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Jennifer C. Lane

the Whole Meaning 
of the Law: Christ’s 
Vicarious sacrifice

In “The Living Christ,” modern-day prophets and apostles testify that 
Christ gave “His life to atone for the sins of all mankind” and that this 

was “a great vicarious gift in behalf of all who would ever live upon the 
earth .”1 As Latter-day Saints, we often take this doctrine of vicarious sacri-
fice for granted as a basic Christian belief, but in the modern world the idea 
of substitutionary suffering can be difficult for many to believe, even within 
a Christian framework . Since the Enlightenment, many forms of Christian 
theology have moved away from this belief as different interpretations of 
the meaning of Christ’s suffering and death developed that reject the need 
for a vicarious or substitutionary sacrifice to atone for human sin .2 These 
lines of thinking emphasize the love and mercy of God and argue that God 
did not need Christ’s suffering on our behalf in order to be able to forgive 
us, but that Christ’s suffering was merely a way to show God’s love, thereby 
moving us to repentance and remorse to accept the forgiveness that he was 
already prepared to give us . In this model, the idea of God’s wrath seems 
foreign, and it begins to seem unnecessary to have an intermediary .
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In this alternate vision of the Atonement, the seriousness of sin and 
the consequences of our sinfulness are subtly downplayed as God’s mercy 
is emphasized . If there were no price that needed to be paid or no con-
sequences of eternal death or banishment from God’s presence, then it 
would not make sense to talk about Christ as a substitute, giving “His 
life to atone for the sins of all mankind .” If God were in a position to 
forgive our uncleanness and debt merely by mercifully declaring the debt 
waived and our impurity irrelevant, then we would not need Christ’s 
suffering and death as “a great vicarious gift in behalf of all who would 
ever live upon the earth .” The affirmation of the doctrine of the vicari-
ous Atonement of Christ is central to the message of the restored gospel . 
This paper argues that the truths about the Atonement affirmed in the 
Restoration correspond to those taught in the Old Testament, particu-
larly those found in the law of Moses in Exodus and Leviticus and also in 
Isaiah’s teachings about the suffering Messiah in Isaiah 53 . I will show 
that the substitutionary sacrifice that we see under the law of Moses is 
explained by Isaiah as pointing to the vicarious sacrifice of the Messiah . 
Together these practices and prophetic teachings can strengthen our faith 
in the Atonement of Christ .

ThE issuE of vicArious ATonEmEnT

This question of the meaning of Christ’s Atonement becomes cen-
tral to the question of how to read the Bible .3 While the issue of the 
Atonement is debated by many, it is essential to note that there are other 
Christians, particularly many evangelical Christians, that also defend 
the teachings of the Bible and the doctrine of vicarious Atonement . As 
Latter-day Saints, we can stand with our evangelical friends in defense 
of a belief in vicarious Atonement, but we have even more to bring to 
this defense since we are blessed to have additional scriptures providing 
further witness of both this doctrine of substitutionary Atonement and 
its role in the Bible .4

The Restoration also brings an additional witness to the Bible as the 
word of God . Given the Restoration’s affirmation of the vicarious as-
pect of Christ’s Atonement and what the Bible teaches about it, I hope to 
show how we can closely study the Bible and take seriously the descrip-
tions about the nature of God and our relationship to him that are found 
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therein . Taking the message of the Bible seriously allows us to appreci-
ate the spiritual truths taught in the law of Moses about the reality of 
the wrath of God, our uncleanness before God, and the mercy extended 
through a suffering Messiah that came as an intercessor to bear our sins 
and iniquities .

The Book of Mormon and New Testament testify of the role of the 
law of Moses to provide us with a model of our relationship to God and 
our need for a vicarious sacrifice to cleanse us and pay the price for our 
being reconciled with God . We know from the Book of Mormon that the 
vicarious sacrifices of the law of Moses were given with the intent to per-
suade “them to look forward unto the Messiah, and believe in him to come 
as though he already was” (Jarom 1:11) . This clarification works together 
with the New Testament witness that Jesus Christ is the Lamb of God, 
“the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world” (Revelation 13:8) and 
that we have been redeemed not “with corruptible things  .  .  . but with the 
precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot” 
(1 Peter 1:18–19) .

