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A Steady  Strea m  of

Significa nt  Recognitions

John, TV Welch

People of all kinds have read the Book of Mormon over 
and over, from various points of view and in many different 
times and places. The words of this timeless record speak 
to people in numerous ways, even from one reading to the 
next. The search for significant archaic details embedded in 
this record that were in all probability unknown and most 
likely even unknowable to Joseph Smith or anyone else in 
the early nineteenth century is not intended to detract from 
other kinds of readings, but rather to bring to light a stream 
of significant and interesting details that are part of the 
fabric of this complex and yet simple book. It is especially 
intriguing to me how these nuances have often caught my 
attention when I was least expecting to find them.

For example, in reading the Book of Mormon with 
a class of honors students at Brigham Young University 
recently, I was rewarded with yet another round of ideas 
that I had not previously noticed. Several years ago I had 
noticed that the word Lord appears in an expanded form 



ten times (seven times as “Lord God,” three times as “Lord 
Omnipotent”) in King Benjamin’s speech, perhaps reflect-
ing an old liturgical requirement for showing respect and 
tenfold perfection in calling upon the divine name, espe-
cially when seeking atonement.1 Thus I was impressed to 
notice that the word Lord also appears exactly ten times 
in the psalm of Nephi, which also deals with the atoning 
embrace of God (see 2 Nephi 4:16-35), and that the words 
Lord and Son are both mentioned precisely ten times in 
Alma’s powerfully articulate speech on the plan of re-
demption and atonement in Alma 12-13. Remarkably, the 
phrase O Lord is found exactly ten times in Alma’s prayer 
in Antionum, when he called upon God for strength in 
bringing souls to Christ (see Alma 31:26-35). Standing 
behind this tenfold repetitive practice may be the ancient 
poem of Zenos quoted in Alma 33:4-11 (which Alma ap-
parently knew well enough to recite spontaneously from 
memory), for it contains ten times the word hear, in vari-
ous tenses, affirming that the Lord has heard and will hear 
the prayers of those who call upon his name. Could all 
this have something to do with the ten commandments, 
which date to preexilic Israel, or with the need for ten men 
to form a Jewish minyan for prayer or marriage, a practice 
traceable to the time of Ruth 4:2?

My reason for mentioning this particular case is not 
so much to draw attention to this single phenomenon but 
rather to illustrate the steady flow of new ideas that has 
come forth from the text of the Book of Mormon in recent 
years. We cannot be sure that Zenos, Nephi, Benjamin, or 
Alma were aware of this numerological character of their 
texts, and we cannot conclude with certainty that all pre-
exilic Israelites placed religious importance on counting to 



ten, especially in connection with prayer and atonement 
(even though several textual and liturgical factors point in 
that direction), but elements such as these raise interesting 
questions and open doors for detailed examination and 
reexamination of the text itself. Moreover, I doubt that 
Joseph Smith was aware of the these tenfold occurrences 
in the Book of Mormon or that anyone in 1829 would have 
sensed the significant place that the number ten may have 
held in ancient minds or would have been able to work 
them so subtly into the text of the Book of Mormon.

What follows are a few similar examples of details that 
I have spotted in researching the language, law, and litera-
ture of the Book of Mormon. This selection focuses on eas-
ily overlooked details that both specialists and nonspecial-
ists will readily understand. In each case the significance 
of the details involved could hardly have been recognized, 
let alone fully appreciated, in the early nineteenth century, 
when the Book of Mormon was translated and published.

The Absence of Without a Cause from the 
Savior’s Words in 3 Nephi 12:22

While studying at Oxford in the early 1970s, I became 
aware of an interesting textual variant in the New Testament. 
In a well-known passage in the Sermon on the Mount, the 
King James translation of Matthew 5:22 reads, “Whosoever 
is angry with his brother without a cause [eikei] shall be in 
danger of the judgment” (emphasis added). Yet the phrase 
without a cause is absent in most of the best and earliest 
Greek manuscripts of the New Testament.2 Joseph Smith 
could hardly have guessed that this phrase did not originally 
belong in this passage, because textual criticism of the Bible 
was scarcely in its infancy in America in 1829. And yet, 
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significantly, the parallel text in the Sermon at the Temple in 
the Book of Mormon agrees with those early manuscripts, 
precisely lacking the phrase without a cause (3 Nephi 12:22).3

While lacking unanimous consensus among the 
manuscripts of the Sermon on the Mount (a situation not 
unusual), the absence of the phrase without a cause is no-
tably evidenced by the following manuscripts of Matthew: 
the papyrus fragment known as p67, Codex Sinaiticus 
(original hand), Codex Vaticanus, some Greek minus-
cules (scriptural texts written in lowercase Greek letters), 
the Latin Vulgate (Jerome mentions that the phrase was 
not found in the oldest manuscripts known to him), the 
Ethiopic texts, and the Gospel of the Nazarenes. Moreover, 
the phrase is missing in writings of Justin, Tertullian, Ori-
gen, and other early church fathers who quoted the New 
Testament scriptures as they knew them. In the field of 
New Testament textual criticism, one may generally count 
as compelling any reading that is supported by “the best 
Greek MSS—by the a .d . 200 p64 (where it is extant) and 
by at least the two oldest uncials, as well as some minus-
cules, [especially if] it also has some Latin, Syriac, Coptic, 
and early patristic support.”4 A survey of the manuscripts 
supporting the original absence of the phrase without 
a cause in Matthew 5:22 shows that the shorter reading 
meets that criterion. Yet Sinaiticus and the most important 
manuscripts of the New Testament were not discovered 
until after Joseph Smith was dead.

I also find it interesting that this textual difference in 
the Greek manuscripts of the Sermon on the Mount has a 
significant impact on this verse’s meaning. It is much more 
severe to say, “Whoever is angry is in danger of the judg-
ment,” than to say, “Whoever is angry without a cause is 



in danger of the judgment.” The first discourages all anger; 
the second permits anger as long as it is justifiable. The 
former is more like the demanding sayings of Jesus regard-
ing committing adultery in one’s heart (see Matthew 5:28) 
and loving one’s enemies (see v. 44), neither of which offers 
the disciple a convenient loophole of self-justification or 
rationalization. Indeed, as Wernberg-Moller points out, 
the word eikei may have been added to Matthew 5:22 in an 
effort to reflect a Semitic idiom that does not invite allow-
ance for “just” anger in certain circumstances at all, but 
actually “echoes some Aramaic phrase, condemning anger 
as sinful in any case” and “alluding to . . . the harbour-
ing of angry feelings for any length of time.”5 If correct, 
Wernberg-Moller’s interpretation offers a second reason 
supporting the claim that the Book of Mormon accurately 
reflects the original sense of Matthew 5:22.

In my estimation, this original reading preserved in 
the Book of Mormon since 1830 is very meaningful. The 
absence of without a cause has important moral, behavioral, 
psychological, and religious ramifications. Moreover, 3 Ne-
phi 12:22 is the main place in the account of the Sermon 
at the Temple (3 Nephi 12-14) where a significant textual 
change from the parallel account in the King James Version 
of Matthew 5-7 was needed and delivered by Joseph Smith. 
As far as I have been able to determine, no copy of the Greek 
New Testament present in the United States before 1830 made 
any reference to this variant reading. No scholars in the world 
of Joseph Smith seem to have been even remotely aware of 
this apparently late insertion in the Greek that actually weak-
ens the text of the Bible. Yet in the Book of Mormon, Joseph 
Smith offered the world this stronger wording, reflecting the 
original meaning of the Savior.



Sacr ed
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The Lord’s Requirement of Secrecy in 
Matthew 7 and 3 Nephi 14

In the Sermon on the Mount, the Lord required his 
hearers to keep some holy things secret: “Give not that 
which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast ye your pearls 
before swine, lest they trample them under their feet, and 
turn again and rend you” (Matthew 7:6; 3 Nephi 14:6). 
For most readers “the original meaning [of this saying] 
is puzzling.”6 One renowned scholar has concluded in 
frustration, “The logion [saying of Jesus] is a riddle.”7 For 
virtually all interpreters of the Sermon on the Mount, this 
requirement of secrecy seems badly out of place in the nar-
rative or is hard to explain.8

The emphasis in these parallel passages is clearly on 
withholding and protecting certain things because of 
their sacred nature. Drawing on Logion 93 in the Gos-
pel of Thomas, which was first discovered in 1945 at Nag 
Hammadi, Egypt, Georg Strecker identifies the holy thing 
in Matthew 7:6 as “gnostic secret knowledge.”9 If this is 
correct, the implication is that Jesus gave his hearers some-
thing that he required them to keep sacred and confiden-
tial—an implication consistent with some other interesting 
conclusions of Joachim Jeremias regarding the existence of 
sacred, secret teachings and practices in primitive Christi-
anity.10 Similarly, Professor Hans Dieter Betz finds it most 
likely that Matthew 7:6 refers to

an esoteric saying that the uninformed will never 
be able to figure out. Finding the explanation is not 
a matter of natural intelligence but of initiation into 
secrets.... In other words, we are dealing with some 
kind of secret (arcanum). Indeed, the language re-
minds us of arcane teaching (Arkandisziplin) as it was 



used in the Greek mystery religions and in philoso-
phy ... Originally, then, the [Sermon on the Mount] 
was meant to be insiders’ literature, not to be divulged
to the uninitiated outsiders.... Remarkably, Elchasai 
used the same language: “Inasmuch as he considers 
that it would be an insult to reason that these great

or that they should be handed down to many, he ad-
vises that they should be preserved as valuable pearls 
saying this: Do not read this word to all men and 
guard carefully these precepts because all men are not 
faithful nor are all women straightforward.”11

