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Isaiah 53, Mosiah 14, 
and the Book of Mormon

John W. Welch

While Abinadi and others in antiquity interpreted Isaiah's 
suffering servant messianically, the Hebrew text left enough 

unstated that Noah's wicked priests could adopt another reading.

Isaiah 53 is unsurpassed in the Book of Mormon, if not 
in all of scripture, for its detailed prophetic images of the 
suffering and death of the supernally meek servant of God. 
Quoted in its entirety by Abinadi in Mosiah 14, near the 
middle of his response to the priests of Noah, this beautiful 
poem formed not only the crux of Abinadi's theological tes-
timony and legal defense, but also comprised one of the 
mainstays of prophetic knowledge in the Book of Mormon 
about the coming atonement of the Savior.

In this poem, Isaiah speaks in short, powerful phrases. 
His compact expressions project strong bursts of imagery; 
he does not dwell long on each painful scene in the travail 
of the Redeemer. Each of these flashes evokes sober reflec-
tion. Isaiah has seen the suffering of the servant, but it is 
almost as if he cannot stand to look.

In this study, I will explore several issues: (1) How does 
Isaiah 53 connect with Isaiah 52? Why did Abinadi quote 
Isaiah 53 in answering the question raised against him by 
the priests from Isaiah 52? (2) How did Abinadi use and 
understand Isaiah 53? To what extent is his discourse in 
Mosiah 15-16 grounded in the words and phrases of Isaiah 
53? (3) How much was Isaiah 53 understood and used by 
Book of Mormon prophets before Abinadi? (4) In light of 
the fact that Isaiah 53 seems to have been clearly under-
stood by many Nephites, what linguistic features in the text 
of Isaiah 53 may have contributed to the priests' thorough 
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misunderstanding of this text? Finally, because Isaiah 53 of-
fers the most extensive description in the Old Testament of 
the suffering servant of God, I will survey in an addendum 
the comments made by LDS scholars on this exquisite text. 
Readers of the Book of Mormon should have little difficulty 
getting through this section of Isaiah if they follow Abinadi 
as their guide.

Narrative Setting in the Trial of Abinadi

Abinadi recited and interpreted Isaiah 53 because his 
accusers, the priests of Noah, had challenged him to explain 
the meaning of Isaiah 52:7-10. What was the thrust of their 
challenge? It appears that the priests intended, by their di-
rect examination of Abinadi, to catch him in conflict with 
that scripture and thereby convict him of false prophecy—a 
capital offense under the law of Moses (see Deuteronomy 
18:20).1 In essence, they were apparently asking Abinadi 
why he bore tidings of doom and destruction when Isaiah 
had declared that the beautiful and true prophet brings 
good tidings and publishes peace: "How beautiful upon the 
mountains are the feet of him that bringeth good tidings" 
(Mosiah 12:20-22, emphasis added). Isaiah gave cause for 
great joy: "They shall see eye to eye when the Lord shall 
bring again Zion; break forth into joy" (Mosiah 12:22-24), 
and yet Abinadi had brought nothing but bad tidings of 
destruction.

Abinadi's rebuttal was an extensive and brilliant expla-
nation of the true essence of redemption and how it brings 
good tidings to those who accept Christ (see Mosiah 12:29- 
37 and chs. 13-16). His words comprise an elaborate 
midrash or explanation of the text quoted to him by the 
priests from Isaiah 52, especially in light of Isaiah 53. 
Abinadi's fundamental position was based on solid 
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ground, for Isaiah had also clearly stated that "they that 
rule over them make them to howl" (Isaiah 52:5), and ac-
cordingly, Abinadi predicted that the people of Noah "shall 
howl all the day long" due to the wickedness of their lead-
ers (Mosiah 12:4).

Readers might wonder if Abinadi's speech was respon-
sive to the specific question posed to him by the priests. On 
examination it becomes clear that his answer was con-
structed around specific words and phrases in Isaiah 52, in-
terpreted in connection with Isaiah 53. His discourse sheds 
great light on the meaning of .these two closely related texts.

