
27 

ALMA 30–31 
John W. Welch Notes 

 

 
 

 

Alma 30 

Alma 30:5 — Was This a Year of Jubilee? 

As mentioned in our discussion of Alma 29, there appears to have been a special 

recognition of a great season of peace at this time among the Nephites. Before King Mosiah 

died, he had reigned for thirty-three years after the time of King Benjamin’s speech. Now 

in Alma 30, it was the sixteenth and then seventeenth years of the reign of the judges, 

totaling forty-nine and fifty years since King Benjamin’s speech. Dates are often given to 

us in the Book of Mormon for some kind of meaning, and thus it is possible that this 

moment may have been recognized as a type of jubilee season, although we cannot be 

sure what that observance or celebration in Zarahemla might have looked like. 

It is even unclear how the Jubilee might have been observed in ancient Israel under the 

law found in Leviticus 25. Jonathan Burnside, a professor of law at the University of 

Bristol, discusses this question in his superb book, Law, God, and Society (Oxford 

University Press, 2011), chapter 6. On page 205, he surmises that in the Jubilee, there might 

have been one full year sabbatical rest in the forty-ninth year (the completion of the 

seventh sabbatical), and then in the fiftieth year, as it would have been too difficult to keep 

the crops going and provide enough food to live on, the Jubilee event could have occurred 

in the opening months of the fiftieth year. According to Burnside’s analysis, it was only in 

the commencement of the fiftieth year that the Jubilee events took place to take care of 

reconfiguring the economy, such as liberating the slaves, forgiving debts, allowing 

original owners to redeem their lands, and moving people around as needed to have their 
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blessings and rights protected under the jubilee laws. Several factors make this festival 

season a plausible context in these chapters.  

First, in Alma 29:1, Alma declared, “O that I were an angel, that I could have the wish of 

mine heart, that I might go forth and speak with the trump of God.” The word trumpet 

(Exodus 19:13) or ram’s horn (Joshua 6:5) in Hebrew is yôbhēl. It is also the word for the 

Jubilee (in Leviticus 25:10–15, the chapter in which the Jubilee laws are given). It was the 

time of the trumpets. If we read Alma 29, particularly thinking of the emotions of people 

who may have been celebrating the Jubilee, there are some very interesting ways to 

appreciate what Alma was saying. 

Second, Alma ended the forty-ninth year with great success and joy. A difficult war had 

been won. New converts had been protected. His four friends (the Sons of Mosiah) had 

returned from their missions and were working closely with him. He even said that his 

soul was filled with joy: “Yea, my joy is full,” not only about what he had done, but also 

the success of his brethren, who had brought the Ammonites up to the Land of Jershon. 

He was optimistic. The word joy appears seven times at the end of Alma 29. And indeed, 

Professor Burnside suggests that “the specific purpose of the jubilee law [was] to rejoice 

in the difference between being a slave of Pharaoh and a slave of Israel’s God (p. 211).  

Third, regarding any concrete evidence of the actual observance of the Jubilee, Professor 

Burnside regrets that there is very little historical evidence that it was actually honored 

among the ancients, although its laws certainly set forth social and spiritual ideals that the 

people did strive to achieve. And while there is no archaeological evidence for the 

celebration of the Jubilee in ancient Israel, this occasion in the Book of Mormon may provide 

one such piece of circumstantial evidence. Particularly, the Nephites under Alma had a 

season of peace in “all the sixteenth year” and on into “the commencement of the seventeenth 

year” (30:4–5), as Burnside has surmised was the way the Jubilee was observed.  

Alma 30:6 — Korihor, an Anti-Christ 

Korihor was an important character with an interesting, although tragic, story. Everything 

we hear about him is found throughout all of chapter 30, which stands at the very center 

of the book of Alma. His case set important precedents legally, doctrinally, ecclesiastically, 

and politically. Alma, having been not only the Chief Judge but also the High Priest, likely 

took a special interest in this important case for many reasons.  

But first, what were Korihor’s origins? Korihor “came into the Land of Zarahemla” (30:6), 

so he was apparently not a local. But he was extremely well aware of what was going on 

in Nephite culture and politics, so he was not very far removed the issues of the day there. 

For instance, the city of Ammonihah had been destroyed in the fourteenth year of the 
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reign of judges, only three years earlier. When Korihor accused the Nephites of teaching 

that people are “guilty and fallen, because of the transgression of a parent [namely Adam]” 

(30:25), he was possibly aware of what Alma, Amulek, and Zeezrom had debated in this 

regard in Ammonihah. A similar issue had also been raised by Nehor and also by Zeezrom 

in Alma 1:4; 11:35–37 (that people need not fear, for they had been redeemed and will all 

receive eternal life). Korihor’s argument here would have appealed to any remaining 

pockets of followers of Nehor in the land of Zarahemla. And he apparently knew the law 

in Deuteronomy 24:16, which he seems to paraphrase here (that children are not to “be 

put to death for the fathers: every man shall be put to death for his own sin”). So, Korihor 

was not a clueless newcomer to populations in the cities Zarahemla, Jershon, and Gideon. 

Those in Ammonihah had been studying and working to undo the Nephite government 

in the city of Zarahemla (Alma 8:17), and Korihor appears to continue that campaign, 

accusing the Nephite leaders of taking advantage of their position to exploit the people. 

While they took no pay (not even one senine, Alma 30:33), they were likely entitled to eat 

some of the sacrifices made at the temple. Interestingly, Korihor accuses them of “glutting 

on the labors of the people” (30:31). The word glut means to over-eat, and if the priests 

encouraged the people to bring more sacrifices, it meant that they ate better. So, it is easy 

to see how Korihor might have wanted to twist this idea in order to capitalize on that 

situation. Korihor may even have known enough to have quoted from the record of Zeniff 

here, which states that the Lamanites wanted to bring the Nephites “into bondage that 

they might glut themselves with the labors of our hands” (Mosiah 9:12; I thank Elliott 

Jolley for drawing this textual connection to my attention). And since the record of Zeniff 

was brought by Limhi and Gideon when they came to the land of Zarahemla, the people 

in Gideon might very well have recognized Korihor’s subtle implication that Alma and 

the Nephite priests were no better than the Lamanite oppressors of their grandparents in 

the land of Nephi. 

