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Chapt er  8
------- -----------

Conflicti ng  Orders :
Alma  and  Amule k  in  Ammonihah

Thomas R. Valletta

During the tenth year of the reign of the judges, enmity 
between two fiercely competing orders of Nephite society 
erupted into open violence in Ammonihah, a city in the 
land of Melek. The records describing these hostilities, ap-
pearing in Alma 8-14, provide considerable insight into the 
holy order of the Son of God and its spurious counterpart, 
the order of Nehor. The theology, priesthood, temple wor-
ship, legal practices, and monetary system of the Nephites 
during the first century B.c. are subjects generously illumi-
nated in these chapters.1 This paper focuses on the conflict 
between the holy order of the Son of God and the order of 
Nehor. The former was patterned after the Savior's life and 
was rooted in keeping sacred covenants centered in the 
temple as a symbol of eternity. The latter was patterned af-
ter an ambitious murderer and rooted in prideful competi-
tion in which individuals were resolute on attaining money 
as a means of power and riches. Important comparisons 
and contrasts between these two opposing orders emerge 
from these chapters; their sources of authority and power, 



heroes, centers and rituals of worship, doctrines and stan-
dards of behavior, and aspirations and purposes are a few 
of the most obvious.

The catalyst for the confrontation at Ammonihah oc-
curred over a year earlier when Alma, concerned about 
increasing pride and wickedness among his people, "deliv-
ered up the judgment-seat to Nephihah, and confined him-
self wholly to the high priesthood of the holy order of God, 
to the testimony of the word, according to the spirit of reve-
lation and prophecy" (Alma 4:20). Alma began a mission 
"to deliver the word of God unto the people, first in the 
land of Zarahemla, and from thence throughout all the 
land" (Alma 5:1).

Alma's preaching throughout the land met with mixed 
success. Ammonihah was one of the least receptive cities to 
the word of God. Mormon editorialized that "Satan had 
gotten great hold upon the hearts of the people of the city" 
(Alma 8:9). Alma had "labored much in the spirit, wrestling 
with God in mighty prayer, that he would pour out his 
Spirit upon the people who were in the city;.. . Neverthe-
less, they hardened their hearts" (Alma 8:10-11). Despite 
Alma's valiant efforts, many of the inhabitants of Ammoni-
hah "withstood all his words, and reviled him, and spit 
upon him, and caused that he should be cast out of their 
city" (Alma 8:13).

Only by divine intervention and a visit from an angel of 
the Lord to Alma was Ammonihah given another chance to 
hear God's word through the prophet (see Alma 8:14-18). 
Returning to Ammonihah, Alma found a spiritually recep-
tive Amulek readily confessing that he knew, also by an-
gelic visitation, that Alma was "a holy prophet of God" 
(Alma 8:20). After spending "many days with Amulek" 
(Alma 8:27), presumably teaching and preparing him for 



the ministry, Alma received revelation that they both were 
to "go forth and prophesy" unto the people of Ammonihah 
(Alma 8:29).

The subsequent confrontation between these righteous 
men of God and the wicked leaders of Ammonihah in-
volved far more than a disagreement between individuals 
or even a clash of personalities. It was the continuation of 
an age-old confrontation between priestcraft and true 
priesthood—in this case, between the keepers of the purse 
and the keepers of the mysteries of God. In this classic con-
flict between two competing orders of society, Alma and 
Amulek acted as agents of the Son of God, while Zeezrom 
and his comrades assumed the role of minions of Satan, 
claiming authority from a false priesthood called the order 
of Nehor.

The High Priesthood of the Holy Order of God

Alma's commission to teach and testify was "according 
to the holy order of God, which is in Christ Jesus" (Alma 
5:44). During his mission, Alma variously refers to his au-
thority as

• "the high priesthood of the holy order of God" 
(Alma 4:20; 13:6),

• "the holy order of God" (Alma 5:54; 7:22; 8:4),
• "the holy order" (Alma 6:8),
• "his holy order, which was after the order of his 

Son" (Alma 13:1),
• "the order of his/the Son" (Alma 13:2, 7,9),
• "the high priesthood of the holy order" (Alma 13:8),
• "the holy order, or this high priesthood" (Alma 

13:10),
• "the high priesthood according to the holy order of 

God" (Alma 13:18).



"The Holy Priesthood, after the order of the Son of 
God," is referred to in modern revelation as the Melchize-
dek Priesthood, "out of respect or reverence to the name of 
the Supreme Being, to avoid the too frequent repetition 
of his name" (D&C 107:3-4). It has long been convincingly 
reasoned, in my opinion, that the righteous Nephites func-
tioned under the power and authority of the Melchizedek 
Priesthood rather than the Levitical order.2

That the Melchizedek Priesthood was present among 
the righteous Nephites is evident by the resulting effects 
and blessings of that priesthood. Modern revelation indi-
cates that

this greater priesthood administereth the gospel and 
holdeth the key of the mysteries of the kingdom, even 
the key of the knowledge of God. Therefore, in the ordi-
nances thereof, the power of godliness is manifest. And 
without the ordinances thereof, and the authority of the 
priesthood, the power of godliness is not manifest unto 
men in the flesh; For without this no man can see the face 
of God, even the Father, and live. (D&C 84:19-22)

The Book of Mormon is replete with references to ordi-
nances and blessings that relate to the higher priesthood, 
including the gift of the Holy Ghost3 as well as the right to 
bestow that gift, the spirit of prophecy and revelation, ordi-
nations, healing the sick, raising the dead, a knowledge of 
the mysteries of God, seership, sealing power, promises of 
eternal life, visitations of God, and the keys of the kingdom 
(see, for example, 1 Nephi 1:8; 2 Nephi 2:4; 11:2; Mosiah 
8:13-18; 28:16; Alma 6:1; 9:20-21; 15:5; 17:2-3; 19:13; 31:36; 
3 Nephi 7:22; 19:4). Joseph Fielding Smith declared that "all 
through the Book of Mormon we find references to the 
Nephites officiating by virtue of the Higher Priesthood af-
ter the holy order."4 Elder Bruce R. McConkie concluded 



that "the Nephite branch of the house of Israel was subject 
to the higher priesthood during all its history."5 The remain-
der of this paper is based on the assumption that righteous 
Nephites administered under the power and authority of 
the Melchizedek Priesthood.

