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Why Doesn’t God Punish Us the 
Moment We Sin?

“And it came to pass that my sorrow did return unto me again, and I 
saw that the day of grace was past with them, both temporally and 
spiritually; for I saw thousands of them hewn down in open rebellion 
against their God, and heaped up as dung upon the face of the land.1” 

Mormon 2:15

The Know 
In Mormon 2:15, Mormon stated that the “day of grace 
was past” with his people, the Nephites.1 The phrase 
“day of grace” only appears once in the scriptures, so it 
is hard to know what it might mean.2 However, based 
on what this phrase meant in the late 1820s when the 
Book of Mormon was translated, it is possible that the 
“day of grace” signified extra time that God gave the Ne-
phites to repent.3  

The 1828 Webster’s Dictionary, a dictionary from Jo-
seph Smith’s own time and place, defines the day of 
grace as a “time of probation, when an offer is made to 
sinners.”4 This seems to come from a definition having 

to do with commerce: “the days immediately following 
the day when a bill or note becomes due, which days are 
allowed to the debtor or payor to make payment in.”5 
Today, people usually refer to this as a “grace period.” 
In other words, the day of grace is extra time given for 
a person to pay a debt, which in a spiritual sense means 
that God gives his children extra time to repent.  

More generally, a day of grace is “favor shown by grant-
ing ... immunity from penalty during a specified peri-
od.”6 Mormon 2:15 seems to imply that the death pen-
alty was the punishment that had been delayed for a 
time. Mormon stated, “I saw that the day of grace was 
past with them, both temporally and spiritually; for I 

1

KnoWhy #387
December 5, 2017



saw thousands of them hewn down in open rebellion 
against their God.” The day of grace was over for the 
Nephites; the time of their punishment was at hand. The 
punishment was that they were now, in effect, being ex-
ecuted, or “hewn down.” 7 

This very physical destruction that the Nephites were 
experiencing at this time helps to explain Mormon’s 
comment about the day of grace. He stated that “the day 
of grace was past with them, both temporally and spiri-
tually” (Mormon 2:15).8 Temporally speaking, the delay 
of the death penalty that was the Nephites’ punishment 
for their “open rebellion against their God” was over, 
and they were physically being destroyed. But spiritual-
ly, the extra time God had granted them to repent was 
also over. Thus, the day of grace was past, both tempo-
rally and spiritually.  

The idea that God gives mankind extra time to repent 
appears in other places in the Book of Mormon as well. 
Alma, for example, stated that God could have killed 
Adam immediately for violating the commandment not 
to eat of the fruit of the tree of life. However, he stated 
that “death comes upon mankind ... nevertheless there 
was a space granted unto man in which he might re-
pent; therefore this life became a probationary state; a 
time to prepare to meet God” (Alma 12:24). In other 
words, God gave Adam extra time so he could repent, 
just like He gave the Nephites extra time.  

The Why 
In Adam’s case, “there was a time granted unto man to 
repent, yea, a probationary time, a time to repent and 
serve God” (Alma 42:4). The same can be said of all of 
us. As Alma put it, the only way the plan of redemp-
tion can be brought to pass is if people repent while in 
“this probationary state, yea, this preparatory state; for 
except it were for these conditions, mercy could not 
take effect except it should destroy the work of justice” 
(Alma 42:13).9 

In some ways, mercy is a matter of time. If God instant-
ly punished sin, people would have no time to feel re-
morse, repent, and become better. God grants people a 
“day of grace” to see if they will “repent and serve God” 
(Alma 42:4). This is one way in which, as Alma taught, 
mercy does not destroy justice.10 People have the op-
portunity to repent and receive God’s grace through the 
mercy of Christ, before the full weight of justice falls 

upon them.11 God has provided us all with the oppor-
tunity to repent and come to Him.12 Instead of immedi-
ately punishing us when we sin, He gives us the neces-
sary time to change our lives and be healed through the 
redemption of Christ. 
 
The Nephites did not take advantage of this opportunity 
during Mormon’s lifetime.13 Even when offered one last 
chance, they refused it. As Mormon stated, “the Lord 
did say unto me: Cry unto this people—Repent ... and 
ye shall be spared. And I did cry unto this people, but it 
was in vain; and they did not realize that it was the Lord 
that had spared them, and granted unto them a chance 
for repentance” (Mormon 3:2–3). However, we can all 
take advantage of this time today, if we will look at our 
lives as a period of probation, and gratefully and wisely 
use the extra time God has given us to repent.  
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