Most of all, Korihor was identified as being “anti-Christ” (30:6). He denied that people 

could “know that there shall be a Christ . . . also that he shall be slain for the sins of the 

world” (30:26). Challenging the roles of Christ as the Son of God, redeemer, and judge of 

individuals were among the main issues that had been raised in Ammonihah, especially 

by Zeezrom (Alma 9:28; 11:42–44; 14:26; 15:6–10). So, on this key issue of debate, Korihor 

was also very well informed and shrewd. 

Alma 30:7–11 — Basic Public Nephite Law Described 

Interestingly, the episode of Korihor is set entirely in a legal context, and from a legal 

perspective the case of Korihor is marvelously complicated, specific, and detailed. Crucial 

for understanding the underlying legal issue in the case of Korhior is the opening 
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affirmation in this chapter that “there was no law against a man’s belief” (30:7). But if a 

person did some culpable action—specifically “[1] if he murdered he was punished unto 

death; and [2] if he robbed he was also punished; and [3] if he stole he was also punished; 

and [4] if he committed adultery he was also punished; yea, [5] for all this wickedness 

they were punished” (30:10). This statement actually derives precisely from King 

Benjamin’s public law expressed in Mosiah 2:13, which lists exactly the same crimes—[1] 

murder, [2] plunder [robbery], [3] stealing, [4] adultery, and [5] committing any manner 

of wickedness—and in the same order. This cannot be accidental, especially if the 

Nephites were at that very time celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of Benjamin’s 

covenantal giving of that law. 

But now, since the decree of Mosiah had provided that a person would be “punished 

according to the crime which he has committed, according to the law which has been 

given” (Mosiah 29:15), and since there had been no law given allowing people to be 

punished for their beliefs but only for “for the crimes which he had done” (30:11), the legal 

gap that remained open under the law of Mosiah was about speech. Could a person be 

punished for speech alone? Was speaking an action, which under some circumstances 

could still be punished—as in the case of blasphemy, or inciting rebellion, or leading 

people into apostasy—or was all such speaking protected as a mere expression of one’s 

belief? This was an open legal issue when Korihor came into Zarahemla. But his 

complicated case, involving speech-acts in Zarahemla, Jershon, Gideon, and heard before 

judges in Gideon and then in Zarahemla, would make it clear, by divine judgment, that 

some expressions of belief and accusations went beyond the new protective rubric that a 

person could not be punished for their beliefs. Keeping one’s beliefs private was always a 

safe choice, and discussing one’s questions was always an option, and even being critical 

of how things were being handled could have been acceptable. But when Korihor “went 

on to blaspheme” (30:30), to “revile against the priests and teachers” (30:31), and to make 

false accusations (30:32–35), he was effectively found, in this case of first impression, to 

have gone beyond the protected purview of mere speech, even under the stated law (see 

Exodus 22:28; Leviticus 24:11; Deuteronomy 5:11). It makes sense that not all speech is 

protectable in all circumstances. Even today, while we believe in free speech and the First 

Amendment says you are free to speak, a person cannot falsely yell “fire” in a crowded 

theater. There are certain speech acts that even our modern law will hold as action. 

Although the full legal analysis of this fascinating case goes far beyond the purposes of 

this installment of notes and comments, it can be said without further elaboration that 

legal technicalities abound throughout the account found in Alma 30. For many who dig 

deeply into this material, the amazing fact that all of this is legally consistent with ancient 

Israelite jurisprudence and judicial process is a great testimony that whoever wrote this 
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account was a sophisticated expert in ancient laws generally and was also personally 

familiar with the fine points of Nephite legal practice. Alma himself would seem to be the 

only one who would qualify as the author of this marvelously detailed account. My 

chapter analyzing this case, in my book cited below and used throughout these notes, 

discusses technical legal matters such as: expulsion (280), criminal arrest (281), courts, 

multiple jurisdictions, and venue (282–84), reviling and blasphemy (284), giving notice 

and warning (285), the problems of a single accuser (286), the requirement of diligent 

investigation, evidences, and witnesses (286), submission to an ordeal (288), collective 

responsibility and the “better one than many” rule (288), cursing of an opponent with 

speechlessness, talionic justice, imposing the inability to speak as matching the crime of 

speaking unlawfully (289–293), granting an opportunity to confess, taking that confession 

in writing, and the inadequacy of an incomplete confession (293–295), banishment as an 

alternative to execution, proclaiming and heralding the result of a court proceeding, 

giving public warning, and punishment by an act of God (295–298). All of these legal 

topics are woven smoothly into the narrative fabric that stands behind this legal 

proceeding and the precedent that was established by this seminal case.       

Further Reading 

John W. Welch, “The Trial of Korihor,” in The Legal Cases in the Book of Mormon 

(Provo: BYU Press, 2008), 273–300. The full book is freely available in the Book of Mormon 

Central Archive. 

Alma 30:12–17, 23–28 — What Doctrine Did Korihor Teach? 

Of great intellectual interest are the teachings, doctrines, rhetoric, and logic that stand 

behind the words and argument of Korihor. Rarely has such a case presented such a 

thorough précis or summary of the full sweep of secular philosophies, past and present. 

Many of Korihor’s points were not original to him. They can be found in biblical examples, 

in ancient Greek philosophy, and the history of academic inquiry dating back into Lehi’s 

and Alma’s day. Some of Korihor’s arguments resonate with other arguments in the 

history of philosophy, including Enlightenment rationalism, Hegelian and Marxist class 

conflicts and dialectical materialism, Existential nihilism, and relativistic and 

deterministic philosophical strands that would not emerge or flourish until later in the 

nineteenth century or on into the twentieth century. As the accompanying chart shows 

(Figure 1), Korihor’s brief one-liners project the headlines of numerous ideologies. No 

doubt, Korihor had developed his bullet points much further and had much more to say 

on each of his assertions. Each “Korihorism” is aligned in this chart with a possible 

modern or standard philosophical counterpart. Indeed, a strong syllabus for any modern 

course in the history of philosophy could take Korihor as its guide. He misses very few of 

the standard sophistic, skeptical, or cynical beats.      

https://archive.bookofmormoncentral.org/node/322
https://archive.bookofmormoncentral.org/content/legal-cases-book-mormon
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Figure 1 John W. Welch and Greg Welch, "The Teachings of Korihor in Alma 30," in 

Charting the Book of Mormon, chart 78. 