High Priesthood and Temple Worship

Intimately connected with priesthood authority are the 
ordinances and covenants of the temple (see, for example, 
Numbers 1:48-53; 16:9; Hebrews 7; D&C 124:28, 39, 41-42). 
The Prophet Joseph Smith alluded to these connections in a 
talk given on 27 August 1843. He taught that "the Priest-
hood of Aaron . . . administers in outward ordinances, and 
the offering of sacrifices." That the ancient Israelites were 
limited to the Levitical Priesthood was the result of their 
refusing the "blessing or knowledge" that Moses offered 
them at Mt. Sinai. Joseph Smith explained that although the 
Levitical Priesthood was for performing temple service 
(see Numbers 1:48-53), it only allowed for "priests to ad-
minister in outward ordinances, made without an oath." 
To receive the higher orders of the priesthood, such as the 
"patriarchal authority," the Prophet admonished the Saints 
to "go to and finish the temple, and God will fill it with 
power, and you will then receive more knowledge concern-
ing this priesthood." Those holding the "fulness of the 
Melchizedek Priesthood," according to Joseph, "are kings 
and priests of the Most High God, holding the keys of 
power and blessings." To receive this "anointing and seal-
ing is to be called, elected and made sure."6 Alma made it 
clear that these blessings were available to faithful believ-
ers if they would humble themselves before God and 
"bring forth fruit meet for repentance" (Alma 13:13; see 
Alma 13:10-19).



The Prophet Joseph Smith had learned early in his min-
istry of the strong relationship between priesthood and 
temple. In one of the earliest revelations of this dispensa-
tion, Joseph Smith was informed that the priesthood would 
be revealed by the “hand of Elijah the prophet"; otherwise, 
"the whole earth would be utterly wasted at [the Lord's] 
coming" (D&C 2:1, 3). The young Joseph soon discovered 
that this was “because he [Elijah] holds the keys of the au-
thority to administer in all the ordinances of the Priest-
hood; and without the authority .. ., the ordinances could 
not be administered in righteousness."7 Later, Joseph 
taught that "the spirit, power, and calling of Elijah is, that 
ye have the power to hold the key of the revelations, ordi-
nances, oracles, powers and endowments of the fulness of 
the Melchizedek Priesthood and of the kingdom of God on 
the earth; and to receive, obtain, and perform all the ordi-
nances belonging to the kingdom of God."8 In addition, he 
explained that "if a man gets a fullness of the priesthood of 
God he has to get it in the same way that Jesus Christ ob-
tained it, and that was by keeping all the commandments 
and obeying all the ordinances of the house of the Lord."9

Only a temple complete with all the ordinances and 
covenants can provide opportunity for a generation to re-
ceive the fulness of the priesthood. As previously noted, 
Alma's teachings in Ammonihah include several references 
to the holy order of the Son of God (see Alma 13:1, 2, 6-9, 
16). Concerning this order, President Ezra Taft Benson 
taught: "To enter into the order of the Son of God is the 
equivalent today of entering into the fullness of the Melchi-
zedek Priesthood, which is only received in the house of the 
Lord."10 Alma's claim that his calling and authority was of 
"the high priesthood of the holy order of God" strongly 
suggests that he was intimately familiar with higher ordi-



nances and covenants received in temples that included 
more than Levitical authority (see Alma 4:20; see also Alma 
13:6, 8).

Importance of Temples in the Book of Mormon

In antiquity, "the Holy Temple was the very heart and 
soul" of God's chosen people.11 According to Menahem 
Haran, the temple constituted "the most conspicuous and 
prominent of all cultic institutions in ancient Israel."12 "As 
the ritual center of the universe," wrote Hugh Nibley, "the 
temple was anciently viewed as the one point on earth at 
which men and women could establish contact with higher 
spheres."13 "The central rite of the temple was certainly the 
offering of sacrifice—the slaughtering of beasts; yet," ac-
cording to Nibley, "the activities we read about in the Bible 
simply take that for granted and tell us of preaching, of 
feasting, and of music. The place seemed to be a general 
center of activity."14 Joshua Berman agreed that,

Contrary to the popular misconception that the
Temple is solely a sacrificial center, the Temple needs to 
be construed as part of an organic whole and cannot be 
studied in isolation. As the center of Israel's national and 
spiritual life, it relates integrally to many of the institu-
tional pillars of the Jewish faith—the Sabbath, the land 
of Israel, kingship, and justice, to mention just a few.15

"The presence of the temple represented stability and 
cohesiveness in the community," reported Stephen Ricks, 
"and its rites and ceremonies were viewed as essential to 
the proper functioning of the society."16 "If there is no 
temple," stressed Nibley, "there is no true Israel; and where 
there is no true temple, civilization itself is but an empty 
shell."17 As might be expected for a covenant people with 
direct claims to ancient Israel, "evidence in the Book of 



Mormon indicates that temples were equally important 
among the Nephites, both in their religion and in their so-
ciety."18 As examined below, much of this evidence is pro-
vided in the account of Alma in Ammonihah.

