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Addressing the Zoramites, Amulek testified, “I do 
know that Christ shall come among the children 
of men, to take upon him the transgressions of his 

people, and that he shall atone for the sins of the world; 
for the Lord God has spoken it, . . . for it is expedient that 
there should be a great and last sacrifice” (Alma 34:8, 10). 
Amulek further contends that “this is the whole meaning of 
the law, every whit pointing to that great and last sacrifice; 
and that great and last sacrifice will be the Son of God” 
(Alma 34:14). As authority for his claim, Amulek says that 
“the Lord God hath spoken it” (Alma 34:8) and thus refers 
to scriptural sources. Amulek parallels the “great and last 
sacrifice” (Alma 34:10) with “the atonement which it is 
expedient should be made” (Alma 34:9).

Yet those same scriptural sources were also subject to 
other interpretations among the Nephites. Hundreds of years 
earlier, Sherem argued that by “preaching that which ye call 
the gospel, or the doctrine of Christ, . . . ye have led away 
much of this people that they pervert the right way of God, 
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and keep not the law of Moses which is the right way” (Jacob 
7:6–7). By the time of Amulek, there were other competing 
interpretations of the law of Moses. Nehor and his followers 
also taught a form of the law of Moses where “the Lord had 
created all men, and had also redeemed all men” (Alma 1:4), 
although “there was no possible chance that [men] should 
live forever” (Alma 12:21), and saw the preaching of Christ 
as “foolish traditions” (Alma 21:8) that would “condemn our 
law” (Alma 14:20). 

 The priests of Noah and their descendants, “the children 
of Amulon” (Mosiah 25:12; Alma 25:7), also claimed to “teach 
the law of Moses” (Mosiah 12:28) but understood it to mean 
that “the Lord . . . hath redeemed Jerusalem” (Mosiah 12:23) 
without “God himself [coming] down among the children of 
men” (Mosiah 17:8) or any necessity of “calling upon God” 
(Mosiah 24:11). 

The Zoramites whom Amulek taught, on the other 
hand, did believe in calling on God in synagogues (see Alma 
31:12–22) but otherwise “did worship after a manner which 
Alma and his brethren had never beheld” (Alma 31:12), even 
among those “of the profession of Nehor” (Alma 14:18), so 
their understanding of Moses (see Alma 33:19–21) and his 
law was considerably different. Adherents were confused 
about “whether they should believe in one God” (Alma 33:1) 
but thought that “a belief of Christ” was one of “the foolish 
traditions of our brethren” that they were convinced “doth 
lead their hearts to wander far from thee, our God” (Alma 
31:17). Amulek even notes that “there is not any man that 
can sacrifice his own blood which will atone for the sins of 
another” (Alma 34:11), a notion not found in the law of Moses 
but present in Mesoamerica.1 

Amulek’s teachings on the Atonement take place in a 
complex intellectual milieu particularly with regard to the 
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sacrifices of the law of Moses. To understand the teachings of 
the Book of Mormon about the Atonement, or great and last 
sacrifice, in their context, it is necessary to understand the law 
of Moses and its system of sacrifices.

Book of Mormon references to the law of Moses are 
frequent, explicitly mentioning it forty-two times.2 Institutions 
of the law of Moses are also frequently mentioned, such as 
sacrifice—both as a noun (sixteen times),3 and a verb (four 
times)4—offer (fifteen times),5 offerings (eight times),6 and 
burnt offerings (five times),7 as well as performances (eight 
times),8 and ordinances (eleven times).9 The law of Moses is 
a recurring theme in the Book of Mormon, which has much 
to say about how the law was understood and practiced, but 
it does not record the law itself. Instead it refers the reader 
to the plates of brass, which “did contain the five books of 
Moses” (1 Nephi 5:11). Thus, to understand the place of the 
sacrifices of the law in the Book of Mormon, we need to turn 
to the Pentateuch.