Such a requirement of secrecy is a common feature of 
rituals and temple ordinances.12 Indeed, the first-century 
Christian Didache, discovered in 1873, associates the saying 
in Matthew 7:6 with a requirement of exclusivity, specifi-
cally the prohibition not to let anyone “eat or drink of the 
Eucharist with you except for those baptized in the name 
of the Lord” (see Didache 9:5 and 14:1-2, which connect 
Matthew 5:23-25 and the observance of the sacrament). 
Accordingly, Betz concludes that “the ‘holy’ [mentioned in 
Matthew 7:6] could be a ritual.”13 Whenever sacred knowl-
edge is given to recipients, it becomes a string of precious 
pearls of great price, revelations for which one will sell all 
that one has in order to obtain, and one keeps this knowl-
edge hidden to protect it (see Matthew 13:44-46). Indeed, 
the Joseph Smith Translation of the Bible confirms that 
Matthew 7:6 is exactly concerned with the requirement of 
keeping certain sacred things secret. It adds: “The mysteries 
of the kingdom ye shall keep within yourselves.... For the 
world cannot receive that which ye, yourselves, are not able 
to bear” (Matthew 7:10-11 JST; on the plural, “holy things,” 
compare the Gospel of Thomas 93).
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It is significant that only in recent decades have bibli-
cal scholars begun to appreciate the likely setting of this 
cryptic saying in the Sermon on the Mount, seeing in it 
some reference to holy things imparted by Jesus to his 
faithful followers. Yet this is precisely the setting in which 
these words had already appeared in 1829 in 3 Nephi 14, 
namely, when the glorious Son of God appeared to a righ-
teous body of saints, bestowed upon their leaders priest-
hood powers, taught the people exalting principles, gave 
them commandments, and put them under covenant to 
keep those commandments, all of which was conducted 
in a sacred temple precinct.14 A sense of awe and holy si-
lence surrounds much of the account of the glorious events 
on these occasions (see, for example, 3 Nephi 28:14). Thus the 
new understanding of the ancient meaning of Matthew 7:6 
makes its explicit appearance in a temple context in the Book 
of Mormon perfectly but unexpectedly appropriate.

The Words of Benjamin as a Classic 
Ancient Farewell Address

Scholars have recently taken an interest in similarities 
in the farewell speeches of many ancient religious and po-
litical leaders. Certain themes appear consistently in these 
addresses given by people such as Moses and Socrates at 
the end of their lives. It almost seems as if these ancient 
speakers were following a customary pattern. Interest-
ingly, these themes are found to an equal or greater extent 
in the farewell speeches of the Book of Mormon.

William S. Kurz has published a detailed study com-
paring twenty-two addresses from the classical and biblical 
traditions.15 He has identified twenty elements common to 
farewell addresses in general. Of course, no single speech 



contains all twenty, and some contain more than others. 
Moses’ farewell speech, for example, contains sixteen such 
elements (see Deuteronomy 31-34); Paul’s, fourteen (see 
Acts 20); and Socrates’, eleven.

It is remarkable that King Benjamin’s oration contains 
at least as many elements of the ancient farewell address as 
any of Kurz’s examples do. Fortunately, Benjamin’s speech 
was recorded in full and was precisely preserved, and the 
report of his final address is even more detailed than such 
addresses in the Bible, allowing for rigorous scrutiny. Six-
teen elements of the ideal ancient farewell address appear 
directly in Benjamin’s speech, and others may be implied.

Kurz has also found that in Greek or Roman writings, 
the dying speaker, usually a philosopher or statesman, 
was concerned with suicide, the meaning of death, and 
life after death. However, in biblical farewell addresses, 
the speaker, typically a man of God, focused on God’s 
plan, his people, and covenants, or on theological inter-
pretations of history. Kurz signals four of the elements as 
particularly common to Hebrew farewell addresses: the 
speaker (1) proposes tasks for successors, (2) reviews theo-
logical history, (3) reveals future events, and (4) declares 
his innocence and fulfillment of his mission. These ele-
ments all appear in the Benjamin account. Furthermore, 
the emphasis in Benjamin’s address, as in the Israelite 
tradition, is on God’s relationship to man, the speech 
ending with a covenant renewal. At the same time, no 
trace of the prominent Greek or Roman preoccupation 
with death occurs in Benjamin’s remarks. Benjamin’s 
speech thus fits illustriously into the Israelite tradition of 
farewell addresses. Indeed, it is the most complete example 
of this speech typology yet found anywhere in world 



Chi asmu s

literature. Yet the profile of this ancient Hebrew literary 
genre remained unrecognized and unanalyzed until only 
a few years ago.

Chiasmus in Alma 36 and Helaman 6:7-13

Chiasmus is a style of writing known in antiquity and 
used by many ancient and some modern writers. It con-
sists of arranging a series of words or ideas in one order 
and then repeating it in reverse order. In the hands of a 
skillful writer, this literary form can serve several liter-
ary and structural purposes. In the 1820s, two British 
scholars (John Jebb in 1820 and Thomas Boys in 1824 
and 1825) published books about their new recognition of 
this form of parallelism in the Bible, and the 1825 edition 
of Horne’s encyclopedic guide to the critical study of the 
Bible, printed in London and Philadelphia, discussed the 
main arguments and gave a few examples from Jebb.16 But 

I see little reason to believe that the young and unlettered 
Joseph Smith was aware of these books or, even if he were, 
that he would have been sufficiently equipped to create 
elaborate and meaningful passages utilizing a form rather 
foreign to his own culture’s way of thinking and writing.

Not all chiasms, of course, are created equal. They differ 
in significance, precision, and artistic achievement. Some 
are very clear; others are not. Some are very long; others 
are short. Of all the examples of chiasmus I have studied in 
world literature, I wish to highlight two:

1. Alma 36 is, in my opinion, the very best chiasm in 
the Book of Mormon, if not in all of world literature. Alma 
36 was one of the first chiasms I discovered while serving 
as a missionary in Regensburg, Germany, in 1967.17 Many 



years later, it still remains my favorite. It is a masterpiece of 
composition on several levels.

Level 1: The overall structure. This text features at least 
seventeen key elements, each repeated twice (italics iden-
tify repeated elements, and verse numbers are indicated in 
parentheses):

a My son, give ear to my words (1)

b Keep the commandments and ye shall prosper in the land (1)

c Do as I have done (2)

d Remember the captivity of our fathers (2)

e They were in bondage (2)

f He surely did deliver them (2)

g Trust in God (3)

h Supported in trials, troubles, and afflictions (3)

i Lifted up at the last day (3)

j I know this not of myself but of God (4)

k Born of God (5)

1 I sought to destroy the church (6) 

m My limbs were paralyzed (7-11) 

n Fear of being in the presence of God (14-15) 

o Pains of a damned soul (16)

p Harrowed up by the memory of sins (17)

q I remembered Jesus Christ, a Son of God (17) 

q' I cried, Jesus, Son of God (18)

p' Harrowed up by the memory of sins no more (19) 

o' Joy as exceeding as was the pum (20)

n' Long to be in the presence of God (22) 

m' My limbs received strength again (23) 

1' I labored to bring souls to repentance (24) 

k' Born of God (26)

j' Therefore my knowledge is of God (26)

h' Supported under trials, troubles, and afflictions (27)



g' Trust in him (27)

f He will deliver me (27)

i' and raise me up at the last day (28)

e' As God brought our fathers out of bondage and captivity 

(28-29)

d' Retain in remembrance their captivity (28-29)

c' Know as I do know (30)

b' Keep the commandments and ye shall prosper in the land (30) 

a' This according to his word (30)

The structural design of this text is amazing. I am es-
pecially impressed with the repetition of Jesus Christ as 
the Son of God at the precise center of the chapter.

Level 2: The full text. At a more detailed, literary level, 
we are able to detect how individual panels of text fill in the 
gaps between the main elements. There is no simple way to 
display these segments here, but they have been discussed 
in previous publications noted above. As has been shown, 
virtually every word serves to enhance the chapter’s overall 
structure. Sometimes they skillfully bridge from one sec-
tion to the next. Other times they strengthen individual 
segments. Altogether, they work in masterful harmony.

Level 3: Detailed relations between the paired sections. 
The impressive overall structure of the full text of this com-
plex passage becomes even more evident as pairs of sections 
are examined. For example, elements a and a' introduce and 
conclude the chapter by referring to Alma’s “words” and the 
“word” of God (see 36:1, 30), and d-e-f and f'-e'-d' speak re-
ciprocally of bondage and deliverance. Indeed, the elements 
in d-e themselves constitute a small chiasm:

for they were in bondage,

and none could deliver them
except it was the God of Abraham,



and the God of Isaac,

and the God of Jacob;

and he surely did deliver them 

in their afflictions (36:2; see 36:29)

Elements h and h' are both marked by the same triplet 
“supported under trials, troubles, and afflictions” (36:3, 27). 
In h' the third member is stressed (“yea, and in all manner 
of afflictions”) to make the repetition clear (36:27).

Sections I and /' draw the contrast between Alma’s 
persecution of the church on the one hand and his work 
to bring souls to repentance on the other. In m and m the 
comparison is between being stricken by the angel of the 
Lord and then recovering and regaining strength; both of 
these sections speak of “limbs,” “feet,” and falling down or 
standing up (36:7-11, 23).

Most dramatically, n and ri contrast the agony of 
Alma’s suffering (36:12) with his joy following his conver-
sion (36:20). Indeed, the contrast is made explicit: “Yea, 
my soul was filled with joy as exceeding as was my pain” 
(Alma 36:20, emphasis added). This overt comparison 
strongly supports the idea that Alma consciously created 
the chiastic structure of this chapter in order to strengthen 
these linkages.

A remarkable thing about Alma 36:22 is that Lehi’s 
words are not just summarized but precisely quoted. These 
twenty-one words are a verbatim quote of 1 Nephi 1:8. 
Such exactness cannot be explained by thinking that Jo-
seph turned to 1 Nephi and copied the words of Lehi from 
what Oliver Cowdery had already recorded from Joseph’s 
dictation, for 1 Nephi may not yet even have been trans-
lated at the time when Joseph and Oliver were translating 
Alma 36.18 Evidently, Alma was very meticulous in quoting 



Lehi’s words from the small plates of Nephi when he com-
posed Alma 36, and Joseph Smith’s dictated translation 
preserved that exactitude.