Connections between Isaiah 52 and Isaiah 53
Abinadi quoted Isaiah 53:1-12 in Mosiah 14. That chap-

ter stands as the central passage in his legal defense and 
prophetic message. Although some scholars have won-
dered whether the song of the suffering servant should 
begin at Isaiah 53:1 or 52:13, the fact that Abinadi began 
quoting at Isaiah 53:1 implies that he and the ancient 
Nephites understood that a poetical unit began at Isaiah 
53:1, as it does today in the traditional chapter divisions in 
the Bible, not at Isaiah 52:13, as has been suggested by such 
scholars as Dion and Clines.2 Indeed, other biblicists, in-
cluding Orlinsky and Whybray, have argued in favor of 
commencing the unit at 53:1, the traditional starting point.3

Even though Abinadi's quotation begins at Isaiah 53:1, 
his discourse still supports the general idea that Isaiah 53 is 
closely linked to and should be understood in connection 
with Isaiah 52. In explaining the meaning of Isaiah 52, 
Abinadi readily turned to Isaiah 53, weaving together 
phrases from both chapters in his summation in Mosiah 15-16 
of the mission of the Messiah. Beginning where the priests 
had left off when they asked him the meaning of Isaiah 
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52:7-10 (see Mosiah 12:21-24), Abinadi first paraphrased 
and interpreted the remaining verses in Isaiah 52, and they 
work together marvelously in Abinadi's hand. Although 
Abinadi did not expressly quote Isaiah 52:11-15 (the five 
verses between the text quoted by the priests and the begin-
ning of Isaiah 53), four of the ideas in those verses were inte-
gral and sequential parts of Abinadi's argument:
1. Immediately after Isaiah 52:7-10, quoted by the priests, 

comes a stern admonition concerning the worthiness of 
those who officiate in the house of the Lord: "Touch no 
unclean thing,... Be ye clean that bear the vessels of the 
Lord" (Isaiah 52:11). Consistent with this sequence in 
Isaiah 52, Abinadi commenced his answer by challeng-
ing the worthiness of the priests of Noah (see Mosiah 
12:26-31). One might wonder why Abinadi did not 
quote Isaiah 52:11 at this point. Perhaps Abinadi sensed 
that it would do no good to tell the priests of Noah in so 
many words, "be ye clean," for it was too late to prevent 
the impurity of the priests; they had continued to vio-
late several of the ten commandments in spite of 
Abinadi's warning two years earlier (see Mosiah 11:20- 
25; 12:36-37). In light of God's judgment concerning 
them, Abinadi probably knew that they would not re-
spond favorably to righteous counsel.

2. The text in Isaiah 52 continues, "My servant shall deal 
prudently, he shall be exalted and extoled, and be very 
high" (Isaiah 52:13). Abinadi may well have seen in 
these words a prediction of Christ's final exalted station 
(compare Mosiah 16:9). These words may also have re-
assured Abinadi that he himself, as one of the Lord's 
servants, would be blessed in many ways by God: "I 
finish my message, and then it matters not whither I go, 
if it so be that I am saved" (Mosiah 13:9).
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3. Isaiah 52 next declares that people would be astonished 
by the prophet's message: "As many were astonied at 
thee" (Isaiah 52:14). Abinadi expected and remarked the 
same: "Yea, and my words fill you with wonder and 
amazement" (Mosiah 13:8).

4. Finally, the amazing and shocking sight seen by Isaiah 
was this: "His visage was so marred more than any 
man, and his form more than the sons of men" (Isaiah 
52:14). Again, compatible with the sequence in Isaiah 
52, Abinadi next declared that Christ would live among 
"the children of men [in] the form of man, [to] be op-
pressed and afflicted" (Mosiah 13:34-35), immediately 
before he began quoting Isaiah 53.
The evidence thus sustains the observation that Abinadi 

was very familiar with the Isaiah text between Isaiah 52:10 
and 53:1, for he used its elements in bridging the question of 
the priests with the answer of the Lord.