The Sacrifices of the Law of Moses

The sacrificial system in the law of Moses is laid out in 
beginning of the book of Leviticus, one of the most neglected 
books of scripture,10 even though it is a basic foundation for 
much that we do and hope to do in the Church. There are five 
basic sacrifices in the law, one covered in each of the first five 
chapters of Leviticus.

In this discussion, many of the points hinge on translation 
issues. In some places the standard translations aid in 
understanding, and in others they hinder it, obscuring what 
the text says. Where the translation is not at issue, the familiar 
and eloquent King James Bible will be used as it is no worse a 
translation than any other. Where the translation is at issue, 
I will provide my own translations, taking seriously the fact 
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that the reader “believe[s] the Bible . . . as far as it is translated 
correctly” (Articles of Faith 1:8) by providing the appropriate 
words or phrases in the original languages so that the reader 
may check the translations.11 

Ola: The Burnt Offering

The first chapter of Leviticus covers the ῾olâ, or burnt 
offering, where the entire animal was offered on the altar and 
burnt. In bringing a burnt offering, the individual brought 
the animal to the opening of the tabernacle12 ([Leviticus 1:3], 
Hebrew אל־פתח אהל מועד, Greek πρὸς τὴν θύραν τῆς  σκηνῆς 
τοῦ μαρτυρίου, Aramaic לתרע משכן זמנא “at the gate of the 
shrine at the appointed time”),13 placed his hand on its head 
(Hebrew וסמך ידו על ראש העלה, Greek καὶ ἐπιθήσει τὴν χεῖρα 
ἐπὶ τὴν κεφαλὴν τοῦ καρπώματος, Aramaic ויסמוך ידיה 
 and the offering was accepted as an atonement (על ריש עלתא
for him (Hebrew ונרצה לו לכפר עליו, Greek δεκτὸν αὐτῷ 
ἐξιλάσασθαι περὶ αὐτοῦ, Aramaic וייתרעי ליה לכפרא 
 and it was slaughtered (Leviticus 1:4–5). The Aramaic (עלוהי
translation of this passage, though cognate, is significant for 
while the Hebrew has נרצה (nirs@â) meaning “to be accepted, 
treated as favored,”14 the Aramaic of Targum Onkelos, the 
Aramaic version in use in Jesus’s day, has ייתרעי (yîtir῾ê) 
which has three meanings: (1) “to be pleasing, acceptable; 
to delight in, choose” (2) “to be reconciled” and (3) “to offer 
one’s self willingly, volunteer.”15 Although a similar term is 
used in the Peshitta, or Syriac translation, �ܶ�ܰܪ�ܶ� (netra῾e’) it 
seems to have lost the nuance of a willing offering and has 
added the nuance of a covenant being made.16 Laying one’s 
hand on the offering carried the connotation of consecrating 
it,17 as well as indicating ownership.18 The burnt offering was 
thus viewed as being consecrated by the one offering it and as 
volunteering itself to atone for the one offering it. The blood 
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was sprinkled (Hebrew זרקו, Greek προσχεοῦσιν “they pour,” 
Aramaic יזרקון) around the altar (Leviticus 1:5).19 The skin 
went to those slaughtering the animal.20

Minha: The Meat Offering

The second chapter of Leviticus discusses the qārban 
minh9â, or so-called “meat offering.” This offering, though 
aptly so called in the days of the King James translators, is 
now somewhat ironic as the “meat offering” is completely 
vegetarian, being of flour (see Leviticus 2:1–2), oil (see 
Leviticus 2:1–2, 4, 6), or bread (see Leviticus 2:4, 7). Part was 
burned on the altar (Leviticus 2:2, 8–9, 16) and the remainder 
given to the priests (see Leviticus 2:3, 10). The meat-offering 
also included the offering of firstfruits (see Leviticus 2:12, 14).