This chart summarizes the teachings of Korihor mainly in Zarahemla (30:12–18). His 

teachings there were mainly practical, political, social or secular in nature. His litany is 

essentially a standard road map to modern secularism. 

For example, various schools of thought have followed the axioms of Agnosticism or 

Empiricism (30:15), “You just cannot know anything you cannot see,” which of course is 

simply not true. Knowing and seeing are not the same thing. Korihor tosses in 

psychological arguments to denigrate or dismiss anything that is spiritual. Such 
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arguments jump to the simplistic conclusion that all spirituality “is some kind of mental 

derangement, the result of a frenzied mind” (30:16). 

Logical Positivism, the main philosophy of the mid-twentieth century, accuses people of 

believing things which are not so (30:16), and you have to have things positively logical 

in order for them to be believable. However, even the proponents of this view abandoned 

that school of thought as it was circular or incomplete. 

Sophism, or the view that “every man fares in this life according to the management of 

the creature” can be found right in the Greek Sophists, who were challenged in several of 

Plato’s dialogues. Sophism insists that God does not influence or have any control over 

this world, but that we somehow do. “Man is the measure of all things,” as Protagoras 

famously put it, and Korihor does too (30:17). 

Naturalism, Egoism, Humanism, Relativism (whatever you do is no crime, 30:17), and so 

on, all the way down to Nihilism and Atheism which is Korihor’s final card (30:18). He 

boldly asserts that “You talk about a being who never has been seen or known, who never 

was nor ever will be” (30:28), but how can he be so absolutely sure of any of that, either 

past or present, let alone future? Highly recommended are the wise and sobering articles 

published in the 1970s and written by two BYU philosophy professors, Chauncey C. 

Riddle and C. Terry Warner, listed and linked below. Gratefully these are now readily 

available and only a click away. 

As you read Korihor’s ranting, do not overlook the fact that his philosophical and political 

arguments shift dramatically in nature and tone when he speaks to the righteous people 

in the city of Gideon (30:22–28). Another chart could and should be produced to list 

Korihor’s many further arguments in that location, which become much more theological 

or ecclesiastical in nature. There he deployed his mental gymnastics to “pervert” or twist 

“the ways of the Lord,” to deny any promised messiah, to “interrupt” the rejoicings of 

faithful people, and to speak against “all the prophecies” (30:22). He baldly labeled all 

traditions, ordinances, and practices as “foolish,” ignorant and oppressive (30:23). He 

ridiculed the idea of Christ being “slain for the sins of the world” (30:26). He accused the 

priests of being self-serving, following their dreams, whims, visions, and “pretended 

mysteries” (30:27–28). As is often the case in critical thought, Korihor’s arguments are 

mainly negative. He offers little in the way of helpful solutions to existing problems or 

human needs.  

And if that were not already enough, Korihor’s allegations and propositions get even 

more strident and less coherent when he is transferred from Gideon to the authorities back 

in Zarahemla (see 30:30–31). In his behalf, we can be sure that Korihor was very bright 
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and that we only get a very brief thumbnail of his multiple lines of debate. He must have 

been able to discourse on these various arguments at great length. He was very persuasive 

in the minds of several followers, and he must have been very shrewd. But so were many 

in the audiences he addressed. The people in Jershon, having just been defended by the 

generosity of the Nephites, understandably gave him no quarter. And the officials in 

Gideon wisely realized that this case was above their experience or paygrade.  

Further Reading 

Riddle, Chauncey C., “Korihor: The Arguments of Apostasy,” Ensign, September 

1977, 18–21.   

C. Terry Warner, “An Open Letter to Students: On Having Faith and Thinking for 

Yourself,” New Era, November 1971, 14–19. 

Alma 30:19–20 — Korihor Had No Success in Jershon and Was Cast Out 

The Nephites in Zarahemla apparently felt that they could not kick Korihor out of 

Zarahemla, since the law (after all) said that a person could only be punished for 

committing an actual crime in violation of some written statute or law. But the people in 

Jershon had no trouble throwing him out of their new city and land. Why was that the 

case? The answer may tell us something about the law in the Land of Jershon. 

The people of Jershon, the recently converted Lamanites, were certainly more righteous 

than some of those in the land of Zarahemla, and perhaps they may have had different 

laws there. Were they bound by the law of Mosiah? Perhaps not. They had their own city, 

given to them for their inheritance, so they may have been somewhat autonomous, 

operating under their own local rule. Having come from the land of Nephi where religious 

speech was only allowed by a royal proclamation (see Alma 23), these Ammonites may 

well have felt no need to give Korihor an open microphone. At least we know that Korihor 

had no recourse against them when they kicked him out. 

Alma 30:21–29 — Korihor Was Tried in Gideon 

This elaborate judicial report teaches us some interesting things about the justice system 

in the land of Zarahemla. We learn here about different jurisdictions and the removal or 

transfer an accused from one venue to another. By its action, the court in Gideon was not 

trying to delay the trial. Delay was not a feature in most ancient legal systems. There was 

not a trial and then an appeal. If an appeal was to be made, it was based immediately on 

some failure of the party to accept the jurisdiction of the court, or for the court to refuse 

to accept the case, and the latter was what happened here.  

The judges in Gideon said, “Let us send him to Zarahemla,” and they were legally able to 

do that. We see that happening elsewhere. Before the time of the reign of judges, the king 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1977/09/korihor-the-arguments-of-apostasy?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/new-era/1971/11/an-open-letter-to-students-on-having-faith-and-thinking-for-yourself?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/new-era/1971/11/an-open-letter-to-students-on-having-faith-and-thinking-for-yourself?lang=eng
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and his priests worked closely together on legal problems like the ones created by Korihor. 