Abinadi's Use of Isaiah 53:1-12

After Abinadi called the priests to repentance, declared 
that salvation would not come by observance of the law of 
Moses alone, withstood the priests by radiating the power 
of God, and rehearsed to them the ten commandments, the 
prophet turned his attention to the coming of the Messiah to 
explain the true source of salvation and redemption. Ap-
proaching Abinadi's use of Isaiah 53 from a forensic stand-
point, one might wonder why he decided to quote this par-
ticular chapter as his main defense against the accusations 
of the priests of Noah.

It appears that the priests intended, by their direct ex-
amination, to catch Abinadi in conflict with Isaiah 52 on five 
potential points: (1) Why did he bear tidings of doom and 
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destruction when Isaiah had declared that the beautiful and 
true prophet brings good tidings (see Mosiah 12:20-22)?
(2) How could he condemn them when Isaiah said that the 
redemption of the land was a cause for great joy, and they 
had redeemed the land of Nephi (see Mosiah 12:23-24)?
(3) How could he accuse the people of not keeping the law 
of Moses when Isaiah had said that the uncircumcised and 
unclean would not come in (see Isaiah 52:1)? (4) How did 
Abinadi dare to prophesy that the people "shall be brought 
into bondage" (Mosiah 12:2), when Isaiah had spoken of 
Jerusalem loosing herself "from the bands of thy neck" 
(Isaiah 52:2)? And (5), How could Abinadi value Noah's life 
as a garment in a furnace when the true prophet had invited 
Zion to "put on thy beautiful garments" (Isaiah 52:1)? Po-
tential arguments such as these made Isaiah 52 a potent 
choice as the point of departure in the priests's examination 
of Abinadi.

Abinadi's response was effective and inspired. By quot-
ing Isaiah 53, Abinadi put himself in a position to answer 
each of these five potential arguments of the priests: 
(1) Through Isaiah 53, Abinadi could explain the good tid-
ings of the gospel; the suffering and death of the Lord's ser-
vant was a cause of eternally good news, and thus it pleased 
even God to bruise his servant. (2) In Isaiah 53, one finds 
several clear statements about the correct meaning of re-
demption: Only when a person "makes [Christ's] soul an 
offering for sin" will the Lord "prolong his days" and bring 
prosperity to his hand (verse 10). True redemption comes 
when the Father "shall see of the travail of [the Savior's] 
soul" and "shall be satisfied" (verse 11). By bearing "the sin 
of many," the Savior shall make "intercession [redemption] 
for the transgressors" (verse 12). Moreover, because Isaiah 
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53 prophesied that the people would not esteem Christ 
(verse 3) and would "esteem him stricken, smitten of God" 
(verse 4), it was evident (3) that they had not properly un-
derstood or kept the law, and, therefore, (4) the law would 
not protect them from bondage or, even more so, (5) from 
death and destruction. The priests had taken Isaiah 52:7-10 
out of context in accusing Abinadi; he averted their attack 
by putting that passage of scripture back into its surround-
ing context.

In addition, several of Isaiah's phrases would have 
taken on trenchant local meanings that would have set the 
priests of Noah back in their bold affront against Abinadi. 
For example, Isaiah had asked, "Who hath believed our re-
port?" (Isaiah 53:1). This plaintive question must have 
taken on a new ring of truth when Abinadi quoted these 
words, directing his quote squarely at the unbelieving 
priests, and Abinadi probably took some solace knowing 
that disbelief was the typical response of many people to 
the messages of the prophets. In the same way, the question 
"and to whom is the arm of the Lord revealed?" (Isaiah 
53:1) invites the retort, "Not to Noah and his priests."

But most importantly, Isaiah 53 not only provided 
Abinadi with a defense against his accusers, but it allowed 
him to take the higher ground of an affirmative defense. 
Abinadi used Isaiah 53 to declare the plan of salvation and 
testify of the resurrection and day of judgment whereby the 
wicked priests would be punished by God. Isaiah 53 
teaches clearly enough the basic messages that were consis-
tently promoted by Book of Mormon prophets.

