–14) .44 The lives of Lehi and his 
family are filled with examples of the necessity of receiving modern revela-
tion through living prophets .

Elder Andersen’s threefold description of the word of God is confirmed in 
the course of Nephi’s teachings .45 As it is today, so it was with the Nephites . 
All three elements of the word of God help individuals to endure through 
the mists of darkness and avoid deception and falling off the covenant path . 
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Obeying all three components of the word, not just one or two, is the key to 
staying on the path .46

Concluding Observations

When we look at the path that leads to the tree of life in the visions of 
Lehi and Nephi, we find a path that is entered onto through the waters of 
baptism, a path accompanied by an iron rod representing the words of the 
ancient and living prophets, as well as the guidance of the Holy Ghost . We 
find a covenantal path of discipleship that may only be endured by traversing 
the mists of darkness and avoiding straying from that path by clinging to the 
rod . Having entered that path, the journey would be dangerous . President 
Packer stated, “At your baptism and confirmation, you took hold of the iron 
rod . But you are never safe . It is after you have partaken of that fruit that your 
test will come .”47 The dreams of the tree of life invite all to get on the path 
by making covenants, and, once they are on the path, to speak to individuals 
and encourage them to stay true to the covenants they have entered into . Lehi 
describes the dangers these people would face but simplifies the response to 
dangerous situations in our lives: “And after they had tasted of the fruit they 
were ashamed, because of those that were scoffing at them; and they fell away 
into forbidden paths and were lost,  .  .  . [and] they did point the finger of scorn 
at me and those that were partaking of the fruit also; but we heeded them not 
(1 Nephi 8:28, 33; emphasis added) .48

President Packer stated, “The mist of darkness will cover you at times so 
much that you will not be able to see your way even a short distance ahead . 
You will not be able to see clearly . But with the gift of the Holy Ghost, you 
can feel your way ahead through life . Grasp the iron rod, and do not let go .”49 
The covenant path to the tree of life marks the way to return to the presence 
of God to live with Him in immortality and enjoy eternal life; this is the 
plan of salvation revealed to Adam and Eve after the Fall and made possible 
only in and through the Atonement of Jesus Christ . The covenant path seen 
in the dreams truly encompasses and highlights the meaning of the love of 
God—the very meaning of the tree of life . President Ezra Taft Benson left us 
this blessing: “God bless all of us that we may follow the course laid out for 
us by our Heavenly Father and our greatest example—the Lord, Jesus Christ . 
May we do so regardless of what the world may say or do, that we may hold 
fast to the iron rod, that we may be true to the faith, that we may maintain 
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the standards set for us and follow this course to safety and exaltation (see 
1 Nephi 8:19) . The door is open . The plan is here on earth . It is the Lord’s 
plan . The authority and power are here . It is now up to you .”50
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