Elements q and q' stand at the epicenter of this composi-
tion, twice mentioning the Savior by name: “Jesus Christ, 
a Son of God,” and “Jesus, thou Son of God” (36:17, 18). 
Only when Alma called upon Jesus Christ after remem-
bering that his father had spoken of the atonement of 
Christ did his tormented condition change. At the absolute 
center stand the words atone, mind, and heart, bordered 
by the name of Jesus Christ (36:18, 19). The message is 
clear: Christ’s atonement and man’s responding sacrifice 
of a broken heart and willing mind are central to receiving 
forgiveness from God.

Level 4: Weaving factors. The fact that each segment 
flows smoothly into the next adds another dimension to 
the textual complexity of this chapter. No awkwardness, 
no sharp breaks are found here. Bridges connect each 
section to the one that follows it. These linkages are ac-
complished largely by introducing a minor item in one 
section that anticipates ideas in the next. For example, the 
phrase my words, which appears at the end of the first sec-
tion, blends into the beginning of the next, which begins 
with the phrase for I swear (36:1). Captivity at the end of 
the third compositional section blends directly into bond-
age at the beginning of the fourth (36:2). These weaving 
links are subtle but effective. They make the transitions 
from section to section smooth and flowing. This reflects 
a highly polished literary product. If an author uses chi-
asmus mechanically, it can produce rigid, stilted writing 
(a poor result from misusing or poorly implementing any 
artistic device). Alma, however, does not simply stick a list 



of ideas together in one order and then awkwardly and 
slavishly retrace his steps through that list in the opposite 
order. His work has the markings of a skillful, painstaking 
writer, one completely comfortable with using this difficult 
mode of expression well.

Degree of chiasticity. Overall, the degree of chiasmus in 
this text is exceptionally high. Chiasmus can occur in any 
literature, but it only becomes meaningful when its degree 
of chiasticity, to coin a phrase, is high. When the chiastic 
format is truly complex and concise, we are most justi-
fied in supposing that the author intentionally followed 
the pattern. At least fifteen criteria, including objectivity, 
purposefulness, climax, centrality, boundaries, length, 
density, and balance, as described here, demonstrate that 
the chiasmus in Alma 36 can best be explained only if 
Alma learned it as part of a long literary tradition extend-
ing back to Old Testament prophets.

2. Another fine example of chiasmus is found in Hela-
man 6:7-13, the annual record for the sixty-fourth year of 
the reign of the judges. Its main features are as follows:

a “And behold, there was peace in all the land” (7).

b [Freedom of travel and trade in both lands is discussed (7-8)] 

c “And it came to pass that they became exceedingly rich, both 

the Lamanites and the Nephites;

d and they did have an exceeding plenty of... precious metals, 

both in the land south and in the land north” (9).

e “Now the land south

was called Lehi, and

the land north

was called Mulek, 
which was after the son of Zedekiah;

for the Lord19



did bring Mulek 

into the land north, 

and Lehi

into the land south” (10).

d' “And behold, there was all manner of gold in both these 

lands, and of silver, and of precious ore of every kind;

c and there were also curious workmen, who did 

work all kinds of ore and did refine it; and thus 

they did become rich” (11).

b' [Economic prosperity in both lands is discussed (12-13)] 

a' “And thus the sixty and fourth year did pass away in

peace” (13).

This composition is remarkable in several ways. First, the 
report itself is beautifully executed. The overall structure is 
concentrically organized, and individual words, phrases, and 
ideas that appear in the first half are repeated with precision 
and balance in the second half. This entry exhibits both fine 
quality and admirable length.

Second, since the chiasm encompasses the entire re-
port for the year, this unifying structure strongly suggests 
that the account was written as a single literary unit that 
Mormon found on the large plates of Nephi. If the contem-
porary historian used chiasmus to record the events of the 
sixty-fourth year of the reign of the judges, the form draws 
attention to the fact that it was an extraordinary year in 
the annals of his people. Indeed, this report documents 
the great changes that occurred during that year involv-
ing prosperity, free travel, and peace between the Nephites 
and Lamanites. Significant trade and peace treaties must 
have been entered into in order for this kind of peace and 
prosperity to occur, since before this time, limited travel 
was the norm in Nephite society, as is evidenced by Mo- 



siah 7:1; 8:7; 28:1; Alma 23:2; 50:25; and Helaman 4:12. 
In addition to marking an unprecedented turning point 
in Nephite history, using chiasmus would insure against 
additions to or deletions from the text, since any alteration 
would be strikingly apparent.

Third, and most remarkable, is the way in which the 
center of this chiasm involves two individual words. Just 
as divine names often appear at the center of biblical chi-
asms, at the very apex of this passage in Helaman 6, the 
words Zedekiah and Lord stand parallel to each other. The 
parallelism between these two names is intriguing not only 
because Zedekiah was the king and adoptive royal son of 
Yahweh, the Tord, but also because the Hebrew word for 
Lord (YHWH) constitutes the final syllable, or theophoric 
suffix, -yah, at the end of the name Zedekiah. Thus the 
central chiastic structure in Helaman 6:10 actually would 
have worked better and would have been more obvious in 
Hebrew (or its related Nephite dialect) than in the English 
translation. Joseph Smith would have had no way of con-
sciously concocting this parallelism on his own.

Finally, it may be that other reports from antiquity were 
written in chiastic form. The Mesoamerican Chilam Balam 
of Chumayel, like Helaman 6, not only focuses chiastically 
on the migration of the people into the land they now oc-
cupy, but also similarly features, at the center, a wordplay on 
the land’s name, as J. E. S. Thompson has noted.20

Helaman 6:7-13 deserves to take its place among the 
finest examples of chiasmus found in the Book of Mor-
mon. Through understanding this masterful composition, 
we can better appreciate the precision and richness of an 
Old World literary legacy in the Nephite records.
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Ancient Parallels for Mosiah’s System 
of Weights and Measures

In 1981 I began teaching a course in BYU’s J. Reuben 
Clark Law School on ancient Near Eastern law in the world 
of the Bible and Book of Mormon. One of the earliest col-
lections of laws that we study is the Code of Eshnunna. In 
order for ancient economies to work effectively, kings had 
to spell out the value of various commodities and establish 
exchange ratios, especially between consumable goods and 
precious metals. Thus, the laws of Eshnunna, promulgated 
in Babylonia probably during the early eighteenth century 
b .c . but not discovered until the mid-twentieth century 
a .d ., instituted an elaborate system of weights and mea-
sures. The following initial provisions stand at the head of 
this ancient law code:

1 kor of barley [she’um] is (priced) at [ana] 1 shekel 
of silver;

3 qa of “best oil” are (priced) at 1 shekel of silver;

1 seah (and) 2 qa of sesame oil are (priced) at 1 shekel 
of silver [and so on]....

The hire for a wagon together with its oxen and its 
driver is 1 massiktum (and) 4 seah of barley. If it is 
(paid in) silver, the hire is one third of a shekel. He 
shall drive it the whole day.21

On their first reading of this text, my law students are 
readily impressed with several parallels between these laws 
and the economic system decreed by King Mosiah and 
found in Alma 11:3-19, especially since any evidence of this 
ancient pattern of establishing a commercial economy was 
unknown in Joseph Smith’s day. Consider these parallels:



First, the basic legal form of these two texts is consis-
tent. The standard phrasing “1 kor of barley is (priced) at 1 
shekel of silver” resembles that in the Book of Mormon, “A 
senum of silver was equal to a senine of gold” (Alma 11:7).

Second, the primary conversion in Babylonia was 
between barley and silver. Nine other Babylonian provi-
sions converted various additional commodities into silver 
values, followed by three more provisions that converted 
others into measures of barley. Thus, precious metal and 
grain measures were convertible into each other. The law 
of Mosiah featured precisely the same conversion capabil-
ity: the basic measure for either gold or silver was equated 
with “a measure of barley” (Alma 11:7).

Third, in Babylonia the basic commodity valuation 
system allowed traders to deal in a variety of items, all 
convertible into silver or barley. Similarly, Mosiah’s system 
covered transactions from silver into “a measure of every 
kind of grain” (Alma 11:7).

Fourth, both economic systems were announced by 
kings to have been instituted for similar reasons. The 
laws of Eshnunna began with a royal superscription that 
proclaimed this standardization as instrumental in es-
tablishing justice, eliminating enmity, and protecting the 
weak. Likewise, King Mosiah enacted his laws expressly 
to establish peace and equality in the land (see Mosiah 
29:38, 40).

Fifth, the ideal, practical motivation behind the laws 
of Eshnunna seems to have been to undergird the rental 
market and to standardize values on daily wages and the 
computation of various damages and penalties. Similarly, a 
motivation for the economic part of King Mosiah’s reforms 
was to provide a standard system under the new reign of 
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judges for the payment of judges on a daily basis: “a senine 
of gold for a day, or a senum of silver” (Alma 11:3).

In enacting his law, as the Book of Mormon takes pains 
to tell us, King Mosiah “did not reckon after the manner 
of the Jews who were at Jerusalem” (Alma 11:4). Evidently 
he drew on some other system of weights and measures. 
Perhaps Mosiah obtained the legal form of his economic 
decree from the Mulekites, who had had contact with the 
Jaredites, who had left from Mesopotamia not long before 
the time of Eshnunna.

Moreover, Mosiah’s system is distinctively binary: each 
unit of measure is half the size of the next larger unit. Per-
haps Mosiah found this binary manner of reckoning some-
where on the plates of brass, which, after all, were written 
in a type of Egyptian text. Indeed, as became known in the 
early twentieth century, the units in the ancient Egyptian 
grain measure were also binary in ratio.22

Of course, we cannot be sure how to explain the 
similarities between the laws of Mosiah and Eshnunna 
or between the Nephite and Egyptian grain measures, but 
this much can be said: Such similarities between the laws 
of Mosiah and Eshnunna and the Egyptian mathematical 
papyri (which were unknown in Joseph Smith’s day) show 
yet another way in which the Book of Mormon presents 
specific details whose roots run unexpectedly deep in an-
cient societies.