This is evidenced by the collaboration of Benjamin and the holy prophets who were 

among his people (Words of Mormon 1:16–18), and also in the case of Noah and his priests 

working with each other (Mosiah 12–17). With the establishment of a covenant church and 

at the same time a separate civil administration in Zarahemla, priests were no longer 

involved in civil and criminal matters, which were instead heard by the judges. This, of 

course, raised the question of whether Korihor’s case should be considered a church 

matter or a public matter. 

Alma 30:37–38 — Was Korihor Really an Atheist? 

Korihor is well-known as the infamous “Anti-Christ” who preached “against the 

prophecies ... concerning the coming of Christ” (Alma 30:6). Among other things, Korihor 

taught that “there should be no Christ” (30:12), and when asked by Alma if he believed in 

God, he flatly answered in the negative (30:37–38). Because of this, modern readers of the 

Book of Mormon are accustomed to describing Korihor as an atheist, or someone who 

denied the existence of God. Others have even argued that Korihor is an anachronistic 

figure in the Book of Mormon since he espoused teachings that are congruent with 

Enlightenment philosophies such as Deism and other secular ideologies. 

Ancient atheism, however, could and did sometimes take the form of denying that God(s) 

existed at all, but it might also involve efforts to redefine the nature of God(s) into 

something radically different from typical beliefs. For example, some atheists might 

simply deny the operative power of God(s) in the cosmos, or they might consciously rebel 

against the God(s), or undermine accepted ideas of piety by refusing to worship a given 

deity in the state religion. In so doing, a philosopher did not necessarily need to deny the 

existence of God(s) in order to be considered an atheist in the ancient world. Any of these 

variations may have been the case with Korihor.  

Further Reading 

Book of Mormon Central, “Was Korihor Really an Atheist?” (Alma 30:37–38), 

KnoWhy 532, (September 19, 2019.  

Joseph Spencer, “Is Not This Real?” BYU Studies Quarterly 58, no. 2 (2019): 1–18. 

Gerald N. Lund, “An Anti-Christ in the Book of Mormon—The Face May Be 

Strange, but the Voice Is Familiar,” in The Book of Mormon: Alma, the Testimony of the Word, 

ed. Monte S. Nyman and Charles D. Tate Jr. (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, 

Brigham Young University, 1992), 107–128. 

https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/knowhy/was-korihor-really-an-atheist
https://archive.bookofmormoncentral.org/content/not-real
https://archive.bookofmormoncentral.org/content/anti-christ-book-mormon-face-may-be-strange-voice-familiar
https://archive.bookofmormoncentral.org/content/anti-christ-book-mormon-face-may-be-strange-voice-familiar
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Alma 30:43 — Korihor Demanded a Sign 

Korihor decided that he was going to take his challenge against Alma, the High Priest, all 

the way to the end—he was going to play this out. If he knew of the case of Sherem, he 

did not believe that the Sherem phenomenon would repeat itself, that somehow a divine 

manifestation would intervene to show that he was wrong. On the contrary, he believed 

that no sign would be given to undermine his right to speak. Indeed, he was even willing 

to blaspheme and revile, adopting an “I can say anything I want to” type of attitude. To a 

modern person we say, “Sticks and stones will break my bones, but names will never hurt 

me.” But for ancient people, words and names could be injurious. For example, they could 

commit a tort by placing a curse on someone, or on their land, or by desecrating a name. 

Such words or incantations were feared as much as actions, and were thought to be able 

to carry the powers that manifest themselves here in Korihor’s important test case. It got 

to the point of testing the limits of this new Law of Mosiah about freedom of belief. How 

far did that law go? 

Alma 30:46–50 — Korihor Was Struck Dumb 

Alma essentially said, “It is better that your one soul should perish, than that you should 

lead many people astray.” This is the same legal principle was invoked in the slaying of 

Laban. Alma was not saying, “We are going to kill you so that you will not mislead other 

people.” God was the one who had been offended by the blasphemy, so leaving the 

judgment to God and allowing him to curse Korihor with speechlessness made good sense 

and was perfectly fitting and appropriate.  

The cursing of Korihor with speechlessness is interesting. His tongue had been the 

instrument of offense. There was nothing more fundamental to biblical jurisprudence than 

the idea that the punishment should suit the crime, that it should be tailored to match the 

wrong. So, Korihor’s tongue being cursed was a clear sign that what he had been doing 

with his tongue was inappropriate. 

Further Reading 

Book of Mormon Central, “Why Was Korihor Cursed with Speechlessness? (Alma 

30:50),” KnoWhy 138 (July 7, 2016). 

Alma 30:51–53 — Korihor Confessed His Sins 

The Nephite court then handed Korihor a written question asking if he had received the 

divine message. It appears that he had been stunned so that he could not speak. But he 

wrote, “I know that I am dumb, for I cannot speak.” Could he also not hear? Perhaps, but 

perhaps he was not deaf, or perhaps his hearing recovered more quickly than his speech. 

We do not know. Whatever the case, the Nephite judges wanted Korihor’s confession in 

writing, and they wrote four questions for him. This all may involve less the matter of his 

https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/knowhy/why-was-korihor-cursed-with-speechlessness
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ability to speak than the need for the court to have a legal record, so that anyone who 

wished to examine Korihor’s confession could do so. When Nehor was put to death, he 

would not voluntarily confess; it is unclear how much, if anything Nehor “was caused” 

to confess. So, the Nephites on this occasion were not going to let Korihor go in any way 

without getting his confession in writing.  

Alma 30:51–53 — The Judge Asked Four Questions, Korihor Answered One  

There were four questions asked of Korihor, and those four questions are in verse 51. They were:  

• Art thou convinced of the power of God?  

• In whom did ye desire that Alma should show forth his sign?  

• Would ye that he should afflict others, to show unto thee a sign?  

• Behold, he has showed unto you a sign; and now will ye dispute more? 

Korihor’s confession (in 30:52–53) addressed the first question, but the remainder were 

left largely unanswered. While he admitted that he “always knew that there was a God,” 

he never took any personal responsibility for the damage he had done or hoped to do. 