Isaiah 53 understands many details involved in the life 
and death of the coming Messiah: "For he [the Messiah] 
shall grow up before him [the Father] as a tender plant, and 



300 • John W. Welch

as a root [the root of Jesse] out of a dry ground [in the land 
of Israel]" (verse 2). Isaiah knew that Christ's people would 
reject their Savior because he would not come as an exalted, 
glorious being; thus, Isaiah taught that Christ "hath no form 
nor comeliness" (verse 2); "when we shall see him, there is 
no beauty that we should desire him" (verse 2); and "he is 
despised and rejected of men,... he was despised, and we 
esteemed him not" (verse 3). In lieu of recognizing Christ's 
worth, Isaiah taught, "we [his friends] hid as it were our 
faces from him" (verse 3), and "we did esteem him stricken, 
smitten of God, and afflicted" (verse 4). But the people will 
be in error: "All we like sheep have gone astray; we have 
turned every one to his own way" (verse 6).

Isaiah 53 poignantly affirms that Jesus will suffer pain 
and grief, according to the will of God: He will be "a man of 
sorrows, and acquainted with grief" (verse 3); "surely he 
hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows" (verse 4); 
"he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised 
for our iniquities" (verse 5); "he was oppressed, and he was 
afflicted" (verse 7); "he was taken from prison and from 
judgment" (verse 8); and "Yet it pleased the Lord to bruise 
him; he hath put him to grief." (verse 10).

Not only will Christ suffer, but he will die: "And he made 
his grave with the wicked, and with the rich in his death" 
(verse 9); "He hath poured out his soul unto death" (verse 
12); and "For he was cut off out of the land of the living" 
(verse 8).

Despite the fact that people would erroneously number 
him "with the transgressors" (verse 12), Christ would be in-
nocent: "He had done no violence, neither was any deceit in 
his mouth" (verse 9). Yet he would go voluntarily: "He opened 
not his mouth: he is brought as a lamb to the slaughter, and 
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as a sheep before her shearers is dumb, so he openeth not 
his mouth" (verse 7).

The astounding purpose in all of this is that Christ's suf-
fering will benefit all humanity: "The chastisement of our 
peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed" 
(verse 5). This is the peace that the messenger would publish. 
The expiation of sin would not come through the sacrifices 
called for by the law of Moses (as the priests of Noah 
taught), but instead our iniquities are taken up by him: "the 
Lord hath laid on him the iniquity of us all" (verse 6); "for 
the transgression of my people was he stricken" (verse 8); 
"for he shall bear their iniquities" (verse 11), "and he bare 
the sin of many, and made intercession [with the Father] for 
the transgressors" (verse 12). This messianic offering will 
satisfy the demands of justice and will bring about a recon-
ciliation and atonement between God and mankind: "He 
[the Father] shall see of the travail of [the Savior's] soul, and 
shall be satisfied" (verse 11). But each person will need to 
accept his offering, which will become efficacious "when 
thou shalt make his soul an offering for sin" (verse 10).

In this way, the Lord shall have spiritual offspring: "he 
shall see his seed" (verse 10), and he will be able to reward 
and prosper his people: At the day of judgment, "by his 
knowledge shall my righteous servant justify many" (verse 
11), and this shall pave the way for eternal rewards: "He 
shall prolong his days, and the pleasure of the Lord shall 
prosper in his hand" (verse 10). These blessings, the spoils 
of the war against evil, will be turned over to the Servant for 
division among his followers: "Therefore will I divide him a 
portion with the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the 
strong" (verse 12).
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The Grounding in Isaiah 53 of Abinadi's 
Theological Explanations in Mosiah 15-16
To the casual reader, the relationship between Isaiah 53 

(parallel to Mosiah 14) and the remainder of Abinadi's dis-
course to the priests (see Mosiah 15-16) may seem slight; 
but on closer inspection, it becomes clear that Abinadi's the-
ology and prophetic understanding of God's salvation are 
deeply grounded in the words and phrases of Isaiah 53.