The importance of temples in the Book of Mormon is 
demonstrated by the centrality of such holy places at each 
of the Nephite capitals (see 2 Nephi 5:16; Mosiah 1:18; 2:1; 
7:17; 11:10, 12; Alma 16:13; 23:2; 26:29; Helaman 3:9, 14; 
3 Nephi 11:1). The first order of business that Nephi under-
took as he assumed leadership over the faithful was to "ob-
serve to keep the judgments, and the statutes, and the com-
mandments of the Lord in all things, according to the law of 
Moses" (2 Nephi 5:10), and to initiate the construction of a 
temple (see 2 Nephi 5:16). Temples are noted in the Book of 
Mormon as places of sacrifice and offerings, special instruc-
tion, coronations, and covenant ceremonies (see 2 Nephi 
5:10; Jacob 1:17; 2:2,11; Mosiah 2:1-7, 37; 13:30; Alma 16:13; 
23:2; 26:29; 30:3; 34:10; 3 Nephi 9:19-20).19 Various sermons 
and writings in the Book of Mormon relate to the most sa-
cred teachings associated with holy temples (see Mosiah 
1-6, Alma 12-13, and 3 Nephi 11-18).20 With references to 
ridding one's garments from people's sins (see Jacob 2:2), to 
the garments becoming "white through the blood of the 
Lamb" (Ether 13:10), and to God not dwelling "in unholy 
temples" (Alma 7:21; Helaman 4:24), temple imagery and 
allusion appear liberally in the text of the Book of Mormon. 
The temple and its related teachings are an important as-
pect of the Book of Mormon.

Nephites and the Higher Temple Ordinances

Since the Nephites had the fulness of the gospel and 
functioned under the direction of the high priesthood after 
the holy order of the Son, their temples were not likely lim-



ited to Levitical ordinances.21 The Book of Mormon makes 
it clear that some Nephites, before the coming of Christ, en-
tered into sacred ordinances pertaining to the holy order of 
the Son, were familiar with sacred garments, viewed great 
and wondrous revelations, received the mysteries of God, 
attained the sealing powers, and received promises of eter-
nal life (see Jacob 2; Mosiah 26:20; Alma 13; Helaman 10). 
As Robert Millet expressed it:

They were Former-day Saints who enjoyed transcendent 
spiritual blessings. They had the veil parted and saw the 
visions of heaven. They knew the Lord, enjoyed his mini-
stration, and received from him the assurance of eternal 
life. They built temples (see 2 Nephi 5:16; Jacob 1:17; 2:2, 
11; Mosiah 1:18; Alma 10:2; 16:13; 26:29; 3 Nephi 11:1), 
not to perform work for the dead, for such was not done 
until the ministry of Christ to the world of spirits, but 
to receive the covenants and ordinances of exaltation. 
During the Nephite "mini-millennium" and, we would 
suppose, during those prior periods of Nephite history 
when the people qualified themselves for such, "they 
were married, and given in marriage, and were blessed 
according to the multitude of the promises which the Lord had 
made unto them" (4 Nephi 1:11 italics added). These were 
the promises made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the 
promise of the gospel, the priesthood, and eternal life 
(see D&C 2; Abraham 1:2-3; 2:8-11) 22

Some have questioned the Melchizedek nature of the 
Nephite temples prior to the ministry of Jesus Christ based 
on a misunderstanding of Nephi's declaration that he "did 
build a temple ... [and] construct it after the manner of the 
temple of Solomon save it were not built of so many pre-
cious things;... it could not be built like unto Solomon's 
temple. But the manner of the construction was like unto 
the temple of Solomon; and the workmanship thereof was 



exceedingly fine" (2 Nephi 5:16). It should be realized that 
Nephi was not, in this verse, referring to the kind of ordi-
nances that were being performed, but rather the manner 
of construction. "When Nephi said that the 'manner of con-
struction' was the same as in Jerusalem," according to John L. 
Sorenson, "he could only have meant that the general pat-
tern was similar. What was that pattern, and what was its 
function?" Sorenson explained:

The temple of Solomon was built on a platform, 
so people literally went "up" to it. Inside were distinct 
rooms of differing sacredness. Outside the building itself 
was a courtyard or plaza surrounded by a wall. Sacrifices 
were made in that space, atop altars of stepped or ter-
raced form. The levels of the altar structure represented 
the layered universe as Israelites and other Near Eastern 
peoples conceived of it. The temple building was oriented 
so that the rising of the sun on solstice day (either March 
21 or September 21) sent the earliest rays—considered 
"the glory of the Lord"—to shine through the temple 
doors, which were opened for the occasion, directly into 
the holiest part.23

John W. Welch added concerning the Temple of Solomon: 
In the opinion of some scholars, Solomon's temple was 
distinctive in that it "consisted of three rooms one behind 
the other, with a narrow front. . . . What is characteristic 
of the Jerusalem Temple is rather that the three rooms 
stand one behind the other in a straight line, and that the 
building is the same width all along its length" with the 
middle room being the largest24

Constructing such a temple would not restrict the ordi-
nances performed therein to a Levitical order. Nor would a 
temple operating under the Melchizedek Priesthood pro-
hibit the performance of Levitical ordinances. Welch wrote: 