Perhaps he was not even at this point telling the truth when he vaguely said that he always 

knew there was “a god.” One wishes to give him the benefit of the doubt, but it seems 

likely that he was simply saying what he thought the Chief Priest wanted to hear from 

him. While he admitted, that he taught the words of the devil “because they were pleasing 

unto the carnal mind, . . . insomuch that I verily believed that they were true,” he never 

agreed that he would “dispute no more,” as Nephihah, the Chief Judge, had ultimately 

required and, most of all, needed Korihor to honestly say. From the point-of-view of the 

law and of the Chief Judge, Korihor’s confession was flawed and inadequate. Alma and 

the Chief Judge would have been well within their legal rights and official duties to say, 

“This is not an acceptable confession,” and thus when Korihor asked to have the curse 

removed, his request was denied, for he had not conformed with their request. 

This was not a wholehearted, sincere confession. It was quite half-hearted, and thus it was 

unacceptable for many reasons. Korihor attempted to rationalize his behavior. He was a 

great rationalizer. He would not accept responsibility for what he had done even at the 

very end. Alma essentially responded to Korihor’s request to be freed from the curse by 

saying something to the effect that, “You know, we do not trust you. If we let you go, 

there will be more of this, so we will let God deal with you.” 

So, what could the judge, in the end, do with him? They likely gave him the option of 

going into voluntary exile, and leaving Nephite lands. He could not go to any of the other 

Nephite cities and be a citizen in good standing. However, Antionum was no longer a 

Nephite land, and that is probably why Korihor went there. 
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Alma 30:54–57 — The Nephites Learn What Happened to Korihor 

Korihor must have left Zarahemla as a marked pariah. His speech was probably still 

noticeably changed for the worse. The Nephite official took two additional legal steps to 

complete the case. 

The first was to send out heralds. In ancient biblical law, in an important case where many 

people might be affected by the outcome, it was incumbent upon the priests, the elders, and 

the officials of the land to proclaim the outcome. When officials put the titulus on the top of 

the cross, “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews,” that was one of these public notices, saying 

who was being executed and what his offense had been. Giving public notice was an 

essential part of their legal system. This decision has now established the law of our land. 

The second thing that this notice did was to warn people: If anyone in Zarahemla were 

now to continue to believe and to promulgate the things that Korihor has taught, he could 

expect to be subjected to the same punishment of banishment as Korihor had received. 

Such perfidious action was not protected under the Law of Mosiah.  

The public warning heralded in Zarahemla is just as pertinent today in our world as it 

was in Alma’s day in Zarahemla. As Chauncy Riddle in the September 1977 Ensign has 

admonished, Korihor’s experience teaches us that having great access to many gospel 

truths and even having a testimony and being a covenant servant of Christ for a time do 

not absolutely guarantee salvation; “we are also reminded that the most powerful 

opposition to the work of the Savior on this earth comes from those who know the truth 

and then deliberately turn from it and seek to destroy others.” Hence our need—as the 

Lord himself has pleaded with us—to “watch and pray always, lest ye enter into 

temptation; for Satan desireth to have you, that he may sift you as wheat” (3 Nephi 18:18). 

Further Reading 

Riddle, Chauncey C., “Korihor: The Arguments of Apostasy,” Ensign, September 

1977, 18–21.  

Alma 30:58–60 — Korihor Is Killed by the Zoramites 

Korihor left Zarahemla in disgrace, and went to the Zoramites in the city of Antionum. 

He knew that he was not welcome in Jershon, and that the people in Gideon were too 

righteous. He was now a cursed man, and who would want to have someone accursed by 

God in their city? Perhaps the Zoramites. Korihor may have thought, “They did not 

believe in this God, maybe they would be more receptive.” Unfortunately for him, the 

Zoramites did not even have the compassion of wicked Nephites anymore. 

Interestingly, Alma and his eight companions went to the City of Antionum shortly after 

Korihor had been trampled. We do not know whether his death was inadvertent, whether 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/1977/09/korihor-the-arguments-of-apostasy?lang=eng
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he could not hear them coming, whether he could not yell out for help, whether he was 

trodden down, or whether the citizens deliberately eliminated him. In ancient societies, 

the trampling of people who were pariahs was not uncommon. But it does not say. There 

is no accusation; we are only told that it happened. From Alma’s point-of-view, it was the 

justice of God finally being carried out.  

Further Reading 

John W. Welch, “The Trial of Korihor,” in The Legal Cases in the Book of Mormon 

(Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2008), 273–300, see specifically, the section 

“Korihor’s Rejection among the Zoramites,” on page 298. While much has been written 

on Korihor, many more things remain to be explored and research avenues pursued in 

order to understand fully everything that is going on in Alma 30. It is just one of the many 

impressive and memorable chapters in the Book of Mormon. 

Comparing Sherem, Nehor, and Korihor 

Because we have mentioned Sherem and Nehor in connection with the foregoing notes 

on the trial of Korirhor, this is a good point at which to offer a chart (Figure 2) comparing 

these three cases which involve the most famous Nephite dissenters. 

Concerning the similarities, these cases obviously share certain features with each other, 

as Elder B. H. Roberts drafted in 1922, when he set out to identify the main problems that 

he thought critics of the Book of Mormon might raise some day. He postulated that the 

similarities are so strong that one might doubt their historicity.  

These three legal cases, however, have much less in common with each other than people 

might assume based merely on casual familiarity or superficial comparison. The 

differences are numerous, and they differ from each other widely. Indeed, the facts and 

legal factors in each of them are case-specific and relevantly distinctive, as one actually 

finds in real-life legal experience, in which no two court cases are factually or procedurally 

identical. The salient, distinguishing facts of these cases make the holding and legal 

importance of each one of them truly unique.  

While there are certain obvious similarities, they can be accounted for and can be put into 

perspective in several ways, but seldom have commentators focused on the numerous 

differences found in the scriptural reports of these three cases. The similarities are what 

one would expect to find in any series of such cases coming out of a single culture. Legal 

cases are, by their very nature, somewhat repetitive and formulaic, yet each case involves 

particular distinguishing facts. When one reads these cases with sensitivity toward their 

legal technicalities and jurisprudential principles, these cases are clearly seen to be subtly 

https://archive.bookofmormoncentral.org/node/322
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nuanced, historically plausible, and legally credible, as the accompanying expanded chart 

illustrates. 