One of Abinadi's main messages was that God himself 
would come down among his people (see Mosiah 15:1). 
This idea is imbedded in the text of Isaiah 53. For example, 
Isaiah 53:1-2 says that "the arm of the Lord" will be re-
vealed when "he [that is the Lord] shall grow up before him 
as a tender plant." Abinadi attributes to God all of the hu-
miliation, pain, and death of the suffering servant here on 
earth among his people.

A closely related point is Abinadi's insistence that this 
Lord, "the Son of God," will subject his flesh "to the will of 
the Father" (Mosiah 15:2). Nevertheless, Abinadi hastens to 
add that the Son of God is "one God," called the Father (not 
of the spirits, but "of heaven and earth") and also called the 
Son ("because of the flesh").4 Abinadi's words were care-
fully selected—perhaps to avoid further controversy with 
the priests and possibly another legal accusation, this time 
on the grounds that he had violated the commandment that 
is often read as requiring monotheism, "thou shalt have no 
other God before me" (Mosiah 13:35)—and he appears to 
teach the priests all that their understanding allowed. But 
beyond those limitations, it remains clear that Abinadi un-
derstood that at least two distinct beings are involved in the 
godhead, and he could have found some support for this in 
Isaiah 53, if he understood Isaiah to be speaking of two 
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divine beings: "He [the Son] shall grow up before him [the 
Father]" (verse 2); "the Lord [God the Father] laid on him [the 
Son] the iniquities of us all" (verse 6); "it pleased the Lord to 
bruise him" (verse 10); "he hath put him to grief" (verse 10); 
"he shall see the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied" 
(verse 11); "I will divide him a portion" (verse 12).

Used by Abinadi' as part of his testimony that God him-
self shall redeem his people, Isaiah's prophecy affirmed 
that the Son would "suffer temptation," but "yield not"; 
would allow himself "to be mocked and scourged" (com-
pare Isaiah's words: esteemed him not, grief, wounded, op-
pressed, afflicted), and to be "cast out and disowned by his 
people" (compare Isaiah: despised and rejected), yet "he 
opened not his mouth" (Mosiah 15:5-6). He would become 
"subject even unto to death" (compare Isaiah: he hath 
poured out his soul unto death), and the will of the Son 
would be "swallowed up in the will of the Father" (Mosiah 
15:7; compare Isaiah: it pleased the Lord to bruise him). 
Thus he would gain "the victory over death" (compare 
Isaiah: and divide the spoils, i.e. the spoils of victory), 
which would give the Son "power to make intercession for 
the children of men" (Mosiah 15:8; in Isaiah's words: and 
made intercession for the transgressors), having "satisfied 
the demands of justice" (Mosiah 15:9; compare Isaiah: he 
shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied).

Next, Abinadi turned to answer another pressing issue 
raised by the priests: Who are the true messengers of the 
Lord, and was Abinadi one of them? As Isaiah had asked, 
"Who shall declare his generation?" (Isaiah 53:8). Abinadi 
proceeded to explain that "when his soul has been made an 
offering for sin" (Isaiah 53:10) then shall Jesus "see his seed" 
(Mosiah 15:10); and all prophets who declare this message, 
and all people who believe their words are his seed, "for 
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whom he has died, to redeem them from their transgres-
sions" (Mosiah 15:12; compare Isaiah: he shall bear their 
iniquities). Thus, those prophets are the ones "who have 
published peace, who have brought good tidings of good, 
who have published salvation; and said unto Zion: Thy 
God reigneth!" (Mosiah 15:14). Accordingly, if and when 
the priests of Noah will repent and recognize that Christ's 
sacrifice is the proper offering for sin, then Christ will see 
his seed and how beautiful upon the mountains will be 
their message of peace (see Mosiah 15:15-18). In this way, 
Abinadi answered effectively the question, "Who is entitled 
to speak as a prophet?" and thereby countered the charge 
that he had committed the crime of false prophecy.

Abinadi went on to explain that "the Son reigneth" 
(compare Isaiah 52:7) because the Son will overcome death 
(see Mosiah 15:20-25), and that indeed "the ends of the 
earth shall see the salvation of our God" (Isaiah 52:10) at the 
day of judgment before every nation (see Mosiah 15:26-28); 
and for that reason the "watchmen" (Isaiah 52:8) shall sing 
for joy (see Mosiah 15:29-31).