The Nephites clearly understood the gospel of Jesus 
Christ and the doctrines of the Messiah, but that under-
standing was superimposed on their observance of the 
law of Moses to give even further meaning to this al-
ready profoundly rich system of symbolism and reli-
gious devotion to the Holy One of Israel. Instead of abro-
gating the Israelite system, the Nephite understanding 
infused it with joy that brought its commandments more 
to life. Accordingly, it is important to allow room for all 
the ordinances of the law of Moses as well as the cere-
monies of Christ's eternal gospel to operate concurrently 
in Nephite temples down to the coming of Christ.25

Evidence of Melchizedek Temple Ordinances in
Alma 8 through 14

Many references in Alma 8-14 suggest that Alma, and 
probably some of his contemporaries, were familiar with 
the ordinances, covenants, and teachings associated with 
temple rites of the Melchizedek Priesthood. These include 
repeated mention of the holy order of the Son of God; the 
sacred manner of the calling and ordination with a holy or-
dinance to this high priesthood (see Alma 13:1-12); how 
the mysteries of God are known and imparted (see Alma 
12:8-12); a caution that we will be judged by our hearts, 
words, works, and thoughts (see Alma 12:12-14); and a 
warning that those who once had the mysteries and re-
jected them will suffer a second death of everlasting de-
struction (see Alma 12:11-18).26

The presentation of God's eternal plan by Alma and 
Amulek while preaching in Ammonihah includes elements 
that compare to known temple themes, for example, the 
premortal existence (see Alma 13:3-5); Adam and Eve's par-
taking of the forbidden fruit (see Alma 12:21-23); cherubim 



and a flaming sword guarding the way to the tree of life 
(see Alma 12:21); the resulting death and mortal probation 
as a time given when men should "prepare to meet God" 
(Alma 12:24); angels being sent to converse with and teach 
Adam and Eve (see Alma 12:29); angels teaching men to 
"call on his [God's] name" and to make "known unto them 
the plan of redemption" (Alma 12:30); men being given 
commandments and warned of the penalty for doing evil 
(see Alma 12:32); sacred ordinances given to cleanse one's 
garments from sin through the blood of the Lamb (see 
Alma 13:1-12); sanctification and entering into God's rest 
through humility, repentance, and obedience (see Alma 
13:13); the great King Melchizedek as an example (see Alma 
13:14-18); and ordinances given to help one look forward 
to and rely on Jesus Christ as a type of his order (see Alma 
13:16). There seems to be a strong link between the pattern 
of these teachings and the Nephite temple ceremony.

The Manner after Which They Are Ordained

One of the sacred ordinances discussed by Alma in 
Ammonihah, which seems especially related to temple rit-
ual, is the "holy ordinance" of ordination as priests to the 
holy order of God. As noted earlier, entering this holy or-
der in its fulness is intimately connected with the temple. 
Alma may have been alluding to Nephite temple ceremony 
and imagery as he discussed the calling, preparation, and 
ordination to the holy order. As might be expected from 
one who was steeped in ancient temple ceremony, Alma 
initiated his discussion of this sacred ordinance by allud-
ing to his earlier remarks concerning the beginning of time, 
after Adam and Eve had been driven out from the Garden 
of Eden (see Alma 12:28-34). He "cite[d their] minds for-
ward" (Alma 13:1) to the forepart27 of temporal history 



when "God gave these commandments [of which he had 
been speaking] unto his children" and "ordained priests, 
after his holy order, which was after the order of his Son, to 
teach these things unto the people" (Alma 13:1). It is not 
clear from the text, but Alma may have had in mind a 
mental image of the temple, which, if patterned after Solo-
mon's Temple (see 2 Nephi 5:16), would have had three 
main levels, symbolizing telestial, terrestrial, and celestial 
worlds.28 For Alma to cite his hearers' minds "forward" 
when the commandments were first given may have had 
reference to the outer area of the Nephite temples. This first 
level, or forepart of the temple, might have represented the 
fallen or telestial world into which Adam and Eve were 
cast to begin their probationary state. In any case, Alma 
cited their minds forward to the time when God first gave 
commandments to his children and ordained priests.

These priests after his holy order, according to Alma, 
"were ordained after the order of his Son, in a manner that 
thereby the people might know in what manner to look for-
ward to his Son for redemption" (Alma 13:2). It has long 
been understood by the Saints of this dispensation that "all 
the ancient prophets and all righteous men who preceded 
our Lord in birth were, in one sense or another, patterns for 
him."29 Alma's point here is that those who were ordained 
into the "holy order of the Son of God" were ordained in a 
manner that was in similitude of the Son's redemption. He 
supported this by listing several points of comparison:

• They were "called and prepared from the founda-
tion of the world" (Alma 13:3).

• This calling and preparation was according to the 
"foreknowledge of God, on account of their exceeding faith 
and good works" (Alma 13:3).

• In the first place, they were left to choose good or 



evil, and they chose good and exercised exceedingly great 
faith (see Alma 13:3). Alma's reference to "the first place" is 
generally assumed to mean the first estate or premortal 
existence. He may have been alluding to an actual "place" 
in the temple that symbolized the premortal calling and 
preparation of those ordained after the order of the Son.

• Their holy calling was "prepared with, and accord-
ing to, a preparatory redemption for such" (Alma 13:3). 
Among the Nephites, the holy calling to the high priest-
hood was accomplished in such a way as to typify the 
Lord's redemption as well as to rely on it. Verse three also 
suggests a preparatory or conditional aspect to the calling 
of a high priest, which somehow signified how the redemp-
tion was prepared. As an ordinance of the holy order, the 
calling was based on the redemption of Jesus Christ. Al-
though the atonement was in the meridian of time, its 
effects are beyond the bounds of time. It is an infinite 
and eternal sacrifice (see Alma 34:10-14). As such, it is the 
basis and the model for the holy callings of those ordained 
priests after his holy order.