Zebah Shelamim: The Peace Offering

The subject of the third chapter of Leviticus is the zebah9 
šĕlāmîm, or peace offering, called in Greek the θυσία σωτηρίου  
“sacrifice of salvation,” (Aramaic נכסת קודשיא “sacrifice of 
holiness”) and said to be something of profit to God or the 
Lord (κάρπωμα τῷ θεῷ Leviticus 3:9; κάπωμα κυρίῳ Leviticus 
3:11; Hebrew אשה ליהוה “sacrifice to the Lord”; Aramaic קורבנא 
 The blood was sprinkled around the top of the altar .(קדם יוי
(see Leviticus 3:2, 8, 13).

Hattat: The Sin Offering

After this point we move into what Josephus terms the 
sacrifices for sins.21 The first of these is the hat@t@ā’t, or sin 
offering, which is discussed in the fourth chapter of Leviticus. 
This offering was for inadvertent sins, that is “if a soul shall 
sin through ignorance against any of the commandments of 
the Lord” (see Leviticus 4:2). One only made a sin offering 
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after learning that a sin was committed (Leviticus 4:14, 23, 
28). This sacrifice is performed by “the priest that is anointed” 
(Leviticus 4:5, 16), which is הכהן המשיח (hammāšîah@) in Hebrew 
and ὁ ἱερεὺς ὁ χριστος ὁ τετελειωμένος τὰς χεῖρας  (Christos) 
in Greek. The Samaritan likewise adds “who is consecrated” 
to the term Messiah (הכהן המשיח אשר מלא את־ידו),22 while the 
Targum Onqelos oddly omits mention of the Messiah and 
instead has the high priest (כהנא רבא) performing the sacrifice. 
The blood is sprinkled before the veil of the sanctuary (see 
Leviticus 4:6, 17). With this sacrifice, “the priest shall make an 
atonement for them, and it shall be forgiven them” (Leviticus 
4:20; see also Leviticcus 4:26, 31, 35). Only part of the animal 
is burnt; the rest is eaten in the sanctuary.23

Asham: The Trespass Offering

The second type of sacrifice for sins is the ’ašām, or 
trespass offering. This offering was made for intentional sins.24 
The first step in this process is the individual “shall confess 
that he hath sinned in that thing” (Leviticus 5:5). Then “he 
shall make amends for the harm that he hath done . . . and 
shall add the fifth part thereto” (Leviticus 5:16). The sacrifice 
is then brought forward, and then “the priest shall make an 
atonement for him for his sin which he hath sinned, and it 
shall be forgiven him” (Leviticus 5:10; see also Leviticus 6, 13, 
16, 18). The meat that was not burned on the altar was saved 
to be eaten in the temple precincts (see Leviticus 5:13). The 
blood was sprinkled on the side of the altar and the remainder 
poured at the bottom of the altar (see Leviticus 5:9).

Procedures

From these sacrifices we can describe the basic process of 
repentance under the law of Moses:
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 •  Sin
• Come to knowledge of sin
• Guilty of sin
• Repay
• Confess sin
• Bring offering
•  Priest who is anointed offers atonement by the 

shedding of blood
•  Partake of offering

For burnt offerings, the blood is poured around the altar. 
For peace offerings, the blood is placed on the altar. For sin 
offerings, the blood is poured at the base of the altar. For 
trespass offerings, the blood is poured on the sides of the altar.