Further Reading 

John W. Welch, “Comparing Sherem, Nehor, and Korihor,” in The Legal Cases in the 

Book of Mormon (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2007), 301–309. 

Three Diverse Nephite Opponents 

  SHEREM 

(Jacob 7:1‑25) 

NEHOR 

(Alma 1:2‑15) 

KORIHOR 

(Alma 30:6‑60) 

Process and Procedure 

Date c. 500 B.C. 91 B.C., 1 RJ c. 74 B.C., 18 RJ 

Locations involved 

 

Land/City of Nephi Land/City of 

Zarahemla, 

Gideon/Ammonihah? 

Zarahemla/Jershon/ 

Gideon, Antionum 

(land of the Zoramites, 

where he dies) 

Age of judge or official Jacob was very old Alma was about 40? Alma was about 58? 

Judge’s experience Mainly as the High 

Priest 

First year on the bench 

(also relatively new 

High Priest) 

Nephihah as Chief 

Judge for nine years 

and Alma High Priest 

for 18 years  

Nature of the court Sherem’s action turned 

out to be only juridical, 

not judicial, for his case 

never went to court and 

only God was the judge 

Nehor was taken 

immediately to the 

highest judge, Alma, 

the Chief Judge, who 

heard the case alone 

Korihor appeared 

before judges or 

officials in 3 lands, 

Jershon, Gideon, and 

Zarahemla 

Court jurisdiction General justice and 

temple divination 

Under new law of 

Mosiah for a capital 

crime 

Chief Judge and High 

Priest both involved 

Was arrested? No Yes, taken, bound Yes, bound, sent 

Status in legal 

proceedings 

Plaintiff Defendant, defends 

himself boldy 

Defendant, with 

counterclaims (accused 

priests of leading 

people astray) 

Nature of legal action 

or offense 

Falsely accused Jacob of 

1) leading into apostasy 

2) blasphemy 

3) false prophecy  

Killed Gideon,  

was convicted of 

enforcing priestcraft 

with the sword 

Reviled against God, 

accused priests of 

leading people astray, 

committed blasphemy  

https://archive.bookofmormoncentral.org/node/323
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Attributes of the Opponent 

Origin of the accuser 

(“satan”) 

From among the people Unstated From outside 

Zarahemla 

“a man” Yes, Jacob 7:1 Yes, Alma 1:2 Yes, Alma 30:6 

Name stated? 7:1, up front 1:15, at very end  30:12, after intro 

Called anti-Christ? No No Yes 

Sources of power Speech, flattering with 

words 

Alma 1:3‑5, Physical 

strength, popular 

support 

Logic, practical, politics 

and theology, the Devil 

Number and 

organization of his 

followers 

Had just begun to 

declare among the 

people leading away 

many hearts 

Had a following who 

believed on his word as 

the word of God 

Was a lone, itinerant 

sophist, finding success 

in Zarahemla, but not 

in Jershon or Gideon  

Impact of preaching Lead away hearts, no 

actions mentioned 

Many believed, gave 

money 

Lead away hearts, 

many committed sin 

and whoredoms 

Declared that he 

opposed the ruling 

establishment? 

Yes Yes Yes 

Arguments and Beliefs of the Opponent 

Basic theology Theist, traditionalist Theist, universalist Atheist 

Religious tenets Pro law of Moses All law was irrelevant Opposed law of Moses 

Political stance Reactionary, royalist Populist Radical 

View on priests They should keep law They should be paid They oppress the poor 

Complexity and 

amount of argument 

Only three closely 

related points aimed at 

Jacob 

Developed one 

alternative doctrine of 

redemption and 

universal salvation  

Extensive practical, 

political, theological, 

and religious 

arguments 

Decried foolishness of 

leaders and among the 

people 

No No Yes 

Can anyone know the 

future? 

No Probably No 

Proceedings 

Interrogated? Asked about his belief 

in Christ 

No (he pleads for 

himself) 

About God’s existence 

Accepted scriptures? Yes, says he does, 7:10, 

bases his three 

accusations on 

provisions in Deut. 

Unclear, selectively at 

best, “redeemed” 

“end,” redefined word 

of God 

Rejected as foolish, 

used Deut 24:16 against 

Alma 

Denial of Christ Evasive No Clear 

Counterclaims? No, accepted the 

outcome 

No, but argued in his 

own defense 

Yes, accused leaders 

and advanced claims 
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Requested a sign? Yes No  Yes 

Was warned? Indirectly No Yes 

Was the sign-giver 

hesitant? 

Yes, for fear of 

tempting God 

Not applicable No, better one soul be 

lost 

Reason for sign To confirm revelation 

by the Holy Ghost 

Not applicable To confirm the 

existence of God 

What Divine sign was 

given? 

Smitten to the earth, 

but could still speak 

None Struck dumb, but could 

still write and walk 

Role of devil Impersonal, deceived 

by his power 

Not mentioned Personal, visited and 

taught by devil 

Verdict and Aftermath 

Was there a judicial 

verdict? 

No Yes No 

Confession Sincere, complete Involuntary. caused Incomplete 

Penalty Divine justice Creative definition, 

capital punishment 

Judicial decision, 

ostracism 

Died? Yes, but naturally 

despite being 

nourished for many 

days 

Yes, taken immediately 

and publicly executed 

Yes, but in another city, 

trampled in an 

unstated way 

Cause of death Non-human causes, 

from effects of the sign 

Human, legal causes, 

probably stoning, 

hanging 

Accidental, not related 

to the sign given 

Announcement of 

Confession 

Public confession by 

Sherem, near death 

Ignominious death, 

was caused to confess, 

hill top 

Result heralded by 

officials 

Reaction of people Fell to earth, love 

restored 

Priestcrafts continue End of this problem, 

many converted, go to 

Antionum 

underground 

Precedential value of 

the holding 

Legitimized Nephite 

Christianization of the 

law of Moses 

Gave original 

jurisdiction to Chief 

Judge under the new 

reign of judges 

Held that speech acts 

were still punishable 

under the law of 

Mosiah 

Historical 

consequences  

  

Law of Moses was 

strictly observed in 

next generations 

Nehor’s followers 

probably join with 

King-men and go to 

war 

Public criticism 

curtailed. Dissidents go 

underground, secret 

combinations 

Place in the record 

  

At the end of Jacob’s 

book, validating his life 

work and teaching 

At beginning of Alma’s 

record, setting  stage 

for upcoming problems  

Middle of book about 

Alma and Helaman, a 

crucial turning point 
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Alma 31 

Alma 31:1–3 — The Zoramite Defection Is Dangerous Militarily 

From a geo-political perspective, why were the lands of Jershon and Antionum so 

important to the Nephites and the Lamanites? Why were they willing to do so much and 

to lose so many lives in settling and defending these neighboring lands? Why did they 

care so much about them? This problem weighed heavily on Alma; he was very concerned 

about the people in particular, and so many lives were lost in the cause.  