• These holy callings were prepared "from the foun-
dation of the world for such as would not harden their 
hearts" (Alma 13:5).

• Their holy calling is "in and through the atonement 
of the Only Begotten Son, who was prepared" (Alma 13:5).

• They are called and ordained "to teach his com-
mandments unto the children of men, that they also might 
enter into his rest" (Alma 13:6).

• "This high priesthood [is] after the order of his Son, 
which order was from the foundation of the world; or in 
other words, being without beginning of days or end of 
years, being prepared from eternity to all eternity, accord-
ing to his foreknowledge of all things" (Alma 13:7).



• They are "called with a holy calling, and ordained 
with a holy ordinance, and taking upon them the high 
priesthood of the holy order, which calling, and ordinance, 
and high priesthood, is without beginning or end" (Alma 
13:8).

A careful examination of these passages detailing the 
calling and ordination of those entering the holy order sug-
gests that more than one comparison may be involved. 
Alma was, without question, revealing the similitude of the 
holy calling of priests of the holy order and "in what man-
ner to look forward to his Son for redemption" (Alma 13:2). 
He also seemed to be alluding to the pattern of how the 
calling and ordaining of these priests was symbolized in 
the Nephite temple ceremony. In the words of Welch:

After stating the fundamentals of the plan of salva-
tion, Alma continued his discourse in words that appar-
ently retrace the steps of a sacred Nephite rite that evi-
dently involved an ordination to the priesthood (see 
Alma 13:1) and prepared the way for obedient people 
to "enter into the rest of the Lord" (Alma 13:16). This 
Nephite ordinance was evidently a symbolic ritual, since 
Alma says that it was performed "in a manner" that 
looked forward to the redemption of the Son of God 
(Alma 13:2). That manner, however, is mentioned by 
Alma only in veiled terms. At a minimum, it appears that 
the Nephite ceremony referred to a premortal existence, 
for the candidates were assured that they had been 
"called and prepared from the foundation of the world" 
with a "holy calling" (Alma 13:3, see also vv. 5, 8). That 
calling "was prepared with, and according to, a prepara-
tory redemption for such," implying that it was pro-
vided by God before the world began (Alma 13:3); and it 
was patterned after, in, and through the preparation of 
the Son (see Alma 13:5). In this setting, the participants



were "ordained with a holy ordinance," "taking upon 
them the high priesthood of the holy order" (Alma 13:6, 
8). Thereby they became "high priests forever, after the 
order of the Son." After these preparatory ordinances, 
and after making a choice "to repent and work righ-
teousness rather than to perish," the candidate was sanc-
tified by the Holy Ghost, his garments were washed 
white, and he "entered into the rest of the Lord" (Alma 
13:9-10,12) 30

The Order of Nehor: An Imitative Priesthood

Since before the beginning of time, Satan has sought to 
destroy the eternal plan of God through any means, includ-
ing lies and deception (Moses 4:1-3, 5). As a result of his re-
bellion in the premortal existence, "he became Satan, yea, 
even the devil, the father of all lies, to deceive and to blind 
men, and to lead them captive at his will, even as many as 
would not hearken unto my voice" (Moses 4:4). "The devil 
has great power to deceive," stated the Prophet Joseph 
Smith. "He will so transform things as to make one gape 
at those who are doing the will of God."31 During this mor-
tal probation of mankind, Satan's deception has included 
imitating and counterfeiting true religion. "In relation to 
the kingdom of God," taught Joseph Smith, "the devil al-
ways sets up his kingdom at the very same time in opposi-
tion to God."32 Commenting on this Satanic ploy, Bruce R. 
McConkie said:

Since the kingdom of God or true church has been on 
earth from age to age, so also has the kingdom of the 
devil or the church of the devil. Adam and Abel had true 
worship and offered sacrifices in the way the Lord or-
dained. On the other hand, "Cain loved Satan more than 
God." That is, he chose to live after the manner of the 



world, and it was Satan, not the Lord, who told Cain, 
"Make an offering unto the Lord." (Moses 5:18.) Thus the 
pattern was set for all ages. Satan tells men to worship 
the Lord, but the proposed worship that he gives them is 
false and without saving power.33

Satan's cunning artifice of imitation has successfully mis-
led many throughout history. It is a tactic not to be under-
estimated. As President Joseph F. Smith warned:

Let it not be forgotten that the evil one has great 
power in the earth, and that by every possible means he 
seeks to darken the minds of men, and then offers them 
falsehood and deception in the guise of truth. Satan is a 
skillful imitator, and as genuine gospel truth is given the 
world in ever-increasing abundance, so he spreads the 
counterfeit coin of false doctrine.34

Such warnings should be considered when pondering the 
influences driving the wicked leaders in Ammonihah in 
opposition to Alma and Amulek.

