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Why Must There be an Infinite and Eternal Sacrifice?
There can be nothing which is short of an infinite
atonement which will suffice for the sins of the world.
The Know

Alma 34:12

The Zoramites denied the need for the Atonement (Alma
31:16–17). Hence, when preaching in their city, Amulek
stressed the importance of “a great and last sacrifice,” a
sacrifice which, he said, “must be an infinite and eternal
sacrifice” (Alma 34:10). Amulek went to great lengths to
explain what this sacrifice—the Atonement—was not:
“not a sacrifice of man, neither of beast, neither of any
manner of fowl; for it shall not be a human sacrifice” (v.
10).1 This clarification likely reflects specifically ways in
which the Zoramites had “pervert[ed] the ways of the
Lord in very many instances” (v. 11).

—when the penalty for a wrong is suffered by someone
other than the perpetrator—is found in” some Mesopotamian laws.2 Ze’ev Falk noted, “in Babylonian and
perhaps also in Hittite law, the principle of talion was
applied not only to the criminal himself but also to his
dependents.”3

In contrast to some practices of their neighbors, Israelite
law did not allow for vicarious punishment, but insisted
“every man shall be put to death for his own sin” (Deuteronomy 24:16; cf. Ezekiel 18:20).4 Similarly, Amulek
asked the Zoramites, “Now, if a man murdereth, behold
Both the Israelites and Nephites lived among cultures will our law, which is just, take the life of his brother?”
that performed vicarious sacrifices for the sins of indi- The answer was straightforward: “there is not any man
viduals and communities. Jewish Studies lecturer, Dr. that can sacrifice his own blood which will atone for the
sins of another” (Alma 34:11).
Elaine Goodfriend, explained, “Vicarious punishment
1

In their divergent state of apostasy, the Zoramites may
thus have adopted some kind of religious system which
practiced vicarious blood sacrifices. Ancient Mesoamerica provides a potential cultural backdrop. There,
“Maya kings voluntarily shed their blood as an offering on behalf of their people.”5 This came in the form
of bloodletting, a practice where the king “used thorns,
stingray spines, and obsidian blades to draw blood
from” sensitive parts of the body.6 While this is a different conceptual background than that of the Babylonian
laws in the Old World, it was still a system wherein a
man would “sacrifice his own blood” vicariously for his
people.7

his Zoramite audience of the true purpose of animal
sacrifice under the Mosaic law.11

There were also other forms of sacrifice practiced in
Mesoamerica. Brant A. Garnder explained, “Mesoamerican culture also offered parallel examples of animal sacrifices as part of their worship and even human
sacrifice.”8 Mark Alan Wright reasoned, “The peoples of
the Book of Mormon would have been familiar with the
types of sacrifices being offered by their surrounding
Mesoamerican neighbors, which often comprised burnt
offerings of animals, such as deer or birds.”9

In their apostasy, the Zoramites rejected the infinite and
eternal atonement of Jesus Christ. Influenced by the surrounding culture, it seems they instead treated animal
sacrifice as a full substitute for the Atonement, perhaps
going so far as to have adopted other local sacrificial
customs, such as bloodletting and human sacrifice.

The Why

As pious Israelites, the Nephites would have practiced
various forms of animal sacrifice as part of the law of
Moses. They did so, however, with an awareness that
such sacrifices were only a type and a shadow, “every
whit pointing to that great and last sacrifice … [of] the
Son of God, yea, infinite and eternal” (Alma 34:14). In
the Nephite view, “The law of Moses was as one grand
prophecy of Christ inasmuch as it testified of the salvation to be obtained in and through his atoning blood.”12

Amulek, therefore, made it a point to explain that “there
is not any man that can sacrifice his own blood” on behalf of others (Alma 34:11), as would be the case with
Amulek explained, “For it is expedient that there should even a king while bloodletting. Nor could any kind of
be a great and last sacrifice; yea, not a sacrifice of man, blood sacrifice—beast, fowl, or human—cleanse the
neither of beast, neither of any manner of fowl; for it Zoramites, nor anyone else, of their sins (vv. 11–14).
shall not be a human sacrifice; but it must be an infinite Not only does logic work against the Zoramite view, but
and eternal sacrifice” (Alma 34:10). Wright noted, “It is so did the symbolism of the law of Moses which prohibsignificant that the three things that Amulek is express- ited the taking of one mortal life in punishment for the
ly telling the apostate Zoramites not to sacrifice are the wrongdoing of another.
three most common things that were offered by Mesoamerican worshipers: human, beast, and fowl.”10
For any sacrifice to have eternal force and effect, that
sacrifice must be more than mortal and temporary. Tad
Micah, an Israelite prophet, also apparently mentioned R. Callister explained:
these three forms of sacrifice. He asked if he should
“come before the Lord” with “burnt offerings, with calves
The word infinite, as used in this context, may reof a year old?” Whether “the Lord [would] be pleased
fer to an atonement that is infinite in its scope and
with thousands of rams” or if he should “give my firstcoverage, … to an atonement that simultaneously
born for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the
applies retroactively and prospectively, oblivious
sin of my soul?” He answered, “the Lord require of thee,
to constraints and measurements of time … to an
but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humatonement that applies to all God’s creations, past,
bly with thy God” (Micah 6:6–8).
present, and future, and thus is infinite in its application, duration, and effect.13
Recognizing that birds were often given as “burnt offerings,” Amulek seems to be reversing the order of Mi- “Nothing short of the shedding of the blood of both an
cah’s rhetorical questions, after which he launches into infinite and perfect Being could”14 accomplish this kind
an exposition of justice and mercy (Alma 34:15–16). of ever-enduring and all-reaching sacrifice. “AccordAmulek, therefore, seems to be employing a technique ingly,” explained Callister, “the Atonement is ‘infinite’
called Seidel’s Law to invoke Micah’s words and remind because its source is ‘infinite’.”15
2

Just as certain particular cultural factors apparently had
enticed the Zoramites to pervert the ways of the Lord,
so also may social trends today entice some to twist, distort, wrest, or otherwise skew true gospel principles to
fit fashionable ideologies. Avoiding these temptations
requires both individuals and communities to do as
Alma taught, and Amulek reiterated: “plant the word in
your hearts, that ye may try the experiment of its goodness” (Alma 34:4). Only by letting the eternal word of
Christ take root can the everlasting Gospel then become the guiding light which enables all to see past the
temporary fashions of the day.
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