There is a great deal of concern in the Book of Mormon about populations leaving, as had 

occurred earlier in the Book of Mosiah when the people of Limhi left the land of Nephi, 

or in the Book of Alma when the Ammonites had likewise left. With relatively small labor 

forces, any ancient civilization could be seriously affected. The wealthy class in Antionum 

took advantage of the poor and forced them to work hard constructing elaborate 

buildings, as King Noah had also done, yet they would not permit the poor to access those 

places. If that poor portion of the population departed, there would be a deep threat to 

the Zoramites’ economy and society. 

When the Ammonites were brought into Zarahemla, the Nephites made a wise decision. 

They knew there were going to be difficulties; there had already been threats towards the 

Ammonites. The Lamanites wanted to kill them, so the Nephites settled the Ammonites 

as far to the north as possible, in the Land of Jershon. This put them on the north side of 

the Land of Zarahemla, with the city of Zarahemla between the Lamanites to the south 

and the Land of Jershon to the north.  

This was a generous thing for the Nephites to do, but this placed Zarahemla in the 

crosshairs of any Lamanite effort to try to break through and get these people back. In the 

disastrous war related in Alma 28, not only were thousands of people killed, but this was 

the first time that the city of Zarahemla had been invaded. It was not a heavily fortified 

city; it had never been threatened before. The Nephites were not militaristic. They 

equipped themselves quickly, but there is no indication that Zarahemla was prepared for 

an attack. 

In Alma 31:1–3, we thus learn why Alma was so concerned about bringing the Zoramite 

people of Antionum back into the Nephite fold. The people of Antionum were beginning 

to interact with the Lamanites. They were on their side, and this would make it easy for 

the Lamanites to take over.  

How would that have worked militarily? Why would the Lamanites have been especially 

interested in having such an ally? It would place them within closer striking distance to 
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the rest of the Land of Zarahemla, and they would gain manpower for their army. Without 

the Land of Antionum on their side, any Lamanites coming from the Land of Nephi that 

fought their way through Zarahemla would have been cut off from their homeland. The 

Land of Antionum provided them with a base and a source of supply. In addition, the 

defection of the Land of Antionum would have forced Alma’s people to fight on two 

fronts, and that was the last thing that he wanted. Eventually, the Nephites will end up 

fighting a two-front war with Captain Moroni on one front and Helaman and his stripling 

warriors on the other. That war lasted for seven years, and it was virtually the undoing of 

the Nephite nation. 

In our lives, the physical, spiritual, and emotional fringes must always be protected, 

because that is where erosion enters. Alma and his people had outlying areas where the 

borders were very hard to control and defend. The people in the city of Antionum were 

Zoramites, they had become dissenters, and they had moved out of Zarahemla. They took 

strategic knowledge with them: they knew the land, the roads, and the cities. A Lamanite 

army coming in would not have known where the weaknesses were, but the Zoramites 

would know. Alma would surely have been disturbed by the fact that many of his 

strongest warriors—the Zoramites were known for their military prowess—would aid the 

Lamanites. Indeed, the Zoramites would later become the leaders of the Lamanite armies. 

Further Reading 

Book of Mormon Central, “Why Was the Zoramite Defection So Disastrous? (Alma 

35:11),” KnoWhy 143 (July 14, 2016). 

Alma 31:8–13 — The Zoramites Perverted the Ways of the Lord 

In Alma 31:10–11, when the Zoramites left Zarahemla, their objections were that they no 

longer wanted to observe the performances of the Church. Basically, they went inactive 

in the Church, and viewed the performances as just routines. They withdrew from the 

society, the historical bonds, and the social and ritual fellowship of the Church. They 

refused to pray and supplicate to God daily. They would pray only on one day of the 

week. They thought that offering daily prayers or sacrifices was too much. In addition to 

this, they also refused to pray that they might not enter into temptation.  

That particular refusal tells us that this was a standard part of Nephite prayer. It would 

do us well today if it were to become an explicit standard part of all of our prayers as well. 

The Lord’s Prayer says, “Lead us not into temptation,” and I believe that we all too rarely 

ask that we be protected against the temptations of the devil, as the Lord instructed the 

Nephites to do in 3 Nephi 18:18. 

https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/knowhy/why-was-the-zoramite-defection-so-disastrous
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Next, the Zoramites perverted the ways of the Lord. The text does not clearly set out what 

that means, but the ways of the Lord, the way or the walk of the Lord in Hebrew, is the 

word halakhah. So, they may have perverted the life, that halakhic way, of living. This could 

have meant that they started mixing meat and milk, or that they stopped observing the 

Sabbath day. There were likely many important religious rules under the Law of Moses 

that they simply stopped observing. 

Speaking of the Sabbath, one of the things that the Zoramites did is mentioned in Alma 

31:12. They built a synagogue where they gathered themselves together. The word 

synagogue comes from two Greek words that mean to gather together. We do not know what 

the Nephite word for synagogue would have been. However, the gloss on that, that they 

“did gather themselves together” (31:12) in the synagogue, indicates that the name itself 

may have been related to that gathering function accurately enough. They gathered 

themselves one day a week, “which day they did call, the day of the Lord” (31:12). Notice 

that the Zoramites did not specify that it was the Sabbath Day, which would have brought 

with it all of the Sabbath rules and regulations. The text does not even say which day of 

the week “the day of the Lord” was for the Zoramites. They picked a day, and called it 

the day of the Lord. Perhaps Sabbath observance was another big problem for them and 

they wanted to deflect attention away from the Sabbath by calling the day simply “the 

day of the Lord.” 

