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The “Old Professor” of Hilo, Hawaii

INTRODUCTION

Although the Book of Mormon is less than 1/3 (31.6%) the length of the King 
James Version of the Bible (without Apocrypha), yet it contains over twice 
as many instances of the phrase "came/come to pass." Howso? Well, just over
9/10 of the biblical instances of that phrase are to be found in only about 2/3
of the Bible, and in 20 of the 66 books of the Bible -- all but 3 of those 20 being
from the Old Testament. The OT, constituting over 3/4 of the Bible, contains 
86% of the instances of our phrase. However, 28 books of the Bible contain no 
Instances of that phrase, and those books are characterized primarily by formal 
poetry, song, lament, wisdom literature, legislation, and epistles. The same applies 
to those books in which the phrase is quite rare. On the other hand, biblical 
instances of the phrase are found usually within prose narrative, though there 
are also instances of its use within poetic and prose prophecy and apocalyptic
in the future tense.

This illustrated presentation reproduces the main points contained in the 
earlier FARMS monograph. Please see that paper for the full text.



A  valuable critique of one computer approach to the phrase here under study is that of Prof. D. J. Croft (Univ. of 
Utah), "Book of Mormon 'Wordprints' Reexamined,"  -- Sunstone, 6:2 (Mar-Apr 1981), 18: “…the incidence of the 
six words in the phrase … is highly dependent on the literary form. An occurrence of anyone of those six words 
in a passage… is correlated with an occurrence of the other five words and gives an immediate indication that the 
author is likely to be a historian. Thus the words in that phrase should not be labeled as 'noncontextual'“

(cf. R. P. Howard, Restoration Scriptures, 1st ed., p. 38). See also, however, Brian C. Roberts, "Stylometry and 
Wordprints: A Book of Mormon Reevaluation,“ M. S. thesis (BYU Dept. of Statistics, Aug 1983), which employs 
junction grammar analysis and deletes all instances of the phrase  in question.

How does the Book of Mormon usage stack up in comparison? Rather well, 
according to a statistical survey: Seven of eight (possibly nine)Book of Mormon 
epistles, for example, contain direct speech and no instances of the phrase, while 
the one epistle which does employ the phrase contains prose narrative (Alma 56;2 –
58:14). Mormon's second epistle (Moroni 9:1-26) is indicative in that-it contains 
no instances of the phrase, while his parallel prose narrative account of the same 
incidents does (Mormon 4:10-15). Most of the Book of Mormon claims to be highly 
condensed prose narrative, and to a far greater and more uniform degree than can 
be claimed of most biblical books, even under hypercritical scrutiny by a documentary 
analyst. As Croft and others have pointed out, where oratory is found, fewer 
instances of our phrase naturally occur. Thus, a set of controlled and condensed 
annals, only incidentally or collaterally containing non-narrative matter, would not 
be likely to be as heterogeneous in nature as the anthology 
known as the "Bible.“

We can only speculate as to how closely Joseph Smith aped or exaggerated the  biblical style of his day, or reproduced the language of 
the “Plates” in altogether too literal and humdrum a manner. Whatever the case, the precedent is clearly available to argue for either, 
or both possibilities, and the phrase is not diagnostic of any substantive disjunction between Bible and Book of Mormon. Indeed, Joseph's 
use of a fallible, non-plenary "scriptural idiom" is reemphasized by our statistics.



“Came to Pass” in the Biblical Texts
526 occurrences in the Old Testament
613 occurrences in the New Testament



The chapters and verses below are figured, without 
counting superscriptions, according to the 1879 LDS 
edition -- divisions which are used currently; RLDS (CoC) 
editions maintain the chapters of the 1830 edition, and 
have a completely different versification; the words are 
my estimates and may be low, (i.e., higher figures given 
elsewhere may be more correct).

A computer check of the Book of Mormon  figures 
was run by John L. Hilton in August, 1981, utilizing 
the computer files of the 1830 Edition of the Book 
of Mormon prepared by Larry K. Browning of the 
Language Research Center at Brigham Young 
University. This computer run corroborated most 
of the statistics in Table II, but yielded the few 
differences provided in the above table.

Note also that the 1879 LDS edition’s  Alma and 
Mosiah contain substantially fewer occurrences 
of the “came to pass” phrase, than does the 1830 
edition. In order to measure the distribution of 
the phrase in the Nephite record, the 1830 text 
should be  the edition consulted.



Frequency in the Biblical Text
Table III (below) is arranged by biblical book according to the weight of instances of the phrase under study. It 
shows that, of the 38 biblical books which have some occurrence of the phrase, only 20 of those books (67.3 % of 
the Bible = 2/3) are required to account for 92.9 % (over 9/10) of the total number of occurrences of the phrase in 
the Bible. Moreover, only 15 books (55.2 %) are required to account for 83.2 % of those occurrences. The rate or 
frequency of those occurrences is figured according to the number of words (averaged) between each occurrence, 
the smaller number indicating the higher frequency. Obviously the biblical text is not uniform  in its use of “come 
to pass” and “came to pass.” It is much more prevalent in Genesis, Luke, etc.

A more detailed look at the rates is 
provided in Table IV. However, the 
14 highest rates are listed below 
for quick reference:



Sections of the Bible where “come to pass” has a high frequency of occurrence

The number of words within each 
biblical section is estimated, and 
the rates in the Very High to Medium 
categories compare well with typical 
Book of Mormon rates (see Table V).

However, the occurrence rate in 
II Nephi is more in line with a 
Very Low category (not tabulated) 
and the book of Moroni contains 
no instances whatsoever (as is the 
case for 28 biblical books). 

The five sections of Luke listed  in 
the table contain nothing from “Q,” 
the non-narrative gospel source 
posited by many New Testament 
scholars. With “Q” removed, Luke 
shows a very high use of the phrase.



The percentages listed may not total 100%, due 
to rounding. The figures were selected by 
counting the instances listed in the Reynolds 
and Shapiro concordances. Reynolds and 
Shapiro differ in their counts, and the higher 
figure is used for each book, though both counts 
are listed here for reference and future study.

According to S. Larson, 48 instances of "came to pass“ in 
the 1830 edition were deleted from the 1837 edition 
(thesis,  p. 267; n. 56, PHS marks only 42 of these for 
correction). I am able to count only 46 of these instances 
absent from the 1920 edition. 

Whether the lower counts for some books in Shapiro's 
concordance are due to deletions subsequent to the 1879 
edition used by Reynolds will be unknown until the 
necessary collations by computer are made of all editions 
and manuscripts. For convenience, the books are arranged 
by rate, -- note especially Mormon's nearly identical high 
rates in separate books.



The occurrence 
rates for 1st  
Nephi (one per 
108.9 words) and 
2nd  Nephi (one 
per 525.4) can be 
illustrated in a 
simple bar graph.

The rates (one per 108.9  words in 1st Nephi, and one per 525.4 words in 2nd Nephi) are averages for each book. 
If chapter/page rates were calculated, the data would appear as individual graph bars. In such a depiction the 
rates for the non-Isaiah chapters in 2nd Nephi would average substantially above one per 525.4 words.



The Phrases “Come to Pass” and “Came to Pass” 
Occurring in the 1830 Book of Mormon

(using modern chapter divisions)
view chart at full size resolution
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