While the New Testament, Book of Mormon, Doctrine and 
Covenants, and Pearl of Great Price give additional witness to the vicari-
ous nature of Christ’s Atonement, the Old Testament stands as the first 
witness of this foundational doctrine . In this paper I seek to summa-
rize some of what the Old Testament has to teach us about the Savior’s 
“great vicarious gift” for all mankind . One of the key witnesses of this 
doctrine of vicarious, substitutionary sacrifice can be found in the law 
of Moses . Here we see the strict demands of God’s holiness and come to 
appreciate how death and separation from God are consequences for sin . 
In the requirements of this sacrificial law, we also learn how provisions 
have been made to reconcile God and humans through the offering of a 
sacrifice . These sacrifices serve both to cleanse and to ransom the sinner 
who has offended God and his holiness . As taught in the rituals of the 
Day of Atonement, through these sacrifices it becomes possible to enter 
the presence of God . It is the aspect of the law of Moses that deals with 
substitutionary sacrifice that will be the focus of this paper .

In addition to the example of reconciliation through the substitution-
ary sacrifice of animals found in Exodus and Leviticus, we also find in 
Isaiah 53 prophetic interpretation of how the vicarious sacrifice prescribed 
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in the law of Moses points to Christ . Isaiah 53 is a unique text in the Old 
Testament, and it is essential in showing how the law, particularly the ele-
ment of vicarious or substitutionary sacrifice, pointed towards a messianic 
Suffering Servant . We often read Isaiah 53 as simply looking forward to 
the life of Jesus Christ, but close reading reveals how it specifically points 
to how the Suffering Servant would suffer vicariously as did the animals 
sacrificed under the law of Moses . Isaiah’s interpretation allows us to see 
the law with an eye focused on the idea of vicarious or substitutionary sac-
rifice providing reconciliation . Better understanding of the law of Moses 
will “serve to strengthen [our] faith in Christ” (Alma 25:16) .

ThE mEAning of ThE lAw

Few of us spend much time thinking about the law of Moses, and 
when we do look at it, the specifics of sacrifice can feel overwhelming 
and mystifying . Many of our own feelings of puzzlement in reading the 
provisions of the law of Moses are expressed by Gordon J . Wenham in his 
discussion of how to explain Old Testament sacrifice . “How should sacri-
ficial ritual be interpreted?  .  .  . With the sacrifices, the rites of ordination, 
and even the day of atonement ceremonies the problems of interpretation 
are often baffling . The rites are usually carefully described, but we are 
left with few clues as to what was said during them or why they should be 
performed in a particular way .”5

As Christians and Latter-day Saints, we are blessed to see how the 
meaning of the Mosaic sacrificial rituals receives ample discussion in 
both the New Testament and the Book of Mormon . In these additional 
scriptures we clearly learn that these rituals point to Christ and his great 
and last sacrifice on our behalf . In saying that, however, we often then 
stop looking closely at the sacrificial rituals . We know the “meaning” of 
the reference point and so we stop looking at the referent altogether . If, 
however, we wish our understanding of Christ’s Atonement to be deep-
ened and informed by the law of Moses, we must seek out the significance 
that these rituals held for the Israelites, which would have been clear even 
when they did not understand that these rituals were pointing them to-
ward a suffering Messiah .