Cursing an Opposing Litigant with Speechlessness

While browsing through the BYU Bookstore a few 
years ago, I came across a book that described the ancient 
legal practice of invoking a curse on one’s opponents. This 
study was based on recently discovered Greek epigrams 



and inscriptions. I was intrigued. While I read these texts, 
it dawned on me that Alma’s curse on Korihor in Alma 
30:49—“In the name of God, ye shall be struck dumb, that 
ye shall no more have utterance”—closely resembles an 
ancient Greek practice of cursing a litigant with speechless-
ness. When Alma’s curse materialized, God’s disapproval of 
Korihor was so clearly manifested that he was compelled to 
yield the case and concede legal defeat.

Such curses were common in the ancient Mediter-
ranean world, especially in the legal sphere. In recent 
decades more than a hundred ancient Greek and Roman 
binding spells—curses inscribed on small lead sheets that 
were folded up and pierced with a nail—have been recov-
ered from tombs, temples, and especially wells near the 
law courts, where they were placed in hopes that a deity 
from the underworld would receive and act upon them. 
These spells are known as defixiones because their words 
and powers were intended to “defix” (restrain or hinder) 
an opponent. In ancient Greece those targeted by these 
spells could be commercial, athletic, or romantic rivals, or 
adversaries in litigation.23

The largest body of Greek binding spells deals with litiga-
tion, with sixty-seven different defixiones invoking curses on 
legal opponents. The earliest of these date to the fifth century 
b .c ., not far from the time of Lehi. Eleven of them ask the 
gods to bind the tongue of a legal opponent so the opponent 
would lose the lawsuit.24 One third-century b .c . inscribed 
stone slab from the Greek island of Delos expresses the grati-
tude of a victorious litigant who believed he had been helped 
in court by a god: “For you bound the sinful men who had 
prepared the lawsuit, secretly making the tongue silent in the 
mouth, from which [tongue] no one heard a word or an 



accusation, which is the helpmate in a trial. But as it turned 
out by divine providence, they confessed themselves to be 
like god-stricken statues or stones.”25

The speechlessness of Korihor, and the stunning of 
Sherem, was precisely the kind of sign or restraint that 
people in the ancient Mediterranean world expected a 
god to manifest in a judicial setting when false accusa-
tions or unfair ploys placed an innocent party at a distinct 
disadvantage. The stricken litigant would sometimes then 
confess his guilt, exposed by a god through “illness or ac-
cident.”26 In hopes of appeasing the offended god, a pun-
ished litigant would inscribe in stone a clear profession of 
his newly admitted faith and would warn others not to 
disdain the gods.

Similarly, God was seen as an active participant in 
the courts of Hebrew law in biblical times,27 and the trials 
of Sherem and Korihor show the same use of confession. 
Sherem recanted his public teachings, confessed the truth 
of the god who had intervened against him, admitted his 
error, and expressed concern that he would never be able to 
appease that god (see Jacob 7:17-19). Korihor’s confession 
acknowledged the power of God, probably to assure those 
concerned in Zarahemla that the curse would not afflict 
any others, as well as to terminate the dispute (see Alma 
30:51). Such reactions are very similar to the responses 
of others in the ancient world whose judicial perfidy had 
been exposed by the intervention of a god responding to 
the restraining curse of a beleaguered litigant.

Although not mentioning the curse of speechlessness 
explicitly (and thus leaving it unknown to Joseph Smith), 
Hebrew law in Lehi’s day made frequent use of other 
curses to anathematize and to invoke divine punishment 



upon those who transgressed the law. In Deuteronomy 
27:15-26 one finds a string of twelve curses, and in Num-
bers 5:21-22 one encounters the curse imposed in the trial 
of a suspected adulteress. Yet until recent archaeological 
discoveries were made, one would not have suspected that 
placing a curse of speechlessness upon an opposing liti-
gant was common practice not far from Lehi’s world itself 
and, by implication, perhaps right in Jerusalem as well.

Hebrew Terms for Law, Statutes, Judgments, 
Ordinances, and Commandments

In 2 Nephi 5:10, Nephi records that his people were 
strict to observe “the judgments, and the statutes, and the 
commandments of the Lord in all things, according to the 
law of Moses.” Why did he use so many words to convey 
what seems to us the simple idea that they kept the law? Part 
of the answer comes from Hebrew, which uses several words 
to express different semantic aspects and subtle nuances of 
our word law.28 Those Hebrew words appear to match the 
Book of Mormon usage of comparable English terms.29

Torah. In Hebrew the law of Moses is always referred 
to as the torah of Moses. It means more than “law” in any 
modern sense. Torah derives from the verb yarah, whose 
many meanings include “to show, to instruct, to teach.” 
The torah thus embodies all God’s instructions given to 
his people, implemented and taught through his priests. 
Only a rebellious people would fail to listen to the torah 
of the Lord (see Isaiah 30:9). These ideas fit the frequently 
mentioned priestly function of teaching in the Book of 
Mormon (see, for example, Jacob 1:17-19; Jarom 1:11; Mo-
siah 6:3; 12:25; Alma 8:24; Moroni 3:3).
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Mishpat. Usually translated “judgment,” this Hebrew 
word not only means “to pronounce a verdict,” but it also 
embraces most phases of a legal trial. It usually has some-
thing to do with the rules of governing properly. Likewise, 
in the Book of Mormon, when the term judgments appears 
by itself, it is in the context of judges who “judge righteous 
judgments” (Mosiah 29:29, 43), or it refers to the outcome 
of a court procedure (see Alma 30:57) or to God’s judg-
ments upon his people.

Mitzvah. This broad term has no technical meaning 
and is usually translated “commandment” or “precept.” 
It is found frequently in Deuteronomy to signify divine 
commandments in general. Similarly, the use of the word 
commandments in relation to God is extensive in the Book 
of Mormon (see, for example, 1 Nephi 3:7; Jacob 1:12).

Edut. Less common is this word, meaning “testimony, 
witness, or monument.” Especially in the early biblical pe-
riod, the law was thought of as a testimony or witness that 
God had established. The book of the “law” (edut, Deuter-
onomy 31:26) witnessed that God had established his law, 
by which mankind will be judged (see Psalm 78:5). In the 
Book of Mormon similar ideas are found, for example, in 
Benjamin’s farewell speech (see Mosiah 3:23-24) and in 
Moroni’s words concluding the monumental Nephite rec-
ord (see Moroni 10:27).

Most interesting are the words hoq and huqqah. In this 
pair, the first is masculine, the second feminine, though both 
have substantially the same meanings, basically “custom, 
manner, decree, portion, order, prescription, limit,” and so 
on. Thus when the word ordinance is used to translate these 
terms from an ancient text, we should understand that it 
includes more than priesthood rites, ceremonies, or sacra-
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HEBREW USUAL TRANSLATION MEANINGS AND CONTEXTS

torah law, law of Moses teachings, instructions

mishpat judgment
pronouncement of a verdict, 

standards of behavior

huqqah 
or 

hoq
statute, ordinance

custom, manner, decree, 
portion, order, prescription, 

limit

mitzvah commandment

frequently signifies divine 
commandments, bar 
mitzvah = “son of the 

commandment”

edut
testimony, 

witness
often a monument, stela, or 

book of the law

ments. Indeed, when the Book of Mormon speaks of ordi-
nances in a priesthood sense, the term performances is often 
included (see 2 Nephi 25:30; Mosiah 13:30).

Moreover, Hebrew usage of hoq and huqqah may cor-
respond quite precisely with the Book of Mormon terms 
ordinances and statutes. Due to the near identity of these 

two Hebrew words, finding them both in the same pleo-
nastic list would be odd. In fact, no Hebrew pleonastic list 
has been found containing both hoq and huqqah (when 
the English words statute and ordinance occur together in 
such a list in the King James translation, the Hebrew word 
translated as statute is either hoq or huqqah, but the word 
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Lab an

for ordinance is mishpaf).30 Thus I find it quite significant 
that the English words ordinance and statute never appear 
as companions in the pleonastic lists in the Book of Mor-
mon. Indeed, they are the only two English equivalents of 
the Hebrew terms for “law” that never appear in the Book 
of Mormon in combination with each other.

“Better That One Man Should Perish”

For many years I have studied Nephi’s slaying of Laban 
from a legal point of view based on the law as it existed 
around 600 b .c . In directing Nephi to slay Laban, the Spirit 
gave the sober justification that “it is better that one man 
should perish than that a nation should dwindle and perish 
in unbelief” (1 Nephi 4:13). Five hundred years later, Alma 
would invoke this same justification in reluctantly subject-
ing Korihor to divine punishment (see Alma 30:47).

This principle, of course, runs sharply contrary to 
American jurisprudence. But because a similar sentiment 
was expressed by Caiaphas in John 11:50, I once asked a 
prominent biblical scholar at Duke University, while I was 
there receiving my legal education, if he knew where this 
idea had originated. That scholar, who should have known 
if anyone did, was at a loss to give an answer. Thus, twenty 
years later, as I was updating my Biblical Law Bibliography, 
I was immediately drawn to a recent article by David Aus 
entitled “The Death of One for All in John 11:45-54 in 
Light of Judaic Traditions.”31 Aus demonstrates that this 
principle prevailed in certain cases under biblical law, and 
more than coincidentally, around 600 b .c .32

A pivotal precedent was found by the ancients in 2 Sam-
uel 20, which recounts how King David had sought the life 
of Sheba, a rebel guilty of treason. When Sheba took refuge 



in the city of Abel, Joab, the leader of David’s army, de-
manded that Sheba be released to him or he would destroy 
the city. The people of Abel beheaded Sheba instead, and 
Joab retreated. This episode became an important legal 
precedent Justifying the killing of one person in order to 
preserve an entire group.