Abinadi concluded his speech by explaining the re-
wards that will be given in the resurrection (see Mosiah 
16:1-12), and, with this theme, he turns to the final concepts 
found in Isaiah 53. The wicked, such as the priests of Noah, 
will weep (see Mosiah 16:2-7), for there will be a victory 
over death (compare Isaiah: he shall divide the spoil), and 
only in Christ will there be "a life which is endless" (com-
pare Isaiah: he shall prolong his days) and the Lord's judg-
ment will stand and the righteous of God will prevail (see 
Mosiah 16:8-12; compare Isaiah: the pleasure of the Lord 
shall prosper in his hand).

Thus, each segment in Isaiah 53 contributes to the main 
points of Abinadi's speech. Indeed, Mosiah 18:2 confirms 
and summarizes these as the main precepts taught by 
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Abinadi. As Alma began to teach the words of Abinadi, 
Alma crystallized from this discourse the same concepts we 
have seen here: Alma taught "concerning that which was to 
come, and also concerning the resurrection of the dead, and 
the redemption of the people, which was to be brought to 
pass through the power, and sufferings, and death of 
Christ, and his resurrection and ascension into heaven" 
(Mosiah 18:2).

Was Isaiah 53 Known and Used by 
Earlier Nephite Prophets?

The teachings of Abinadi, of course, were not new in 
Nephite history. Abinadi's death occurred about 150 b .c . 
Four hundred years earlier, Nephi and Jacob had taught, in 
the same city as Abinadi, similar points about the coming of 
Christ, the suffering and death of the Messiah, and the res-
urrection of the dead. Interestingly, the set of doctrines 
taught by Abinadi closely tracks these key elements in the 
messianic portions of the Nephite prophetic worldview ar-
ticulated in 1 Nephi 11, 1 Nephi 19, 2 Nephi 9, 2 Nephi 25, 
and in other early Nephite and brass plates texts.5 The simi-
larity between Abinadi's set of doctrines and the writings of 
Nephi and Jacob raises the following additional questions: 
To what extent was Nephi's messianic expectation, like 
Abinadi's, grounded in Isaiah 53? Did Nephi and Jacob use 
Isaiah 53 in formulating their teachings about the coming of 
the Messiah? Several concepts and phrases in Nephite writ-
ings, together with the fact that Nephi and Jacob made ex-
tended use of Isaiah 48-51, make it likely that Abinadi was 
not the first Nephite to use Isaiah 53 as an extensive source 
of knowledge about the coming of Christ.
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Isaiah 53 begins by describing Christ's condescension 
and life upon the earth (see Isaiah 53:2). Nephi similarly 
saw and declared that "the Son of Man [would go] forth 
among the children of men" (1 Nephi 11::24).6 Nephi also 
concurred with Isaiah's vision of Christ being "exalted" 
(Isaiah 52:13) as he taught that Christ would be "lifted up" 
(1 Nephi 11:33; 19:10) both in death and in his ascension.

As Isaiah prophesied that Christ would be "taken from 
prison and from judgment" (Isaiah 53:8) and we would 
hide "as it were our faces from him" (Isaiah 53:3), Nephi 
taught that Christ would be "taken by the people . . . and 
judged of the world" (1 Nephi 11:32) and would be put 
"into the hands of wicked men" (1 Nephi 19:10), and that 
people would "turn aside their hearts against the Holy 
One" (1 Nephi 19:15).

Regarding Christ's rejection and suffering (see Isaiah 
53:3, 8,14), Nephi prophesied that the "Holy One of Israel" 
would be "despised" (1 Nephi 19:14; 2 Nephi 15:24) and 
"rejected" (2 Nephi 25:18). Isaiah wrote that Christ will be 
"acquainted with grief" and "a man of sorrows" (Isaiah 
53:3); Nephi said the same, explaining that "they scourge 
him, and he suffereth it; and they smite him, and he 
suffereth it. Yea, they spit upon him, and he suffereth it" 
(1 Nephi 19:9). Isaiah said that Christ would suffer "more 
than any man" (Isaiah 52:14), and this detail was also ex-
pressed by Jacob: "he suffereth the pains of all men, yea, the 
pains of every living creature, both men, women, and chil-
dren, who belong to the family of Adam" (2 Nephi 9:2).