Speaking of the lack of explanation given of the ritual requirements 
and sacrifices in the Old Testament, Wenham argues that “the reason for 
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this obscurity is not far to seek . Evidently the meaning of these rites was 
so obvious that it was unnecessary to spell it out in words .”6 He then goes 
on to list some things that seem clear from within the ritual itself:

Opposition between life and death is fundamental to the whole 
ritual law . God is the source of life, so that everything brought 
near to God whether sacrificial animal or priest must be physi-
cally unblemished . Death is the great evil, and everything sug-
gesting it, from corpses to bloody discharge to skin disease, makes 
people unclean and therefore unfit to worship God . Another 
theme is the election of Israel: that the Lord has made an exclusive 
covenant with Israel explains the choice of animals for sacrifice 
and why some animals are unclean and therefore not to be eaten 
by Israelites . Thirdly, in sacrifice it appears that the worshipper 
identifies himself with the animal he offers . What he does to the 
animal, he does symbolically to himself . The death of the animal 
portrays the death of himself . In the animal’s immolation on the 
altar his own surrender to God is portrayed .7

When we see the type and shadow of spiritual truths in the law’s 
physical requirements, we realize how they echo the basic doctrines of the 
gospel . The law points to Christ by setting up a framework within which 
we can understand the role of the suffering and death of Jesus . As Amulek 
taught, “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, yea, infinite and eternal” (Alma 34:14) . The law of Moses was a strict 
law designed to teach about the price and consequences of sin and also the 
possibility of ransom and purification (see Mosiah 13:29–30) . We are fa-
miliar with the expression of this concept from the New Testament: “The 
wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23) . The same principle was founda-
tional to understanding the law of Moses and the role of sacrifices within 
that law . Without the sacrifices to reconcile Israel and God, they would be 
unclean and unfit to have God’s presence in their midst .

The high standard of holiness required of the people in order to have 
the Lord dwell among them is easy for us to miss . We might take for 
granted the Lord’s presence in their midst in his holy house, but the law of 
Moses was designed to constantly reinforce the need to purify the people, 
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and even the Temple itself, of the people’s sinfulness, which would make 
them unworthy . The Lord, however, after establishing the requirements 
of the law and its provisions for making atonement for uncleanness, re-
emphasized the need to be worthy to have his presence . In Leviticus 26, 
he summarizes the blessings that would come “if ye walk in my statutes, 
and keep my commandments, and do them” (v . 3), promising that only if 
this is the case, “I will set my tabernacle among you: and my soul shall not 
abhor you” (v . 11) . The consequences for not keeping the commandments 
and for becoming unclean are equally stark—the covenant people will be 
cast out of the promised land: “And I will scatter you among the heathen, 
and will draw out a sword after you: and your land shall be desolate, and 
your cities waste” (v . 33) . In this way the spiritual principle that “no un-
clean thing can enter into his kingdom” (3 Nephi 27:19) was taught in 
terms of obedience to the law and worthiness to dwell in the land and 
have the presence of the Lord in their midst .

As we shall see, one of the central roles of the element of sacrifice 
under the law of Moses will be to “make atonement” for those that are 
unclean—to cleanse and to ransom . This redeeming and cleansing pro-
cess was essential if the Lord’s presence was to remain in their midst . The 
Lord declared death as the consequence of uncleanness but also provided 
a means through which the consequence of death could fall upon a vicari-
ous substitute . Even before the giving of the law of Moses, the role of sac-
rifice as a vicarious substitute is clearly pointed to in the stories of the Old 
Testament . We can, for example, see this function of the animal as a vi-
carious substitute in the account of the sacrifice of Isaac . “And Abraham 
lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold behind him a ram caught in a 
thicket by his horns: and Abraham went and took the ram, and offered 
him up for a burnt offering in the stead of his son” (Genesis 22:13) . Here 
the phrase “in the stead of his son” can be understood as a substitution—
the animal’s death took the place of Isaac’s death .8

Another example of an animal’s death substituting for a human’s can 
be found in the account of Passover in Exodus chapter 11 .9 The Israelites 
were spared the death of their firstborn sons when the destroying angel 
came because of the blood of the lamb which they had been told to put on 
their doorposts and lintels . The death of the lambs and the application of 
their blood kept the Israelite sons from dying . Just as with the ram that 
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was sacrificed, the lamb here took the place of a human death . Both of 
these forms of substitutionary death clearly point to the gospel message 
of Christ’s role as our substitute, dying in our place and thereby shielding 
us from death . The importance of this symbolism in pointing to Christ is 
clearly underlined in the institution of the Feast of Passover as an annual 
commemoration in the law of Moses and in its eventual transformation 
into the institution of the sacrament at the Last Supper .