The order of Nehor was a schismatic apostate group 
that originated in the early years of the reign of the judges. 
Its name was derived from the heretic Nehor who intro-
duced priestcraft into Nephite society (see Alma 1:12).35 
Nehor's doctrine and approach included "bearing down 
against the church; declaring unto the people that every 
priest and teacher ought to become popular; and they ought 
not to labor with their hands, but that they ought to be sup-
ported by the people" (Alma 1:3). His movement fits well 
within the broader rubric of priestcraft, which Nephi de-
fined as "men preach[ing] and set[ting] themselves up for a 
light unto the world, that they may get gain and praise of 
the world; but they seek not the welfare of Zion" (2 Nephi 
26:29). Priestcraft, a word not in most modern dictionaries, 
is defined by the 1828 American Dictionary of the English 



Language by Noah Webster as "the stratagems and frauds of 
priests; fraud or imposition in religious concerns; manage-
ment of selfish and ambitious priests to gain wealth and 
power, or to impose on the credulity of others."36 This is in 
contrast to the same dictionary's definitions of priesthood: 
(1) "the office or character of a priest" and (2) "the order of 
men set apart for sacred offices; the order composed of 
priests."37 From these definitions, it is clear that priestcrafts, 
including the order of Nehor, are counterfeits or frauds of 
priesthood or the sacred priestly order.

Fundamental to Nehor's dogma was his teaching that 
"all mankind should be saved at the last day, and that they 
need not fear nor tremble, but that they might lift up their 
heads and rejoice; for the Lord had created all men, and 
had also redeemed all men; and, in the end, all men should 
have eternal life" (Alma 1:4). As is evidently not uncom-
mon among apostates, Nehor attempted to enforce his 
priestcraft by the sword in his murder of Gideon.38 As a re-
sult, he was condemned to die according to the law set 
forth by King Mosiah (see Alma 1:13-14). The description 
of his execution suggests a ceremonial invoking of a 
covenantal cursing, and, as has been suggested by Nibley, 
may hark back to an ancient tradition of the fallen angel 
Shamhozai, who "repented, and by way of penance hung 
himself up between heaven and earth."39 In the case of 
Nehor, he was carried to "the top of the hill Manti, and 
there he was caused, or rather did acknowledge, between 
the heavens and the earth, that what he had taught to the 
people was contrary to the word of God; and there he suf-
fered an ignominious death" (Alma 1:15).

Nehor's confession and ritual execution "did not put 
an end to the spreading of priestcraft through the land; for 
there were many who loved the vain things of the world" 



(Alma 1:16). Within five years Amlici, another scheming 
demagogue after the order of Nehor, arose to prominence. 
His cunning and worldly wisdom drew away many people 
and created a great contention among the Nephites. Amlici 
sought political power in an effort to deprive the people 
"of their rights and privileges of the church" and ulti-
mately to "destroy the church of God" (Alma 2:4). Rejected 
by the voice of the people, Amlici's own followers conse-
crated him to be their king (see Alma 2:7-9). These dis-
senters marked themselves in such a way as to separate 
themselves from their brethren (see Alma 3:4). Following 
in the tradition of many apostates, the proclivities of Amlici 
and his followers turned violent (see Genesis 6:11-13; Ether 
8-9; Moses 5:32, 47; 6:28; 8:28-30). Amlici's first order of 
business as a factional monarch was to command his fol-
lowers to "take up arms against their brethren" that "he 
might subject them to him" (Alma 2:10). A terrible and 
bloody slaughter followed (see Alma 2:16-20). Though 
routed, the Amlicites refused to quit and eventually joined 
with the Lamanites (see Alma 2:21-24). A series of ferocious 
battles continued with an appalling loss of lives on both 
sides (see Alma 2:25-3:3).

The Order of Nehor at Ammonihah

Notwithstanding the violence and trouble that accom-
panied the order of Nehor, it thrived during this era of 
Nephite history. By the tenth year of the reign of the judges, 
Ammonihah was a hotbed of this order of dissidents. It is 
not clear from the scriptures whether Ammonihah had its 
own particular strain of the order or whether the descrip-
tions of the order in Ammonihah can be generalized to the 
entire order. Specific details, however, are given in the 
scriptures concerning the order of Nehor in Ammonihah.



They were a hard-hearted people who were familiar 
with Alma and yet rejected his authority as the high priest, 
believing that he had no power over them (see Alma 
8:11-12). Their disagreement with Alma was vehement to 
the point of bigoted derision and physical abuse (see Alma 
8:13). The angel who appeared to Alma after his expulsion 
from Ammonihah described their wickedness as so serious 
that "except they repent the Lord God will destroy them" 
(Alma 8:16). This angel declared that the wicked in Am-
monihah, in accordance with what Satan and his minions 
have historically sought, "do study at this time that they 
may destroy the liberty of thy people, (for thus saith the 
Lord) which is contrary to the statutes, and judgments, and 
commandments which he has given unto his people" 
(Alma 8:17; see Moses 4:3; Galatians 2:4 JST; 2 Peter 2:19; 
Helaman 1:8; 3 Nephi 6:30).

After Alma's return to Ammonihah and while he was 
spiritually preparing Amulek, the people "did wax more 
gross in their iniquities" (Alma 8:28). Again Alma "went 
forth," this time with Amulek, "to declare the words of 
God unto" the wicked of Ammonihah (Alma 8:30). Filled 
with the Holy Ghost, Alma and Amulek preached and 
prophesied "according to the spirit and power which the 
Lord had given them" (Alma 8:32). Alma was the first to 
speak, but his spirit and power seemed not to influence the 
people. They reacted contentiously (see Alma 9:1). Not yet 
realizing that Alma had proselytized a powerful ally, they 
scoffed at the notion that "we shall believe the testimony of 
one man" (Alma 9:2). In addition, having long since lost the 
Spirit and forgotten the power of God, "they knew not that 
the earth should pass away" (Alma 9:3); so they ridiculed 
the idea that their "great city should be destroyed in one 
day" (Alma 9:4). All this was because they "knew not that