Most strikingly, another Old Testament case, one pre-
served more fully only in oral Jewish traditions, involved 
Jehoiakim, the king of Judah.33 He rebelled against Ne-
buchadnezzar at the very time of Lehi and Nephi. In re-
sponse, Nebuchadnezzar went to Antioch and demanded 
that the great Jewish council surrender Jehoiakim or the 
nation would be destroyed. Jehoiakim protested, “Can 
ye sacrifice one life for another?” Unmoved, the council 
replied, “Thus did your ancestors do to Sheba the son 
of Bichri.” Based on this legal ruling, Jehoiakim was re-
leased to Nebuchadnezzar, who took him to Babylon (see 
2 Chronicles 36:6), where presumably he was executed. 
Because Zedekiah became king less than four months later 
(see vv. 9-10), at the time the Book of Mormon account 
begins (see 1 Nephi 1:4), Nephi was probably keenly aware 
of how the “one for many” principle was used to Justify 
Jehoiakim’s death. Clearly, the cases of Laban and Korihor 
fit within this tradition, although even the best of scholars 
have not been aware of this obscure principle of Jewish law 
until recently.

A Legal Exemption from Military Duty

The only Book of Mormon group given an exemption 
from military service were the famous converts of Am-
mon. In repenting of their previous shedding of blood, 
they swore an oath that they would never again take up 
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arms (see Alma 24:11-13). After arriving in Zarahemla, 
they were granted an extraordinary exemption from ac-
tive military duty if they would help to sustain the Nephite 
armies with provisions (see Alma 27:23-24). Surprisingly, 
this grant of exceptional privilege was consistent with an-
cient Israelite law.34

Normally, ancient peoples were absolutely obligated to 
take up arms in defense of their tribe or nation: “Among 
nomads there is no distinction between the army and the 
people: every able-bodied man can join in a raid and must 
be prepared to defend the tribe’s property and rights against 
an enemy. . . . This was probably true of Israel also.”35 Saul 
called upon “all Israel” to take up arms against the Ammo-
nites and the Amalekites (see 1 Samuel 11:1-11; 15:4). Threats 
and curses were pronounced upon anyone who would not 
join in the battle. Saul once sent messengers to marshal the 
troops after he symbolically cut a yoke of oxen into pieces 
in view of the people and proclaimed, “Whosoever cometh 
not forth after Saul and after Samuel, so shall it be done 
unto his oxen” (1 Samuel 11:7). Yaqim-Addu, governor of 
Sagaratum, executed a criminal in prison and paraded his 
head among the villages in a similar type of warning of 
what would happen if the men did not assemble quickly 
for battle.36

The same basic duty to serve in the army existed in 
Nephite law and society. Indeed, Moroni had power to punish 
any person in the land of Zarahemla who would not “defend 
[his] country” (Alma 51:15; see 46:35). Like Saul and Yaqim- 
Addu, he symbolically portrayed the brutal fate of those who 
would not fight (see Alma 46:21-22). Under extreme and 
desperate circumstances, this duty fell even upon old men, 
women, and children (see Mosiah 10:9; Alma 54:12).



How, then, could the able-bodied Ammonites be 
granted exemption? There may be several reasons. Their 
reasons for not fighting were obviously righteous and bona 
fide. But beyond that, the justification of their military ex-
emption may have been based on four specific provisions 
in the law of Moses, especially as they were interpreted in 
an obscure section of Jewish law.

1. The absolute duty to go to war applied only in 
fighting against an enemy. Deuteronomy 20:1-2, which 
instructs the Israelite leader to speak to his troops in a 
holy tongue when they go up to battle against an enemy, 
was interpreted in the Talmud as not applying in a conflict 
against other Israelites, for as the scripture says, “Against 
your enemies’ but not against your brethren, not Judah 
against Simeon nor Simeon against Benjamin.”37 A similar 

understanding may be reflected in the Ammonites’ reluc-
tance to “take up arms against their brethren” (see Alma 
24:6, 18; 27:23). Of course, the Talmud was written long 
after Lehi’s departure from Jerusalem, yet it often reflected 
older oral material, especially from Deuteronomy. Al-
though the wars reported in Judges 12 and 19-20 clearly 
show Israelite tribes fighting against each other, the book 
of Deuteronomy was not followed assiduously until the 
reign of Josiah, precisely during the time of Lehi. Thus it 
seems that the Nephites interpreted Deuteronomy 20:1-2 
(which was known to them on the plates of brass) the same 
way the rabbis did, even though this interpretation would 
not have been obvious from a casual reading of the Old 
Testament. And it almost goes without saying that the 
Talmud was not translated into English until long after the 
Book of Mormon was in print.



2. The laws of Deuteronomy also afforded humanitar-
ian exemptions for those who had recently married, built 
a new house, planted a new vineyard, or were “fearful and 
fainthearted” (see Deuteronomy 20:5-9; 24:5; compare 
Judges 7:3). Since everyone going into battle was likely 
“fearful and fainthearted,” the exemption undoubtedly 
had a narrower meaning in actual practice; otherwise nearly 
everyone would have been exempt. Indeed, as the Talmud 
explains, this expression in Deuteronomy “alludes to one 
who is afraid because of the transgressions he had commit-
ted”3* If a soldier would cower in the face of enemy battle 
because of his previous sins (fearing that his sins prevented 
God from defending him or that he might die a sinner), he 
was deemed unfit for battle. Certainly the Nephites would 
have recognized that the profound fears of the Ammonites 
who were afraid to break their oath rendered them unsuit-
able for military duty under such a rule.

3. The rabbis further limited the exemption for the fear-
ful and fainthearted to voluntary exploits of the king. In a 
compulsory war of national defense, however, even the faint-
hearted were obligated to go into battle. A similar distinction 
may have contributed to the Ammonites’ feeling, several 
years later, that they could no longer claim their exemption 
in the face of the extreme compulsory war then threatening 
the Nephites’ entire existence. Moved by compassion and no 
longer afraid, they were willing to take up arms (see Alma 
53:13). Only Helaman’s fear that they might lose their souls 
if they were to violate their oath stopped them. So they sent 
their sons into battle instead (see w. 15-17).

4. The men who remained at home, however, contin-
ued to support the war behind the lines. Their exemption 
was granted only “on condition that they will give us [the 



Nephites] a portion of their substance to assist us that we 
may maintain our armies” (Alma 27:24). This arrange-
ment is especially noteworthy because the Talmud like-
wise holds that those who are exempted from military 
service under the law of Moses are “only released from 
actual fighting, but not from serving in the rear: ‘They must 
furnish water and food and repair the roads.’”39

The rare exemption granted to the Ammonites was 
logical, religiously motivated, and consistent with ancient 
Israelite law, as embedded in Deuteronomy and elsewhere, 
which placed a high civic obligation on all citizens to 
contribute, as appropriate, to the defense of their country, 
their God, their religion, and their people.

Handling a Case of an Unobserved Murder

The account of the obscure trial of Seantum in Hela-
man 7-8 raises some interesting points of Nephite and Isra-
elite law, details that only an ancient lawyer or judge could 
fully appreciate. The Book of Mormon story describes how 
Nephi spoke from his garden tower (see Helaman 7:10), was 
threatened with a lawsuit for “reviling” against the govern-
ment, but in the end revealed that the chief judge had been 
“murdered, and he [lay] in his blood; and he [had] been mur-
dered by his brother, who [sought] to sit in the judgment-
seat” (Helaman 8:27). Five men ran and found things to be 
as Nephi had said. A public proclamation was then sent out 
by heralds announcing the murder and calling a day of fast-
ing, mourning, and burial (see Helaman 9:10). Incidentally, 
in ancient Israel the day after the death of a political leader 
was traditionally a day of fasting, mourning, and burial (see 
1 Samuel 31:13; 2 Samuel 1:12).
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Following the burial, five suspects (the men who 
had been sent to investigate) were brought to the judges. 
They could not be convicted, however, on circumstantial 
evidence, for such was ruled out under Israelite law, which 
required every fact to be substantiated by the testimony of 
two eyewitnesses (see Deuteronomy 19:15). This presented 
a serious legal problem in this particular case, for no one 
had witnessed the killing of the chief judge. Seantum had 
killed his brother “by a garb of secrecy” (Helaman 9:6).

Cases of unwitnessed murders presented special prob-
lems under the law of Moses. While the two-witness rule 
would seem to stand insurmountably in the way of ever ob-
taining a conviction in these cases, such slayings could not 
simply be ignored. If a person was found slain in the land 
and the murderer could not be found, solemn rituals, oaths 
of innocence, and special purification of all the men in the 
village had to be performed (see Deuteronomy 21:1-9). 
Things turned out differently in Seantum’s case, however, 
for he was soon exposed in a way that opened the door to an 
exceptional rule of evidence that justified his conviction.

Nephi first revealed to the people that Seantum was 
the murderer, that they would find blood on the skirts of 
his cloak, and that he would say certain things to them 
when they told him, “We know that thou are guilty” 
(Helaman 9:34). Indeed, Seantum was soon detected and 
immediately confessed his guilt (see vv. 37-38).

Seantum’s self-incriminating admission would not 
normally be admissible in a Jewish court of law. Under 
the Talmud, no man could be put to death on his own 
testimony: “No man may call himself a wrongdoer,” espe-
cially in a capital case.40 But from earlier times came four 
episodes that gave rise to a narrow exception to that policy.



Those four precedents, each of which involved convictions 
or punishments based on confessions, were the executions 
of Achan (see Joshua 7), of the man who admitted that he 
had killed Saul (see 2 Samuel 1:10-16), and of the two as-
sassins of Ishbosheth, the son of Saul (see 2 Samuel 4:8-12), 
as well as the voluntary confession of Micah, the son who 
stole from his mother (see Judges 17:1-4).