This idea of substitution also plays out in the non-sacrificial part of 
the law in Exodus . In Exodus 21 we see an example of how a ransom could 
be seen as substitution for the life that might otherwise be required to bal-
ance the life that was taken . In this situation, if a man’s ox kills someone’s 
family member, the negligent owner is to forfeit his own life: “But if the 
ox were wont to push with his horn in time past, and it hath been testified 
to his owner, and he hath not kept him in, but that he hath killed a man or 
a woman; the ox shall be stoned, and his owner also shall be put to death” 
(v . 29) . But if the family agrees to accept the ransom or redemption (koper) 
as a settlement, then “he [the ox’s owner] shall give for the ransom of his 
life whatsoever is laid upon him” (v . 30) . This ransom functions as a sub-
stitution . The legal term koper shares the same root as the term “to make 
atonement for .” In its noun form, “it denotes the material gift that estab-
lishes an amicable settlement between an injured party and the offend-
ing party .”10 Rather than requiring justice or compensation—a vendetta 
as seen in the concept of “an eye for an eye”—this ransom functions as a 
substitute that allows the injured party to extend mercy and be reconciled .

Within the provisions in the law of Moses, the death of a sacrificial 
animal can likewise be understood as a substitution for the death of the 
sinner . Wenham notes significantly that “all the animal sacrifices have a 
common procedural core, i .e . gestures that occur in every sacrifice, laying 
on of the hand, killing the animal, catching the blood and using it, burn-
ing at least part of the flesh on the altar . It therefore seems likely that ev-
ery sacrifice has a common core of symbolic meaning .  .  .  . The animal is a 
substitute for the worshipper . Its death makes atonement for the worship-
per .”11 This principle of substitution of the animal’s suffering and death 
for human suffering and death seems to be suggested in Leviticus 17:11: 
“For the life of the flesh is in the blood: and I have given it to you upon the 
altar to make an atonement for your souls: for it is the blood that maketh 
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an atonement for the soul .” In reading this passage as a ransom, the blood 
(the life) of the animal makes an atonement for (ransoms) the soul of the 
sinner . In commenting on this reading of the passage, Wenham argues 
that “it is this interpretation that seems to fit the burnt offering best . God 
in his mercy allowed sinful man to offer a ransom payment for sins, so 
that he escaped the death penalty that his iniquities merit .”12

The means by which the animal’s death “makes atonement” can be 
seen as the very heart of the system of sacrifice . Lang argues that “the 
fundamental structure of atonement in Priestly practice finds full expres-
sion in [Leviticus] 19:22: ‘With this ram the priest shall make atonement 
before Yahweh for the sin which he has committed .’”13 Just as the koper 
or ransom brought reconciliation and saved the owner of the ox from 
death, so the priest’s offerings on behalf of himself and others can save 
them from spiritual death . “The priest acts as a mediator, removing the 
tension through a sacrifice, provided by the guilty party and sacrificed by 
the priest . Frequently the text mentions where the act of atonement takes 
place: ‘before Yahweh,’ i .e ., in the temple . It is the priest who performs 
the act of atonement—generally on behalf of others, but also on behalf of 
himself and his family (Leviticus 16:6, 11; etc .) .”14