God could do such marvelous works, for they were a hard-
hearted and a stiffnecked people" (Alma 9:5). Like the apos-
tates in all dispensations, the reaction of those in the order 
of Nehor is best described by the Prophet Joseph Smith 
when he taught that "the apostate is left naked and desti-
tute of the Spirit of God.... When once that light which was 
in them is taken from them, they become as much darkened 
as they were previously enlightened, and then, no marvel, 
if all their power should be enlisted against the truth, and 
they, Judas like, seek the destruction of those who were 
their greatest benefactors."40

A Once-Enlightened People

Alma's response to the people at this juncture is reveal-
ing. He initially inquired: "O ye wicked and perverse gen-
eration, how have ye forgotten the tradition of your fathers; 
yea, how soon ye have forgotten the commandments of 
God" (Alma 9:8). Then he continued,

Do ye not remember that our father, Lehi, was 
brought out of Jerusalem by the hand of God? Do ye not 
remember that they were all led by him through the 
wilderness? And have ye forgotten so soon how many 
times he delivered our fathers out of the hands of their 
enemies, and preserved them from being destroyed, 
even by the hands of their own brethren? (Alma 9:9-10)

Alma repetitively asked if they had "forgotten" or if they 
did not "remember." Alma spoke as though he was not 
teaching these people anything new, but reminding them 
of covenants and commandments with which they had 
once been conversant (see Alma 9:8-14). In a similar vein, 
Joseph Smith once told a member of the church that "When 
you joined this Church you enlisted to serve God. When 
you did that you left the neutral ground, and you never can 



get back on to it. Should you forsake the Master you en-
listed to serve it will be by the instigation of the evil one, 
and you will follow his dictation and be his servant."41 This 
is the principle taught by Alma to these people who had 
once been "such a highly favored people of the Lord; yea, 
after having been favored above every other nation, kin-
dred, tongue, or people" because of their obedience to 
covenants (Alma 9:20; see Alma 9:15-19).

Revelation in our own dispensation makes it clear 
that "he who sins against the greater light shall receive the 
greater condemnation" (D&C 82:3). Exactly how much light 
and knowledge these Ammonihah apostates previously 
received is not clear in the text, but considering the accessi-
bility of the higher priesthood and the Melchizedek temple 
ordinances, it may be that they had at one time entered into 
very sacred covenants of the holy order. Alma reminded 
the people of many of their past blessings, such as "having 
had all things made known unto them . . .; Having been 
visited by the Spirit of God; having conversed with angels, 
and having been spoken unto by the voice of the Lord; and 
having the spirit of prophecy, and the spirit of revelation, 
and also many gifts" (Alma 9:20-21). He warned "that if 
this people, who have received so many blessings from the 
hand of the Lord, should transgress contrary to the light 
and knowledge which they do have, ... it would be far 
more tolerable for the Lamanites than for them" (Alma 
9:23). This caution resembles a later passage in the book 
of Alma: "And thus we can plainly discern, that after a 
people have been once enlightened by the Spirit of God, 
and have had great knowledge of things pertaining to 
righteousness, and then have fallen away into sin and 
transgression, they become more hardened, and thus their 
state becomes worse than though they had never known 



these things" (Alma 24:30). Rather than repent, as Alma 
pled for them to do, "the people were wroth" with Alma 
because he told them "that they were a hard-hearted and a 
stiffnecked people" and "a lost and a fallen people." They 
became angry and "sought to lay their hands upon [Alma], 
that they might cast [him] into prison" (Alma 9:30-32).

Learned in All the Arts and Cunning Devices

When Amulek provided support for Alma's testimony, 
those of the order of Nehor in Ammonihah attempted to 
"question them, that by their cunning devices they might 
catch them in their words" (Alma 10:13). These men were 
"lawyers, . . . learned in all the arts and cunning of the 
people; and this was to enable them that they might be skil-
ful in their profession" (Alma 10:15). A once-enlightened 
people of the Lord had degenerated to the level of marshal-
ing all their secular skills and tactics in their efforts to de-
stroy the representatives of God (see Alma 10:14).

Not realizing that he "perceived their thoughts," they 
began "to question Amulek, that thereby they might make 
him cross his words, or contradict the words which he 
should speak" (Alma 10:16-17). Amulek wisely employed 
this discernment to his advantage, emphatically declaring:

O ye wicked and perverse generation, ye lawyers and 
hypocrites, for ye are laying the foundations of the devil; 
for ye are laying traps and snares to catch the holy ones 
of God. Ye are laying plans to pervert the ways of the 
righteous, and to bring down the wrath of God upon 
your heads, even to the utter destruction of this people. 
(Alma 10:17-18)

"The guilty taketh the truth to be hard" (1 Nephi 16:2), 
and Amulek's words only enraged these people more. 
"They cried out, saying: This man doth revile against our 



laws which are just, and our wise lawyers whom we have 
selected" (Alma 10:24). Amulek

stretched forth his hand, and cried the mightier unto 
them, saying: O ye wicked and perverse generation, why 
hath Satan got such great hold upon your hearts? Why 
will ye yield yourselves unto him that he may have 
power over you, to blind your eyes, that ye will not 
understand the words which are spoken, according to 
their truth? For behold, have I testified against your law? 
Ye do not understand; ye say that I have spoken against 
your law; but I have not, but I have spoken in favor of 
your law, to your condemnation. (Alma 10:25-26)

Cutting to the core issue of the debate, Amulek exclaimed, 
"I say unto you, that the foundation of the destruction of 
this people is beginning to be laid by the unrighteousness 
of your lawyers and your judges" (Alma 10:27).