The ancients reconciled these four cases with their 
normally rigid two-witness rule by explaining that these 
episodes involved confessions before trial (or else were 
proceedings before kings or rulers instead of Judges).41 
In addition, an exception was especially granted when 
the confession was “corroborated [1] by an ordeal as well 
as [2] by the production of the corpus delicti [the material 
substance or evidence upon which or by which a crime is 
committed] .”42 This occurred in the case of Achan, who 
was detected (1) through the divine ordeal of casting lots 
and whose confession (2) was corroborated when the ille-
gal goods were found under his tent floor (Joshua 7:22).

Thus one can conclude with reasonable confidence that 
in the biblical period the normal two-witness rule could be 
overridden in the special case of a self-incriminating con-
fession if the confession occurred outside of court; if God’s 
will was evidenced in the matter by ordeal, lots, or other-
wise in the detection of the offender; and if corroborating 
physical evidence of the crime could be produced.

Seantum’s self-incriminating confession satisfies all 
three of these requirements completely and precisely, and 
thus his conviction was ensured. His confession was spon-
taneous and before trial. The evidence of God’s will was 
supplied through Nephi’s prophecy. Tangible evidence was 
present in the blood found on Seantum’s cloak. These 
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factors, under biblical law, would override the normal Jew-
ish concerns about the use of self-incriminating confes-
sions to obtain a conviction.

Given the complicated and important ancient legal 
issues uniquely presented by the case of Seantum (the two- 
witness rule would easily have been satisfied in the cases of 
Abinadi, Nehor, and others, whose actions were witnessed 
by many people who arrested them; see Mosiah 12:9; 
Alma 1:10), it is little wonder that the Book of Mormon 
makes special note of the fact that Seantum himself was 
legitimately “brought to prove that he himself was the very 
murderer” (Helaman 9:38). No further evidence was le-
gally needed to convict him under these circumstances.43

Legal Terminology for Theft and Robbery

Although there is only little difference between a thief 
and a robber in most modern minds, there were consider-
able differences between the two under ancient Near East-
ern and biblical law. A thief (ganab) was usually a local 
person who stole from his neighbor. He was dealt with ju-
dicially, and he was tried and punished civilly, most often 
by a court composed of his fellow townspeople. A robber 
(gedud), on the other hand, was treated as an outsider, as a 
brigand or highwayman. He was dealt with militarily, and 
he could be executed summarily.

The legal distinctions between theft and robbery, 
especially under the laws of ancient Israel, have been 
analyzed thoroughly by Bernard S. Jackson, an English 
barrister, professor of law, and former editor of the Jew-
ish Law Annual. In his treatise Theft in Early Jewish Law, 
Jackson shows, for example, how robbers usually acted in 
organized groups rivaling local governments and attack-



ing towns and how they swore oaths and extorted ransom, 
a menace worse than outright war. Thieves, however, were 
a much less serious threat to society.44 Precisely the same 
thing can be said of the Gadiation robbers.

In my own research, I have shown in detail how these 
ancient legal and linguistic distinctions are also observable 
in the Book of Mormon.45 For example, this ancient factor 
explains how Laban could call the sons of Lehi “robbers” 
and threaten to execute them on the spot without a trial, 
for that is how a military officer like Laban no doubt would 
have dealt with a robber. It also explains why the Laman-
ites are always said to “rob” from the Nephites but never 
from their own brethren—that would be theft, not robbery. 
Furthermore, it explains the rise and fearful menace of the 
Gadianton society, whose members are always called “rob-
bers” in the Book of Mormon, never “thieves.”

Other significant details also emerge. It is probably no 
coincidence that the Hebrew word for “band” or “bandits” 
is gedud, and the most famous Book of Mormon robbers 
were known as Gadianton’s “band.”

The importance of this ancient legal tradition in the 
Book of Mormon is further enhanced by the fact that 
Anglo-American common law would have provided Jo-
seph Smith with quite a different understanding of the le-
gal definitions of the terms theft and robbery, inconsistent 
in many ways with the dominant usages found in the Book 
of Mormon. In ordinary American usage, the two terms 
are nearly synonymous.

Moreover, if Joseph Smith had relied on the language 
of his King James Bible for legal definitions of these terms, 
he would have stumbled into error, for that translation uses 
the English words thief and robber indiscriminately. For 
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example, the same phrase is translated inconsistently from 
the Hebrew or Greek of Jeremiah 7:11 as “den of robbers” 
and yet from the identical Greek in Matthew 21:13 as “den 
of thieves,” even though Jesus was quoting Jeremiah on that 
occasion, to say nothing of the fact that thieves do not have 
dens. In addition, the same word for robbers in the Greek 
New Testament (lestai) is sometimes translated as “thieves” 
(crucified next to Jesus in Matthew 27:38) and other times 
as “robber”(describing Barabbas in John 18:40). Neverthe-
less, there was indeed an important ancient distinction be-
tween thieves and robbers that no translator should neglect, 
and over which Joseph Smith did not blunder.46

The Execution of Zemnarihah

In 3 Nephi 4:28-33 we find a detailed account of the 
execution of Zemnarihah, the captured leader of the de-
feated Gadianton robbers. This public execution followed 
ancient ceremony and law in a way that is out of character 
in European law. The Book of Mormon text reads:

Their leader, Zemnarihah, was taken and hanged upon 

a tree, yea, even upon the top thereof until he was dead. 

And when they had hanged him until he was dead they 

did fell the tree to the earth, and did cry with a loud 

voice, saying: May the Lord preserve his people in righ-

teousness and in holiness of heart, that they may cause 

to be felled to the earth all who shall seek to slay them 

because of power and secret combinations, even as this 

man hath been felled to the earth. (3 Nephi 4:28-29)

After the Nephites chopped down the tree on which 
Zemnarihah was hanged, they all cried out “with one 
voice” for God to protect them. Then they sang out “all as 
one” in praise of God (see 3 Nephi 4:30-33). It certainly 



appears that some kind of ritual or legal procedure was in-
volved here, and several evidences point to an ancient and 
previously unknown background for this form of execu-
tion.47 Consider the following points.

First, notice that the tree used in carrying out the 
execution was felled. Was this ever done in antiquity? Ap-
parently it was. For one thing, Jewish practice required 
that the tree upon which the culprit was hanged should be 
buried with the body, so the tree had to be chopped down. 
Since the rabbis understood that this burial should take 
place immediately, the Talmud recommended hanging 
the culprit on a precut tree or post so that, in the words of 
Maimonides, “no felling is needed.”48

Second, consider why the tree was chopped down and 
buried. As Maimonides explains: “In order that it should 
not serve as a sad reminder, people saying: ‘This is the tree 
on which so-and-so was hanged.’”49 In this way the tree 
became associated with the person being executed; it came 
to symbolize the culprit and the desire to forget him or her. 
By way of comparison, the Nephites identified the tree with 
Zemnarihah and all those like him, that his infamy might 
not be forgotten, when they cried out: “May [the Lord] cause 
to be felled to the earth all who shall seek to slay them,... 
even as this man hath been felled to the earth.”

Third, the text suggests that the Nephites understood 
Deuteronomy 21:22 as allowing execution by hanging—a 
reading that the rabbis saw as possible. While they gener-
ally viewed hanging as a means only of exposing the dead 
body after a person was stoned, the rabbis were aware 
of a Jewish penalty of “hanging until death occurs.” For 
example, there were rare Jewish instances of hanging: 
Seventy women were “hung” in Ashkelon.50 Eight hundred 



Pharisees were crucified by Alexander Jannaeus the High 
Priest,51 but the rabbis rejected that means of execution 
because it was “as the government does”52 and the rabbis 
at that time wanted to keep as much distance as possible 
between Jewish and Roman practices.

Fourth, observe that the ancient idea of fashioning 
a punishment that fits the crime was carried out in the 
execution of Zemnarihah. For example, if a thief broke 
into a house, he was to be put to death and “hung in front 
of the place where he broke in.”53 Under both biblical and 
ancient Near Eastern law, ancient punishments called 
“taiionic punishments” were often related symbolically to 
the offense. Thus the punishment for a false accuser was 
to make him suffer whatever would have happened to the 
person he had falsely accused (see Deuteronomy 19:19). In 
Zemnarihah’s case this widely recognized principle of an-
cient jurisprudence was followed when he was hanged in 
front of the very nation he had tried to destroy and when 
he was felled to the earth just as he had tried to bring that 
nation down.

Finally, the people all chanted loudly, proclaiming the 
wickedness of Zemnarihah, which may be reminiscent of 
the ancient practice of heralding a notorious execution. 
Deuteronomy 19:20 says that “those which remain shall 
hear, and fear, and shall henceforth commit no more any 
such evil among you.” How was this to be accomplished? 
Rabbi Jehudah explained: “I say that he is executed imme-
diately and messengers are sent out to notify the people.”54 
Indeed, public matters, such as the execution of a rebelling 
judge (see 3 Nephi 6:22-28), had to be heralded.55 An even 
clearer example of heralding in the Book of Mormon is 
found in Alma 30:57, where the results in Korihor’s case 



were heralded abroad. In both these cases, the apparent re-
quirement of publishing the wickedness of the culprit was 
satisfied, so that all who remained would “hear and fear” 
and the evil would be removed from among God’s people.

The Destruction of Ammonihah and 
the Law of Apostate Cities

Alma 16:9-11 records the utter destruction of the 
wicked city of Ammonihah by Lamanite soldiers follow-
ing Alma’s stern warning and call to repentance. Once 
while I was reading the account of Alma’s daring mission 
into Nehorite territory, it dawned on me why Alma had to 
go to Ammonihah, as unpleasant as that surely would have 
been. Several striking but obscure affinities exist between 
that account and the ancient Israelite law regarding the 
annihilation of apostate cities.56 That law is found in Deu-
teronomy 13:12-16, which would have been well known 
to Alma, the chief judge over the land of Zarahemla and 
keeper of the plates of brass on which this law was found:

If thou shalt hear say in one of thy cities,. . . Certain 

men, the children of Belial, are gone out from among 

you, and have withdrawn the inhabitants of their city, 

saying, Let us go and serve other gods, which we have 

not known; then shalt thou enquire, and make search, 

and ask diligently; and, behold, if it be truth, and 

the thing certain, that such abomination is wrought 

among you; thou shalt surely smite the inhabitants of 

that city with the edge of the sword, destroying it ut-

terly. ... And thou shalt gather all the spoil of it into the 

midst of the street thereof, and shalt burn with fire the 

city, and all the spoil thereof every whit...: and it shall 

be an heap for ever; it shall not be built again.
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Because Alma would have known this law (after all, 
he had served for eight years as the Nephite chief judge, 
and he was the custodian of the plates of brass, which 
contained this text), his concept of justice would have in-
cluded the idea that an apostate city should be destroyed 
and anathematized in the specific way set forth in the 
governing law.