The Old Testament Role of the Messiah in Sacrifices 

The sacrifices in the law of Moses are also mentioned 
in other places in the Old Testament. One of these is in the 
prophet Isaiah. Although Isaiah tells the Israelites that the 
Lord is not as interested in the various sacrifices (זבחים, 
 that they offer (see Isaiah 1:11) as in ceasing to do evil (עלות
(see Isaiah 1:16–17), he later mentions them favorably. In the 
famous fifty-third chapter of Isaiah, he says of a servant of the 
Lord, “When thou shalt make his soul an offering for sin, he 
shall see his seed, he shall prolong his days, and the pleasure 
of the Lord shall prosper in his hand” (Isaiah 53:10). The 
Hebrew term for “offering” used here is אשם (’ašām), so it is 
specifically the trespass offering which is made for intentional 
sins that is mentioned. His soul is made as an atonement for 
deliberate sins consciously committed. The Hebrew phrase 
 if you lay down a trespass offering of his“ אם־תשים אשם נפשו
soul” is echoed in Jesus’s parable of the good shepherd who 
“lays down his soul for the sheep” (τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ τίθησιν 
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John 10:11; cf. 10:15: τὴν ψυχήν μου τίθημι) and again in His 
instructions to His disciples: “Greater love hath no man than 
this, that one lay down his soul (τὴν ψυχὴν αὐτοῦ θῇ; author’s 
translation) on behalf of his friends, for25 ye are my friends, if 
ye do whatsoever26 I command you” (John 15:13–14). After 
laying down His soul, the individual mentioned in Isaiah sees 
His seed (see Isaiah 53:10), and likewise those who receive 
or accept Jesus (ἔλαβον, the same term used for receiving the 
sacrament in Matthew 26:26–27; Mark 14:22–23; Luke 22:17) 
are called “the offspring of God” (τέκνα θεοῦ John 1:12; see 
also John 11:52; 1 John 3:1–2, 10; 5:2; Romans 8:16–17, 21; 
9:8; Ephesians 5:1; Philippians 2:15).

This entire section of Isaiah is quoted and commented on 
by Abinadi (Mosiah 12–16), who begins the section back in 
Isaiah 52. Abinadi connects the scripture with the Atonement 
saying that “God himself shall come down among the children 
of men, and shall redeem his people” (Mosiah 15:1). Abinadi’s 
understanding of these sections of Isaiah is in line with the 
understanding of Isaiah in Jesus’s day.

We can see this understanding in the Targum Jonathan, 
the Jerusalem translation of the Hebrew Bible into Aramaic. 
This begins with the statement: “How beautiful upon the 
mountains of the land of Israel are the feet of him that bringeth 
good tidings, that publisheth peace; that bringeth good tidings 
of good, that publisheth redemption; that saith unto the 
gathering of Zion, The kingdom of our God has appeared!” 
 מא יאין על טורי ארעא דישראל רגלי מבסר משמע שלם מבסר טב משמע)
 Isaiah 52:7). This פורקן אמר לכנשתא דציון אתגליאת מלכותא דאלהיך
scripture lies behind the repeated preaching of John the Baptist 
and Jesus that “the kingdom of God has arrived.”27 “The Lord 
has revealed the arm of his holiness in the eyes of all people, 
and all the ends of the earth shall see the redemption of our 
God” (גלא יוי ית דרע קודשיה לעיני כל עממיא ויחזון כל דבסיפי ארעא 
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 Isaiah 52:10). How will this happen? “Behold ית פורקנא דאלהנא
my servant, the Messiah shall prosper, and be lifted up, and 
thrive, and shall become exceedingly powerful. How many of 
the house of Israel believed in him during the many days that 
were dark. The sons of the people saw them and their glory 
was from the sons of man.” (הא יצלח עבדי משיחא יראם ויסגי ויתקף 
 לחדא כמא דסבריו ליה בית ישראל יומין סגיאין דהוו חשוך ביני עממיא
 ,Isaiah 52:13–14). “From the beginning חזויהון וזיוהון מבני אנשא
the Lord desired to refine and to purify the remnant of his 
people in order to clear the guilt of their souls, they might 
see their children thriving in the kingdom of their Messiah” 
 ומן קדם יוי הות רעוא למצרף ולדכאה ית שארא דעמיה בדיל לנקאה)
 Isaiah 53:10). The Christians מחובין נפשהון יחזון במלכות משיחהון
did not invent the messianic interpretation of Isaiah 52–53;28 
the Jews of Jesus’s day viewed it as such, and an atonement to 
clear the guilt of their consciously committed sins was part of 
that interpretation.