This principle of substitution is clearly illustrated in certain kinds of 
sacrifices which require a laying on of one (or both) hand(s) upon the sac-
rificial animal . This pattern can be seen in Leviticus 1:4: “And he [the per-
son bringing the sacrifice] shall put his hand upon the head of the burnt 
offering; and it shall be accepted for him to make atonement for him .” 
The animal takes the place of the person in the sacrifice . In addition to its 
role in the burnt offering, the laying on of hands as symbolizing substitu-
tion is even clearer in the Day of Atonement ritual with the scapegoat .15 
We read in Leviticus 16:21 that “Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the 
head of the live goat, and confess over him all the iniquities of the children 
of Israel, and all their transgressions in all their sins, putting them upon 
the head of the goat, and shall send him away by the hand of a fit man 
into the wilderness .” Here the idea of substitution and vicarious sacrifice 
is spelled out explicitly . It is particularly significant that in this ritual on 
the Day of Atonement, it is directly stated that the animal will “bear on 
itself ” all their iniquities (see Leviticus 16:22) .16 The sacrifices of the law 
of Moses functioned as a way for individuals to have their transgressions 
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transferred and thereby become clean before the Lord . In this “system” 
the gospel message is clear—God provides a Lamb . We are unclean and in 
danger of being cut off and dying, but in his mercy God provides means 
by which a substitute can take our place and make us clean .

While the many specifics of the sacrifice prescribed under the law 
of Moses can be daunting to grasp, this concept of vicarious sacrifice to 
reconcile God and humans brings unity to the system and helps point to 
the message of the gospel of Jesus Christ . Wenham suggests a helpful way 
to see the various forms of sacrifice under the law of Moses:

The sacrificial system therefore presents different models or 
analogies to describe the effects of sin and the way of remedy-
ing them . The burnt offering uses a personal picture: of man the 
guilty sinner who deserves to die for his sin and of the animal 
dying in his place . God accepts the animal as ransom for man . 
The sin offering uses a medical model: sin makes the world so 
dirty that God can no longer dwell there . The blood of the ani-
mal disinfects the sanctuary in order that God may continue to 
be present with his people . The reparation offering presents a 
commercial picture of sin . Sin is a debt which man incurs against 
God . The debt is paid through the offered animal .17

All of these models can then be further connected with the role of 
Christ’s sacrifice . He dies in our place as in the burnt offering . His blood 
cleanses us to allow us to dwell in the presence of God as in the sin offer-
ing . His suffering and death pays the debt that we owe to God through our 
sin as in the reparation offering .18 It is significant that the Hebrew root 
translated “to make atonement” (kipper) can be seen as having a root mean-
ing of to ransom, to purify, and, possibly, to cover .19 Many scholars will 
suggest that while the exact etymology of the term may be uncertain, the 
different senses of this term can be found in Old Testament usage . Each 
of these concepts points to the role of the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ .

isAiAh 53 And ThE lAw of mosEs

With this background we can better understand the role of animals 
as a vicarious sacrifice in the sinner’s place as they “make atonement” with 
their suffering and death—they both ransom or redeem and purify . This 
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understanding prepares us to better appreciate the startling role of the 
Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53 . The sacrifices under the law of Moses give 
us a framework to understand how his suffering and giving his life can 
function as a vicarious sacrifice .

Isaiah’s message is that the mission of the messianic Suffering 
Servant is to be a vicarious and substitutionary sacrifice . The general idea 
of Christ’s suffering replacing our suffering is very clear in the text . We 
can first see this in the contrast set up between the suffering that might 
initially be regarded as divine punishment: “He is despised and rejected 
of men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief: and we hid as it 
were our faces from him; he was despised, and we esteemed him not” 
(Isaiah 53:3) . Isaiah specifically states that those looking at him from 
the outside might think that he was “smitten of God” (v . 4) . But then it 
is revealed that while the Servant is suffering, it is not for his own sins 
or transgressions . Isaiah emphasizes that “he hath borne our griefs,” “[he] 
carried our sorrows” (v . 4; emphasis added), that “he was wounded for our 
transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: the chastisement of our 
peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed” (v . 5; emphasis 
added), and finally that “the Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all” 
(v . 6; emphasis added) . The text builds upon the contrast between the 
expectation that suffering is a consequence for sin and the surprise that 
this suffering is vicarious or substitutionary . The Suffering Servant has 
taken our place and endured the consequences of our sins and iniquities .