Alma clearly lacked both the desire and the power to have 
the city of Ammonihah destroyed by a Nephite military force 
(and certainly no legal decree was ever issued calling for the 
extermination of the city), but he did carefully record and 
document the fact that the city’s inhabitants had satisfied ev-
ery element of the crime of being an apostate city. When the 
justice of God destroyed that city, Alma effectively showed in 
the record that this fate befell them in accordance with divine 
law. Consider the following elements:

1. The deuteronomic law pertains to “certain men [who] 
are gone out from among you.” Alma clearly states that the 
leaders in Ammonihah were Nephite apostates: “If this 
people, who have received so many blessings from the hand 
of the Lord, should transgress contrary to the light and 
knowledge which they do have,... it would be far more tol-
erable for the Lamanites than for them” (Alma 9:23).

2. The law applies when men have led a city to with-
draw from God to serve other gods. Alma explains that 
certain men in Ammonihah, the followers of Nehor, had 
undertaken to pervert their people, to turn them away 
from the statutes, judgments, and commandments of the 
Lord (see Alma 8:17).

3. Deuteronomy describes the offenders as “the chil-
dren of Belial.” Likewise, Alma made it a matter of record 



that “Satan had gotten great hold upon the hearts of the 
people of the city of Ammonihah” (Alma 8:9).

4. The law required officers to investigate the situation 
thoroughly, to inquire, search, and ask, to be sure that the 
offensive condition in fact existed. Alma did this too. After 
being rejected, Alma was instructed to return to preach 
in the city, to give the inhabitants the necessary warning 
that they would be destroyed if they did not repent (see 
Alma 8:16). Then, acting as the two required eyewitnesses 
(see Deuteronomy 17:6), Alma and Amulek stood and wit-
nessed the abominable scene of the burning of the faithful, 
innocent wives and children of their followers (see Alma 
14:9). This was a revolting experience, but it completed the 
case against the city and sealed its fate (see Alma 14:11).

5. The prescribed mode of execution for an apostate 
city was by “the sword, destroying it utterly.” This is the 
only place in the law of Moses where slaying by the sword 
is required. When the day of judgment came upon Ammo-
nihah, the Lamanites did “slay the people and destroy the 
city” (Alma 16:2), presumably by the sword, their primary 
weapon of hand-to-hand combat (see, for example, Alma 
44:12, 17; 58:18).

6. The law demanded that the city should be destroyed 
completely by fire, “and it shall be a heap for ever.” Alma 
records, “Every living soul of the Ammonihahites was de-
stroyed, and also their great city,... [and] their dead bodies 
were heaped up upon the face of the earth” (Alma 16:9, 
11). Alma does not say how Ammonihah was destroyed, 
but that fire was involved would have been normal.

7. Finally, the law stated that the ruins “shall not be 
built again.” In the case of Ammonihah, “the people did 
not go in to possess the land of Ammonihah for many years.
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... And their lands remained desolate” (Alma 16:11). What 
Joseph Smith probably never realized is that the land of Am- 
monihah was deemed untouchable for just over seven years, 
a likely ritual cleansing period in the Israelite or Nephite 
worlds (notice that there are eight years, nine months, and 
five days between Alma 16:1 and Alma 49:1). Apparently, 
the Nephites understood that the deuteronomic prohibi-
tion against reinhabitation could expire or be revoked. 
In a similar fashion, an early Christian synod removed a 
ban on the resettlement of Cypress, which had remained 
unoccupied for seven years following the annihilation of 
its inhabitants.57

Thus the destruction of Ammonihah conforms quite 
thoroughly with the legal provision of Deuteronomy 13, mak-
ing this a remarkable case of the falling of the vengeful sword 
of God’s justice (see Alma 54:6; compare Joshua 6:26).

Concrete Evidence for the Book of Mormon

Evidence for the Nephite record extends tangibly be-
yond the words in the record itself. Helaman 3:7-11 reports 
that Nephite dissenters moved from the land of Zarahemla 
into the land northward and began building with cement: 
“The people ... who went forth became exceedingly expert 
in the working of cement; therefore they did build houses 
of cement,” “all manner of their buildings,” and many cities 
“both of wood and of cement.” The Book of Mormon dates 
this significant technological advance to the year 46 b .c .

Here we have several testable facts: the Book of Mormon 
tells us that people in ancient America became very skillful 
in the use of cement at a precise historical time. No one in 
the nineteenth century could have known that cement, in 



fact, was extensively used in Mesoamerica beginning largely 
at this time, the middle of the first century b .c .58

One of the most notable uses of cement is in the temple 
complex at Teotihuacan, north of present-day Mexico 
City. According to David S. Hyman, the structural use 
of cement appears suddenly in the archaeological record. 
And yet its earliest sample “is a fully developed product.” 
The cement floor slabs at this site “were remarkably high in 
structural quality.” Although exposed to the elements for 
nearly two thousand years, they still “exceed many present- 
day building code requirements.”59 This is consistent with 
the Book of Mormon record, which treats this invention as 
an important new development involving great skill and 
becoming something of a sensation.

After this important technological breakthrough, ce-
ment was used at many sites in the Valley of Mexico and 
in the Maya regions of southern Mexico, Guatemala, and 
Honduras, which very well may have been close to the 
Nephite heartlands. Cement was used in the later con-
struction of buildings at such sites as Cerro de Texcotzingo, 
Tula, Palenque, Tikal, Copan, Uxmal, and Chichen Itza. 
Further, the use of cement is “a Maya habit, absent from 
non-Maya examples of corbelled vaulting from the south-
eastern United States to southern South America.”60

Mesoamerican cement was almost exclusively lime ce-
ment. The limestone was purified on a “cylindrical pile of 
timber, which requires a vast amount of labor to cut and 
considerable skill to construct in such a way that combus-
tion of the stone and wood is complete and a minimum 
of impurities remains in the product.”61 The fact that very 
little carbon is found in this cement once again “attests to 
the ability of these ancient peoples.”62
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John Sorenson has further noted the expert sophisti-
cation in the use of cement at El Tajin, east of Mexico City, 
in the centuries following Book of Mormon times. Cement 
roofs covered sizable areas: “Sometimes the builders filled 
a room with stones and mud, smoothed the surface on top 
to receive the concrete, then removed the interior fill when 
the [slab] on top had dried.”63

The presence of expert cement technology in pre-
Hispanic Mesoamerica is a noteworthy archaeological fact 
inviting further research. Cement seems to take on signifi-
cant new roles in Mesoamerican architecture close to the 
time when the Book of Mormon mentions the importance 
of this apparently new mode of building. The dating by 
archaeologists of this technological advance to the precise 
time mentioned in the book of Helaman seems far from 
knowable to anyone in the world in 1829.

Doubled, Sealed, Witnessed Documents

A final example of a distinctive practice employed 
in Israel around 600 b .c . and only recently understood 
through archaeological discoveries was the use of doubled, 
sealed, and witnessed documents. These documents had 
two parts: one was left open for ready access while the 
other was sealed up for later consultation by the parties 
or for the conclusive use of a judge in court. This practice 
may illuminate the way in which the plates of Mormon 
themselves were constructed.

In an intriguing but opaque Old Testament passage, 
the prophet Jeremiah relates an event that occurred about 
590 b .c . Pursuant to his right of redemption within the 
family and with prophetic foreknowledge of the transac-
tion, Jeremiah bought from his cousin a field located at 



Anathoth in the lands of Benjamin. His willingness to 
make this long-term investment was supportive of God’s 
enduring promise that “houses and fields and vineyards 
shall be possessed again in this land” (Jeremiah 32:15), 
notwithstanding the prophecy that Jerusalem would also 
soon fall to the invading Babylonians (see v. 3). In order to 
memorialize his purchase as impressively and as perma-
nently as possible, Jeremiah as purchaser drafted and exe-
cuted not just a single document but a two-part deed. One 
part of its text “was sealed according to the law [mitzvah] 
and custom [huqqim],” and the other part of the document 
“was open” (v. 11; compare v. 14). Jeremiah signed this 
double document and sealed it, as did several other people 
who witnessed the transaction and subscribed the text (see 
vv. 10, 12). Moreover, in order to preserve this evidence of 
his purchase, Jeremiah took his doubled, sealed document 
and, in the presence of his witnesses, securely deposited it 
with both of its parts in a clay jar, “that they may continue 
many days” (v. 14).