Further Reading 

Book of Mormon Central, “Why Did Alma and Amulek Preach in Synagogues? (Alma 

16:13),” KnoWhy 124 (June 17, 2016).  

Alma 31:14–19 — Alma Was Shocked at the Zoramites’ Manner of Prayer 

The great errors of the Zoramites were shocking to Alma, and his reaction is 

understandable when you read the Zoramite prayer: the repetition, the requirement of 

people to get up and say the same prayer, the social pressure, the clothing, and only being 

able to pray at this one place. In Alma 32, the poor are concerned because they were not 

allowed to go into this place, and were taught they could only pray there. 

These were gross errors of social pressure, of dominance by an aristocratic class over the 

working-class people. The wealthy had their own theology. They brought into their 

synagogue words like “holy, holy, holy.” There was a sacrilege that would have been a 

gross offense to Alma the high priest. “Holy, holy, holy” were words that were spoken in 

the Holy of Holies, in the temple, not in a make-shift synagogue atop some bizarre 

Rameumptom. Then the content of the prayer would have been a shock to Alma, “We 

know, O God that thou art a spirit.” 

https://knowhy.bookofmormoncentral.org/knowhy/why-did-alma-and-amulek-preach-in-synagogues
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Most offensive of all may have been the statement in Alma 31:16, “Holy God, we believe 

that thou hast separated us from our brethren; and we do not believe in the tradition of 

our brethren, which was handed down to them by the childishness of their fathers; but 

we believe that thou hast elected us to be thy holy children; and also thou hast made it 

known unto us that there shall be no Christ.” Imagine Alma’s response to the claim that 

they knew by revelation that there was no Christ!   

Alma 31:24–35 — Alma Prayed for Help in Reconverting the Zoramites 

Alma, whose “heart was grieved,” “lifted up his heart to Heaven” and in his heartfelt prayer 

we learn how appalled he was by their apostate condition. The concern he expressed and 

the blessing he requested from the Lord is reminiscent of Enos’s intercessory prayer on 

behalf of his Nephites and Lamanite brothers and sisters (Enos 1:9–12). Alma’s prayer of 

desperation teaches readers much about Alma’s resolutely generous character. 

As he and his eight companions stood outside the central Zoramite places of worship in 

the city of Antionum, they beheld their arrogant prayers up on the top of their main high 

place (the Rameumptom, the Hebrew word ram meaning “high”). In response, Alma 

prayed intently, hoping to somehow bring at least some of them back to a wholesome 

view of prayer and righteousness (31:26–35).  

It is especially interesting to notice that, in this urgent prayer for strength, patience, 

comfort and success, Alma invoked God with the appellation “O Lord” precisely ten times 

(31:26, 30, 30, 31, 31, 32, 32, 34, 35, 35). Remembering that Alma at this time was still the 

High Priest among the Nephties, it becomes even more remarkable that the Jewish oral 

traditions in the Mishnah describe the ritual on the Day of Atonement in detail and count 

ten times when the High Priest pronounced out loud the otherwise unspeakable name of 

the Lord. Indeed, as the High Priest prayed for forgiveness and atonement on behalf of 

his people, the holy name was vocalized ten times in the formula “O [name of God].” 

Likewise, Alma’s formulaic expression repeated the words “O Lord” ten times, followed 

by declarations of the people’s sins and wickedness and petitions for strength in Christ, 

through whom reconciliation and atonement with God comes. For instance, Alma prayed, 

“O Lord God, how long wilt thou suffer that such wickedness and infidelity shall be 

among this people? O Lord, wilt thou grant unto us that we may have success in bringing 

them again unto thee in Christ” (31:30, 34). 

Indeed, so as to emphasize the difference between his holy prayer and the Zoramite 

prayers to some unnamed God (30:15, 15, 16, 17, 17 18), Alma shifted his terminology from 

his initial “O Lord” (31:26) to “O God” (31:27, 27, 28, 28), as he described the Zoramite 

worship practices. He then continued on with his nine other uses of “O Lord.” All this 

attests to the intentionality of Alma’s tenfold repetition of “O Lord” in this high-priestly 
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prayer. It makes sense that Alma consciously shifted his terminology from O Lord to O God, 

in order to avoid profaning the sacred name while describing the Zoramites’ apostate 

practices. Moreover, when he reverts to using “O Lord,” Alma’s second occurrence of “O 

Lord” is the only instance where the expanded expression “O Lord God” appears in this 

text, indicating that Christ, Jehovah the Lord, is indeed the true Lord and God. 

Ultimately, Alma turned to the Lord concerning the “gross wickedness” of the Zoramites. 

He prayed: “O Lord, wilt thou grant unto us that we may have success in bringing them 

again unto thee in Christ. Behold, O Lord, their souls are precious, and many of them are 

our brethren; therefore, give unto us, O Lord, power and wisdom that we may bring these, 

our brethren, again unto thee” (31:34–35). He and his companions then separated and went 

out among the Zoramites. Some of them received these missionaries and fed them, in 

answer to the prayer Alma had offered (30:33, 38), and several of them, especially among 

the Zoramite poor, came out to a hillside on the hill Onidah (32:4), where they were able to 

hear Alma and Amulek speak (Alma 32–34), as will be covered in the next chapter. 

 Further Reading 

Book of Mormon Central, “How is the Name Zoram Connected with Pride? (Alma 

31:25)”, KnoWhy 458, (August 14, 2018). 

Book of Mormon Central, “Why Did Alma Repeat the Lord’s Name Ten Times 

While in Prayer? (Alma 31:26)”, KnoWhy 139, (July 8, 2016). 

John W. Welch, “Counting to Ten,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12, no. 2 

(2003): 42–57, 113–114. 

Book of Mormon Central, “Why did Mormon Emphasize the Zoramites’ Costly 

Apparel? (Alma 31:28),” KnoWhy 283, (March 6, 2017). 
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