In addition to these statements, the message of the Suffering Servant 
giving his life as a vicarious sacrifice is strengthened by specific references 
to the sacrifices prescribed under the law of Moses . These connections to 
the sacrifices of the law serve as a very important addition to the general 
sense of Christ’s vicarious suffering gathered in this chapter . These refer-
ences specifically link the Suffering Servant to the sacrifices offered in 
the Temple to reconcile God and Israel . Not only is Isaiah prophesying 
about the future suffering and death of the coming Messiah, but he is 
linking it to the suffering and sacrificial death of the animals that ritually 
redeemed and cleansed the children of Israel under the law of Moses .

The most explicit connection to the law of Moses is Isaiah 53:10: 
“Thou shalt make his soul an offering for sin .” The Hebrew text behind 
the translation “an offering for sin” is asham, the name of a sacrifice under 
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the law of Moses discussed in Leviticus 5–7, what the King James Version 
refers to as the “guilt offering .”20 This sacrifice is also referred to as a 
trespass offering or sacrifice of reparation .21 This passage in Isaiah 53:10 
is saying that “the Messianic servant offers himself as an [asham] in com-
pensation for the sins of the people, interposing for them as their sub-
stitute .”22 The phrasing in Isaiah 53 is unusual in that with the repara-
tion offering, people are normally described as “bringing it,” but here the 
phrase is “laying down,” which follows Abraham laying Isaac down on 
the altar (see Genesis 22:9) .23 On the significance of the Servant’s death 
being described as an asham, Hartley comments: “The choice of [asham] 
to describe his sacrificial death may be twofold . First, it communicates 
that the servant’s death compensates God fully for the damages he has 
incurred by mankind’s sinning . Second, the servant’s sacrifice provides 
expiation for every kind of sin, inadvertent and intentional . That is, the 
servant’s sacrifice provides expiation for any person who appropriates its 
merits to himself, no matter how grave his sin .”24

Another striking phrase in Isaiah 53 identifies Christ’s death as that 
of a lamb .25 The statement that “he is brought as a lamb to the slaughter” 
(v . 7) takes on new significance in this context of ritual language . Christ is 
like the lambs that were used in sacrificial offerings . This would have been 
central to Passover (see Exodus 12), of course, and also many other sacri-
fices under the law of Moses . Because of the New Testament testimony of 
John the Baptist, “Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of 
the world” (John 1:29), we take this identification of the Messiah as the 
Lamb of God for granted . As a consequence, this imagery can seem so fa-
miliar as to lose its meaning . In other words, we assume that the Messiah 
came to suffer and die . But for the Jews at the time of Jesus the idea 
of a suffering Messiah was actually not prevalent; rather, they assumed 
that the Messiah was coming as a political deliverer .26 It seems very likely, 
then, that this idea of a suffering Messiah may have easily slipped away at 
other times when the Israelites were in states of apostasy .27 To appreci-
ate how fresh and powerful Isaiah’s vision of a suffering Messiah would 
have seemed to those personally familiar with the sacrifices of the law of 
Moses, consider how consistently the coming Messiah was revealed to 
Nephi as the Lamb of God (see 1 Nephi 11–14) . This would seem to fit 
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with Nephi’s confidence in Isaiah’s words’ power to “more fully persuade 
 .  .  . to believe in the Lord their Redemeer” (1 Nephi 19:23) .