Herod’s temple, like Solomon’s before it, faced east. If 
one looked out from the Holy of Holies, one could see across 
the altar of sacrifices, to the gate of the temple, and then out 
across the Kidron Valley to a spot called Gethsemane, the 
olive garden. There out the gate of the temple, began the 
fulfillment of the law of Moses, wherein Jesus of Nazareth 
took upon Him the sins of the world. It was out the gate of 
the temple, and He shed His blood. Later, like those who 
slaughtered a burnt offering would take the skin of the animal, 
His slaughterers would take His clothing. Thus, Jesus fulfilled 
the law of Moses.

Reflections of the Law of Moses in the Book of Mormon

Such interpretation is common throughout the Book of 
Mormon in discussions about the law of Moses. The prophet 
Nephi declared: 
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 We keep the law of Moses, and look forward with 
steadfastness unto Christ, until the law shall be fulfilled. 

For, for this end was the law given; wherefore the law 
hath become dead unto us, and we are made alive in Christ 
because of our faith; yet we keep the law because of the 
commandments. 

And we talk of Christ, we rejoice in Christ, we preach 
of Christ, we prophesy of Christ, and we write according 
to our prophecies, that our children may know to what 
source they may look for a remission of their sins. 

Wherefore, we speak concerning the law that our 
children may know the deadness of the law; and they, by 
knowing the deadness of the law, may look forward unto 
that life which is in Christ, and know for what end the law 
was given. (2 Nephi 25:24–27)

The Book of Mormon also references the details of the law 
of Moses such as when the prophet Alma provides a hitherto-
unidentified reference to the law of Moses, when he says of the 
sons of Mosiah: “And they had been teaching the word of God 
for the space of fourteen years among the Lamanites, having 
had much success in bringing many to the knowledge of the 
truth; yea, by the power of their words many were brought 
before the altar of God, to call on his name and confess their 
sins before him” (Alma 17:4). We often quote this scripture 
in regard to missionary work but ignore the obvious tie-in to 
the law of Moses. Being brought before the altar of God and 
confessing their sins are part of the repentance process under 
the law of Moses.

One important time when the law of Moses is mentioned 
in the Book of Mormon is after the death of Christ. Jesus, in 
speaking to the Nephites, says:  “And ye shall offer up unto 
me no more the shedding of blood; yea, your sacrifices and 
your burnt offerings shall be done away, for I will accept none 
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of your sacrifices and your burnt offerings. And ye shall offer 
for a sacrifice unto me a broken heart and a contrite spirit” 
(3 Nephi 9:19–20). This represents the distinctive change in 
the law of Moses. Although many of the procedures would 
stay the same, the significance of the ending sacrifice was a 
significant change and clearly puzzled the Nephites when it 
came (see 3 Nephi 15:2–10).

The Old Testament Roots of Latter-day Saint Practice

There are two related institutions of the modern Church 
that have direct Old Testament antecedents. The first of these 
is repentance, which, after the modifications listed in 3 Nephi 9 
is as follows:

 • Sin
• Come to knowledge of sin
• Guilty of sin
• Repay
• Confess sin
•  Bring offering (= broken heart and contrite spirit, 

3 Nephi 9:19–20)
• Christ offers Himself as atonement
• Partake of sacrament (= offering)

With Christ comes the change in the law of Moses, where 
the Atonement of Christ is the offering, and we put up a broken 
heart and a contrite spirit. Afterward, we also partake of the 
offering by partaking of the sacrament, which is the second of 
the institutions to have a direct Old Testament antecedent.

Conclusion

If we do not understand the Old Testament, we will not 
be able to fully understand the New Testament or the Book of 
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Mormon. The atonement of Jesus Christ fulfills the sacrifices 
under the law of Moses. The fulfillment of the law does not 
do away with it completely. We still have the same procedures 
of repentance that they did under the law of Moses, and our 
weekly partaking of the sacrament has its roots in the sacrifices 
of the law of Moses. These practices have been fulfilled and 
renewed through Jesus Christ, the great and last sacrifice.
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