Jeremiah’s detailed account reflects many interesting le-
gal technicalities that were evidently well known and custom-
ary in his day.64 As John Bright says of Jeremiah’s text, “Tech-
nical legal terminology is no doubt involved,” even though 
the precise nature of this practice cannot be ascertained from 
the Hebrew text alone, let alone the ordinary English transla-
tions.65 Only because of several archaeological discoveries in 
the twentieth century can we now understand this interesting 
form of ancient legal documentation.66

When written on parchment or papyrus, legal docu-
ments were written on a single sheet, but the text was writ-
ten twice, once at the top and again at the bottom of the 
sheet. The repeated text could be either a verbatim copy



1

A

B

J»t*l TiWJUjaih/r *4*T'tn*r T 7JAt
rAf7«fHM vWi 'WQ*-H MMHrf JJ -7 cr^fJ
^4frW-rjarjyirtpawriAffli rUpw^
wirti iMp^n MJ*
«*FC 14 wtfvww rJMJjfl-
"VUHKLs.xXA-^^yr^ *^r WMtT^Wf

-41 <*AWCT taMwWi W..
^iAfrw**XT>frjfawwm
W*T 4f 4n^<7<^>k«iVif 4JWXTTM/73*W ■ZtfflO'FJH*W4«M*h*Jy rJ- 

“< (LiUllU^ I Uv J^UUHXMT M 
mwwh w

o <=. o I---------- ■*■-------------^2

ufmTiiijj)ajiwnF#tfAn«4*M rt^fTrfr ryjAEMM^p^xerffr.;
!-.«ypffXK rr* WiM* 4*7 «n*4-<
.\l^KdN'.,F¥htruL«PW*rWfJ* TW^Ald^^r'^T'V^r 
W lAurraWMtf^utAHXXt JOVU^jv^, rlMAfle^i WJA
evtc. £aw<rt«jitn?rrAr*«*HT*i* Mr f «?w  wmo *. iMAxh

ArcticT+MtjHMMwtJW iWtJMM 
rttWVf*H <4? ESVWCrvawUrfv^J , >MrfX fXfiw'-*fX
JL4Arrtf^F77jl>U*W?»» ^IK«WCpLkJJfJAM/(jF5<

.u+f -r±M Wjx WUMWI yflAi r *4*
■v+j> ’Au*«wr ,1-MiFH^riJ nAxrt'tfr.'*.  ̂F nt «m*IWV

r>'F^r^F^ntA»7M*^’AWM*U,HUiMXTn<'TN*

2

iB.Mn7inijJ|zjjJulri>Au?.<iT>'i^ ^inw 77A4t«wi/»ypyxe7r'7^

-WfTJTTrtt'W Lir pr/H PWf* n.^Jr^|Jn^JA*W^ fflt*l *<«*• 
CfTMljLBV<<r JMAFJMJ*
eU^tMAMJt-CWFfiTu l *c  «e,w rtixp rwxiaH 

AlUMW^UJ^A^TW HMf JOMUCWXw*
ite&tW ^XWajtrfV*>i«*ii*f*K<rp'»a3fflr^ArflWtT*>4 twAhf’Jt>- 
zMAr ffl «MX f ?xgMW Fh .VW«K *W4«f. r ™ ;<HJ L-tiXMMt 
VM<s7? #1^7-’ W^-fUHt xiiHMTTMfr^^rSf^QVMV^iwtUM^n* 
nHF'jUmwr FM^iwrfJrwjxxjrcrr-AM^Z^rvttw^ril ^mow m 
atHWu^Ai^LiF1 &rt**T'r?flJ9irtL*^i»*9«x*TJL^KAiWfi jifWXTrturft*

l—

jj imm r.-uxKAUb'nWJ^iWi rrxuKW^p^tm’'
IAE? WfUi rjWIrJAAp^’HKWk^H* **7 ^r.f .4 -Xu ^,'jj
j3l^fr/F7N*UU*7W«rtU<)» VU^JUrHA^'n^MrSliLMA rUpT’lr^ 

i ^LTiAvrr^iwWl^.'.An't m^r/JjU^riwt+ef.-H.NW MJ*
MXKFFMr J«*Kj*rt iwAnf-At^fU'u tft pej » iWj * ruUfArtf 

./tWXK^iiJ^^xzwf ^rktQA^^twwiMHJWt MOntairaF 
WWW*A *-AWtf-rwVUWtHMKi rrvtcMXrttJv*H»tt*fl MU.*a  
iMW |W«**O 7 n* MlL^^rtu A«f
iHfrftty *l^-T+JWKAtiWCllUi{Tn*J7fWtAI r-WliTf.-WwtiiMiAWJj?! 
niX»*A4>KUF f jHinmff F/J rAjAiFfccrxX**IF *j'y.4.*t-(AMX*<rt1* XHWbUKM 
JJuVlPMWltfflfrp* rn / l *.' ,>i]*KVU,>,f XHMAt FWt **

i

5

6

7

Depicted here are the stages infolding a typical double document used by Hellenistic scribes 
in Egypt. The text of the document was stated (A) and then repeated or abridged (B), with 
one version remaining open, the other being sealed. Drawing by Michael Lyon. 



or an abridgment of the full text. The document was then 
folded so that one part was open for inspection and use, 
while the other part was protected and sealed.

A similar procedure was followed when important 
records were written on metal. In that case two or more 
metal plates were used. For example, two bronze tablets 
of the Roman emperor Trajan, with a Roman date equiva-
lent to a .d . October 103, present the full text of an official 
decree neatly lettered on the open side of the first bronze 
plate and then repeated exactly in more hurried lettering 
on the inside faces of the two plates.67 Having an open ver-
sion and also a sealed iteration of important documents 
served several purposes, and in some cases following this 
convention was legally mandated.

Sealing (closing) the document was also essential, and 
the manner of sealing papyrus or parchment documents 
was relatively standard. Typically, these documents have a 
horizontal slit from the edge of the papyrus to the middle, 
between the two texts. The top half was rolled to the 
middle and then folded across the slit. Three holes were 
punched from the slit to the other side, thin papyrus bands 
were threaded through these holes and wrapped around 
the rolled-up and folded-over upper portion of the docu-
ment, and on these bands the seals (wax or clay impres-
sions) of the participants were affixed.68 The manner of 
sealing metal documents was functionally the same.

Witnesses were necessary, and their number could 
vary. In one Assyrian agreement on a clay tablet from 651 
b .c . that documented the sale of a property, twelve wit-
nesses were listed.69 The Babylonian Talmud stipulated that 
“at least three witnesses were required by law.”70 Accord-
ingly, in most Jewish texts three witnesses were common, 



and it appears that normally not more than seven were 
used,71 although in principle one witness was required to 
sign on each fold and “if there are more than three folds 
more witnesses must be added, one for each fold.”72

When and by whom could these seals be opened? It 
appears that only a judge or some other duly authorized 
official could break the seals and open the document. In 
Babylonia, if a dispute ever arose concerning the correct 
wording of the contract, a judge could remove the outer 
envelope and reveal the original tablet.73 John the Revela- 
tor, seeing the book sealed with seven seals, “wept much, 
because no man was found worthy to open and to read the 
book” that he beheld, until “the Lion of the tribe of Judah 
... prevailed to open the book, and to loose the seven seals 
thereof” (Revelation 5:4-5; compare Isaiah 29:11).

The legal use of doubled, sealed, witnessed documents 
during Jeremiah s (and Lehi’s) lifetime in Jerusalem, together 
with the secular use of such instruments throughout 
much of the ancient world and the religious utilization of 
this formalism in biblical and intertestamental literature, 
raises the distinct possibility that Lehi knew of this prac-
tice and that Nephi and his successors had this form of 
double documentation in mind when they contemplated 
the preservation of their own records, constructed and 
assembled their written texts, and ultimately sealed and 
deposited the Book of Mormon plates (see 1 Nephi 1:17; 
19:1; 3 Nephi 5:18). The Book of Mormon prophets, like 
Jeremiah, saw the final Nephite record as having two parts, 
one sealed and the other not (see Mormon 6:6; Words of 
Mormon 1:3, 6). Consistent with the ancient practices and 
requirements, witnesses were promised; in particular, at 
least three witnesses were stipulated. Others would be pro-



vided for, according to God’s will: “as many witnesses as 
seemeth him good” (2 Nephi 27:14) to “testify to the truth 
of the book and the things therein” (v. 12).

Yet this widespread ancient legal practice was un-
known until long after the Book of Mormon was pub-
lished. In the summer of 1995, I visited several curators 
in famous museums in London and Oxford in an effort to 
locate examples of such doubled documents, but none of 
the curators had taken any notice of these artifacts. Soon 
I found myself at a seminar in the library of the Papyro- 
logical Institute in Leiden, Holland, where quite by good 
fortune a large collection of sources on this very subject 
stood right before me.

From this research I conclude that Nephi was familiar 
with the Israelite legal practice of using double documents 
or deeds and that he instructed his posterity to construct 
the Nephite record in a fashion that would comply with 
that tradition.74 In conformance with the concepts of the 
double deed, the sealed portion of the Book of Mormon will 
confirm the truth of the open and available portion. Moroni 
himself indicated that the final judgment will have legal 
elements, that we will see him “at the bar of God,” and that 
God will verify the truth of the words “declare [d] ... unto 
you” and “written by this man” (Moroni 10:27).

Nothing could reflect the ancient form of doubled legal 
documentation more genuinely.

Conclusion

Many other points of a similar nature could readily 
be added to this steadily growing list of impressive de-
tails about the Book of Mormon. I hope that the forego-
ing selection of previous recognitions draws together an 



interesting and convenient sample of facts about ancient 
language, law, and literature that were unknown to Joseph 
Smith and, in all likelihood, were completely unknowable 
to the young prophet or any of his peers as he set to work 
in bringing forth the text of the Book of Mormon in 1829. 
I present these points simply as evidence that the Book of 
Mormon is what it claims to be. People may make of this 
evidence what they will,75 but at a minimum these points 
show how dismissing that book as a clever forgery leaves 
much of it unexplained and inexplicable.

People may not be able to account for the existence of 
the Book of Mormon on normal, rational grounds. But 
then neither could they account for Elijah’s miraculous 
victory over the priests of Baal or Jesus’ healing of the ten 
lepers or his feeding of the five thousand. The main pur-
pose of those miracles was to invite or even impel people 
to ask God if those wonders came from him or from some 
other source. For Latter-day Saints the Book of Mormon 
serves a similar function. This book is seen as the mi-
raculous, wondrous work foreseen in Isaiah 29. And just 
as were the miracles in ages past, so it is a manifestation to 
the world of God’s continuing power and love in the world 
today, inviting all to come unto Christ and to ask God 
with a sincere heart whether the book is true. The promise 
is that its truth will be manifest through the power of the 
Holy Ghost as a living stream that will continuously gush 
forth in many good and unexpected ways.
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