From the perspective of the sacrifices under the law of Moses, an-
other phrase in Isaiah 53 takes on additional meaning . We read that 
Christ was “cut off out of the land of the living” (Isaiah 53:8), language 
that evokes the scapegoat ritual of Leviticus 16 . On Yom Kippur, the Day 
of Atonement, when all of Israel was cleansed, two goats were selected . 
One was sacrificed and its blood sprinkled on the mercy seat in the Holy 
of Holies to cleanse the Temple and the people (see Leviticus 16:15–20) . 
The other had hands laid upon its head to transfer to “him all the in-
iquities of the children of Israel, and all their transgressions in all their 
sins, putting them upon the head of the goat” (Leviticus 16:21) . Then 
that goat was “cut off out of the land of the living,” sent “into a solitary, 
literally, ‘cut-off land’  .  .  . , recalling the Servant’s being cut off from the 
land of the living .”28 Leviticus 16:22 specifically says that “the goat shall 
bear upon him all their iniquities unto a land not inhabited .” This clear 
statement is unique in regards to sacrificial animals and finds a parallel 
in Isaiah 53:12, where the Servant “bare the sin of many,” again a unique 
usage in the Bible for a human being .29

When we can see this dimension of vicarious sacrifice embedded in 
Isaiah’s message we gain a tremendous depth of understanding of the role 
of redemption and sacrifice . We better appreciate how Isaiah both looked 
forward to Christ and also backwards to the law of Moses (or, rather, 
sideways since the sacrifices would have been ongoing in his day) . We 
can better understand the requirement of payment and cleansing to al-
low us to be in the presence of God and become as he is and how through 
vicarious sacrifice our ransom and cleansing is brought about . The role of 
Christ’s sacrifice becomes clearer with an examination of this dimension 
of vicarious suffering under the law .

ThE wholE mEAning of ThE lAw

The sacrifices of the law of Moses lay out for us a vivid picture of how 
we are reconciled to God . We are unclean and the consequence of our sin 
and uncleanness is spiritual death, to be forever cut off from the presence 
of God . Rather than separating himself from us and leaving us to the 
condition that we merit, God in his mercy provides a means by which we 
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can be reconciled . The giving of the life of the sacrificial offering vicari-
ously takes the place of our lives, and by applying this blood we are made 
clean . Mercy is extended, but justice and the demands of the righteous-
ness of God are not ignored . No unclean thing can dwell in the presence 
of God, and we cannot cleanse ourselves on our own .

This doctrine of vicarious suffering is taught in the law of Moses . 
Then in Isaiah 53 we find a prophetic interpretation of how God’s for-
giveness comes . It is not in the death of the animals that we truly find 
cleansing and redemption, but in the suffering and death of the messianic 
Suffering Servant who suffers and dies in our place . Isaiah’s connection 
of the role of the Messiah and the sacrifices under the law of Moses finds 
ample additional witness by Book of Mormon prophets . In fact, the mes-
sianic reading of the law seen in Isaiah 53 finds a fascinating parallel in 
the words of Abinadi . Understanding the dimension of vicarious sacri-
fice in Isaiah 53 and its connection to the law of Moses helps to explain 
why Abinadi quoted this passage to the priests of King Noah in its en-
tirety . They thought they could be saved by obedience to the law alone 
(see Mosiah 12:32) . By sharing Isaiah 53, he was showing them how they 
should understand the law of Moses . With Abinadi’s prophetic interpre-
tation of Isaiah 53, it is clear that the Suffering Servant “brought as a 
lamb to the slaughter” (Isaiah 53:7) is Christ, who “shall be led, crucified, 
and slain, the flesh becoming subject even unto death” (Mosiah 15:7) .