Isaiah wrote that Christ suffered for our sake—he was 
"wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our 
iniquities" (Isaiah 53:5). Again, Nephi and Jacob each de-
clared that Christ would be "lifted up upon the cross and 
slain for the sins of the world" (1 Nephi 11:33; see also Jacob 
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1:8). Similarly, Isaiah wrote that Christ should die—that he 
would be "cut off out of the land of the living" (Isaiah 53:8), 
and this is recorded in the Book of Mormon as well (1 Nephi 
11:33; Jacob 1:8).

The beautiful benefits of Christ's suffering and death 
were also described in Isaiah, and similar points are found 
in the teachings of the early Book of Mormon prophets. 
Isaiah says that Christ would be led like "a lamb to the 
slaughter" (Isaiah 53:7); Nephi refers to Christ as a lamb 
nearly sixty times in 1 Nephi chapters 11-14, gratefully 
aware that Christ "suffereth it, because of his loving kind-
ness and his long-suffering towards the children of men" 
(1 Nephi 19:9; compare Isaiah 53:5, "with his stripes we are 
healed"). Because of Christ's sacrifice, those who partake of 
his gift will receive the blessings (compare Isaiah 53:12, "he 
shall divide the spoil with the strong"); Nephi and Jacob 
promised that those who believe in the Son (see 1 Nephi 
11:6), "seek to bring forth... Zion" (1 Nephi 13:37), and "la-
bor diligently in his vineyard" (Jacob 6:3) will be "a blessed 
people upon the promised land forever" (1 Nephi 14:2) and 
that God will "bestow [blessings] upon [their] children" 
(2 Nephi 9:3).

And this is not all. After Christ's death, Isaiah prophe-
sied, Christ would be resurrected (see Isaiah 53:12). Like-
wise Nephi declared that Christ "shall rise from the dead, 
with healing in his wings" (2 Nephi 25:13), punishing the 
wicked and effecting the "resurrection of the dead" 
(2 Nephi 26:3; see also 2 Nephi 2:8).

The words, phrases, concepts, and expressions are simi-
lar enough in all these cases that one may readily conclude 
that Book of Mormon prophets prior to Abinadi knew and 
used Isaiah 53 and understood the relevance of this song of 
the suffering servant to their own revelations concerning 
the coming Messiah.
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Parenthetically, it is interesting to note that the Book of 
Mormon prophets were not the only Jews or members of 
the house of Israel before the time of Jesus Christ who un-
derstood Isaiah 53 messianically and who expected the 
Messiah to suffer at the hands of his people. One recently 
published Dead Sea Scroll, 4Q541, fragment 9, column I, 
reads: "They will utter many words against him, and an 
abundance of lies; they will fabricate fables against him, 
and utter every kind of disparagement against him. His 
generation will change the evil, and [...] established in de-
ceit and in violence."7 The translator, Florentino Garcia 
Martinez, sees in this text an important confirmation that 
the messianic interpretation of Isaiah 53 was "not an inno-
vation of purely Christian origin," but rather was already 
"the result of previous developments."8 Some scholars 
have even proposed that this ancient Jewish text from 
Qumran may have "contained the idea of the violent death 
of this 'Messiah-priest,'"9 but unfortunately the text appears 
too fragmentary to allow solid conclusions in this regard.

For a summary, verse by verse, of the extensive Latter-day 
Saint messianic interpretation of Isaiah 53, see the biblio-
graphic addendum in this volume, pages 495-502.

Why Did the Priests of Noah Not Understand 
the Messianic Content of Isaiah 52-53?