To a people who believed that with their own actions in following the 
law’s provisions they were saving themselves, Abinadi emphasized that 
the law pointed to the true source of redemption: “For were it not for 
the redemption which he hath made for his people, which was prepared 
from the foundation of the world, I say unto you, were it not for this, all 
mankind must have perished” (Mosiah 15:19) . As we have seen in the 
provisions of the law of Moses, the priests “made atonement” (cleansed, 
ransomed) for their sins and the sins of the people through the sacrifices . 
Under the law, provisions were made for human sin and transgression, 
and people could be made right with God again . The danger with this 
ritual system is that it can seem closed and under our control . If we do 
all the right things, participate in the required ordinances, then we might 
feel as though we have saved ourselves .
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The deep irony of this perspective is that the rituals that people par-
ticipated in were specifically designed to point to our profound unclean-
ness and spiritual death, being cut off from the presence of God with-
out divine intervention . Abinadi ended his commentary on the question 
whether we could be saved by the law of Moses by answering: “And now, 
ought ye not to tremble and repent of your sins, and remember that only 
in and through Christ ye can be saved? Therefore, if ye teach the law of 
Moses, also teach that it is a shadow of those things which are to come—
teach them that redemption cometh through Christ the Lord, who is the 
very Eternal Father” (Mosiah 16:13–15) .

Like the people living under the law of Moses, in our day we can also 
overlook the underlying message of the ordinances provided to cleanse us 
and bring us into the presence of God . We might be tempted to feel that 
it is our obedience to these ordinances that saves us . Understanding the 
message of vicarious and substitutionary sacrifice at the heart of the law 
of Moses can also help us look and see Christ’s vicarious and substitu-
tionary sacrifice manifest in the ordinances of our day . As we recognize 
our own condition of uncleanness and spiritual death, separated from the 
presence of God, we are better able to appreciate how God reaches out to 
cleanse and ransom us from our unclean state .

Isaiah begins chapter 53 by asking, “Who hath believed our report? 
and to whom is the arm of the Lord revealed?” (v . 1) . He then proceeds to 
explain how the arm of the Lord is revealed—in the suffering and death 
of the Messiah as a vicarious sacrifice on our behalf . As Christ spoke to 
the shattered and chastened Nephites in 3 Nephi 9, he specifically re-
ferred to this arm of mercy that he has extended to us: “Yea, verily I say 
unto you, if ye will come unto me ye shall have eternal life . Behold, mine 
arm of mercy is extended towards you, and whosoever will come, him will 
I receive” (v . 14) . Isaiah shows us the price that was paid for that arm of 
mercy to be extended toward us . He also reminds us how much we need 
mercy and that our obedience alone cannot save us . “All we like sheep 
have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the Lord 
hath laid on him the iniquity of us all” (Isaiah 53:6) .

Learning to better understand the law of Moses and its symbolic 
teaching about the Atonement helps provide us with a framework to 
appreciate the fulness of the gospel . These elemental images of life and 
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death, cleanness and impurity, and of substitutionary sacrifice help us 
learn to see the symbols that point to our relationship to God as we re-
ceive the blessings of the ordinances in our day . Recognizing that “all 
we like sheep have gone astray” brings us down into humility when we 
recognize that our ability to enter into the presence of the Lord comes 
only through his arm of mercy . Like the scapegoat whose death cleansed 
the people and allowed the Lord’s presence to remain in their midst, 
even so with Christ—“The Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all .” 
As Amulek testified, “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, yea, infinite and eternal” (Alma 34:14) .

While the idea that mercy is available simply out of the loving 
goodness of our Father may sound like an attractive doctrine, the Old 
Testament bears witness to the true source of mercy . The provisions of the 
law of Moses teach that the consequence of our uncleanness, our sins and 
transgressions, is to be banished from the presence of God and to die . The 
provisions of the law of Moses also teach that mercy is possible through 
the suffering and death of a substitute . In Alma’s words, “mercy cometh 
because of the atonement” (Alma 42:23) . Isaiah testifies that “he hath 
poured out his soul unto death: and he was numbered with the transgres-
sors; and he bare the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgres-
sors” (Isaiah 53:12) . The Lord speaks to us today, pleading that we accept 
the mercy that he has made available to us through the Restoration . “Listen 
to the voice of Jesus Christ, your Redeemer, the Great I Am, whose arm 
of mercy hath atoned for your sins” (D&C 29:1) . His arm of mercy has 
been revealed in our day and he invites us to accept his invitation to leave 
behind spiritual death and uncleanness . He invites us into his presence .
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