Because Abinadi's interpretation and use of Isaiah 53 
was complete, cogent, and bound up with Nephite tradi-
tion, one naturally wonders why the priests of Noah did not 
understand or accept what he said to them. Likewise, if 
Isaiah 53 had been understood all along as a messianic text, 
how could the priests of Noah and others, like Sherem, who 
rejected the Nephite prophetic view, not agree with this 
basic interpretation? There is no reason to believe that the 
priests of Noah were unfamiliar with Isaiah 53 before
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Abinadi quoted it to them, for they knew and introduced 
Isaiah 52 into the discussion. People of their persuasion 
must have somehow understood Isaiah 53 differently.

While hindsight is 20/20, making it much easier for 
Christian readers to perceive the relevance of Isaiah 53 on 
the mission and passion of Jesus Christ, several ambiguities 
in the Hebrew in Isaiah 53 have, indeed, given rise over the 
years to other interpretations. It seems quite likely that 
these ambiguities would have been an even greater source 
of uncertainty about the meaning of Isaiah 53 in the minds 
of people like the priests of Noah, who lived before the time 
of Christ. Clines concisely and conveniently summarizes 
the main points of debate among modern Isaiah scholars 
concerning the veiled meanings of Isaiah 53.10 Several prob-
lems exist, arising mainly from the fact that Isaiah used so 
many pronouns or other grammatical constructions with 
unspecified antecedents:
1. In Hebrew, the identity of the servant is ambiguous. 

Who is he? The servant is never actually named or iden-
tified, except by the things that he suffered. In fact, it is 
difficult to determine the antecedent of many of the pro-
nouns in Isaiah 53. To whom do these pronouns refer: 
"we" (verse 6), "our" (verses 3-6), "I" (verse 12), or "thou" 
(verse 10)?

2. The song is unclear about when the servant had lived in 
the past or would yet live in the future. It is fair to ask, 
should Isaiah 53 be read in reference to the past, the 
present, or the future? Because the Hebrew verbs are in 
the perfect mode, some people have argued that Isaiah 
53 speaks only of a person who lived in Isaiah's own 
day, whom he knew, who was despised, rejected, and 
wrongly put to death, perhaps an innocent prophet who 
went silently to his death, executed because of some 
testimony he bore. Others read Isaiah 53 as a "prophetic 
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retrospective," looking back in vision at the future 
death of the Messiah as if it had already occurred. 
According to this view, Isaiah 53 is written in the 
"prophetic past." Accordingly, it is debatable whether 
this text was written in the historical past or the pro-
phetic past. Apparently, this was in fact a major issue for 
the priests of Noah, for Abinadi had to explain to them 
that he, like Isaiah, spoke "of things to come as though 
they have already come" (Mosiah 16:6, emphasis added), a 
marvelous description of the Hebraic prophetic per-
fect.11 This grammatical comment by Abinadi is an 
important acknowledgment from antiquity that people 
were aware of this manner of speaking, which is known 
today by grammarians as the prophetic past.

3. Other questions include, What did he suffer or will he 
suffer? and What led the "we" to change their minds 
about the servant? At first people despised him, but 
later they agreed that he had borne their griefs. The text 
is not specific about the answers to such questions, and 
thus it is open to a variety of interpretations.
Behind all of these questions, however, stands the ulti-

mate interpretive issue: whether or not the servant is a di-
vine future being. This is the crucial point of departure in 
determining how one reads Isaiah 53, and it is possible to 
read this text several ways. Because of the open texture of 
Isaiah 53 in this regard, Abinadi was textually vulnerable 
on this very point, and thus it is logical that the priests at-
tacked him precisely on this position, that a divine being, 
"that God himself should come down" (Mosiah 17:8). How-
ever, Abinadi's words and his blood stand as a testimony of 
this crucial declaration, for which Abinadi too went like a 
lamb to the slaughter. He also was innocent—another ser-
vant of the Lord who suffered death and was cut off from 
the land of the living.
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The Book of Mormon says nothing about Abinadi's chil-
dren or posterity, but his legacy or prophetic seed lived on 
in Alma and his converts. Abinadi was more than a witness 
in word alone; his life and death show that he also knew 
that meaning of Isaiah 53 from the inner workings of per-
sonal suffering and testing to the extreme.
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