Filthy Lucre

The unrighteousness of the Ammonihahite lawyers and 
judges consisted not so much in their chosen profession, 
but rather that "their hearts [were] set so much upon the 
things of this world" (D&C 121:35). The record is clear that 
it was their "sole purpose to get gain" (Alma 11:20). Their 
law and their lucre had become their God. Their craving 
for the things of this world was so intense that "they did 
stir up the people to riotings, and all manner of distur-
bances and wickedness, that they might have more employ, 
that they might get money according to the suits which 
were brought before them" (Alma 11:20). Possibly this em-
phasis on "gain" as a driving force of the order of Nehor 
was a major reason that Alma 11 includes the only extant 
scriptural account of the Nephite monetary system.42 The 
interpolation of the Nephite monetary system at this point 



in the narrative fits well with the introduction of the char-
acters representing the order of Nehor in Ammonihah. 
Zeezrom, who had just stepped forward to contend with 
Amulek, carried a name with a peculiar affinity to one of 
the units of silver employed as money (ezrom, in Alma 
11:12). When his confidence waned, Antionah stepped in 
for the rescue. His name also exhibits a fascinating connec-
tion with one of the gold measures noted (antion, in Alma 
11:19). The two characters representing the order of Nehor 
both seem to have names closely associated to the mone-
tary system.43

It does not seem merely coincidental that immediately 
after the textual interpolation explaining the monetary sys-
tem, Zeezrom offered Amulek a bribe if he would deny 
"the existence of a Supreme Being" (Alma 11:22). The only 
description in the Book of Mormon of a monetary system 
functions well to emphasize the greed in Ammonihah, as 
well as to accentuate the value of the bribe that Zeezrom 
subsequently offered to Amulek. Zeezrom's motivation for 
such a curious proposition is difficult to determine, but 
Amulek revealed that Zeezrom had no intent to pay the en-
ticement even if it did succeed (see Alma 11:25). It is pos-
sible that Zeezrom, having been brought up in a society 
where anything and everything could be bought with 
money,44 and knowing that Amulek had prospered in the 
same environment, figured that the ploy was workable. 
Amulek's terse response was damning: "O thou child of 
hell, why tempt ye me? Knowest thou that the righteous 
yieldeth to no such temptations? Believest thou that there 
is no God? I say unto you, Nay, thou knowest that there is 
a God, but thou lovest that lucre more than him" (Alma 
11:23-24).



Doctrinal Conflicts of the Orders

Little is known concerning the behavior and doctrine 
of the order of Nehor in Ammonihah other than the fact 
that they were apostate, corrupt, contentious, and money 
hungry. Their theology is difficult to pin down because of 
limited information and the polemical nature of the mate-
rial available. The interrogation of Amulek by Zeezrom in 
Alma 11:21-46 and the subsequent questioning of Alma by 
Antionah beginning in Alma 12:20 provide a few clues, 
however, to some of their false beliefs. Most of their ques-
tions concern aspects of the plan of salvation and teachings 
evidently related to the Nephite temple ceremony.45

The nature of Zeezrom's questions to Amulek suggests 
that he, and perhaps the entire order of Nehor in Ammoni-
hah, had difficulty understanding the concept that the Son 
of God would redeem mankind from their sins (see Alma 
11:34-40). Years earlier Nehor had taught "that all mankind 
should be saved at the last day, and that they need not fear 
nor tremble, but that they might lift up their heads and 
rejoice; for the Lord had created all men, and had also re-
deemed all men; and, in the end, all men should have eter-
nal life" (Alma 1:4). This belief evidently persisted in the 
order of Nehor in Ammonihah. Alma 15:15 describes these 
people as "of the profession of Nehor, and did not believe 
in the repentance of their sins." It could logically follow in 
a belief system espousing that all are redeemed and auto-
matically given eternal life that repentance would be un-
necessary. This teaching may explain Zeezrom's challenge 
of Amulek's assertion that God "shall not save his people 
in their sins" (Alma 11:36; see Alma 11:35).

Amulek's response suggests that Zeezrom may have 
had a problem not only with believing in the consequences 
of sin and the need for repentance, but also with the funda-



mental doctrines of the resurrection and the judgment. 
Amulek reasoned that God declared "that no unclean thing 
can inherit the kingdom of heaven; therefore, how can 
ye be saved, except ye inherit the kingdom of heaven? 
Therefore, ye cannot be saved in your sins" (Alma 11:37). 
Amulek further explained that Christ "shall come into the 
world to redeem his people; and he shall take upon him the 
transgressions of those who believe on his name; and these 
are they that shall have eternal life, and salvation cometh 
to none else" (Alma 11:40). He got to the crux of the issue 
when he declared that "the wicked remain as though there 
had been no redemption made, except it be the loosing of 
the bands of death; for behold, the day cometh that all shall 
rise from the dead and stand before God, and be judged 
according to their works" (Alma 11:41). Amulek explained 
the doctrine of the restoration in the resurrection with 
emphasis on the fact that in the judgment "we shall be 
brought to stand before God, knowing even as we know 
now, and have a bright recollection of all our guilt" (Alma 
11:43). There everyone will be restored to a perfect frame, 
brought before the bar of Christ, and judged according to 
his works (see Alma 11:44).

As Amulek completed his powerful testimony of the 
resurrection, the "people began again to be astonished, and 
also Zeezrom began to tremble" (Alma 11:46). The people's 
reaction may be partially explained by the power and 
truthfulness of Amulek's teachings. Also, Amulek was 
known among them previously as "a man of no small repu-
tation," who had "acquired much riches" through his own 
industry (Alma 10:4). Like many of these people before 
him, Amulek had hardened his heart and "rebell[ed] 
against God" (Alma 10:6). But now he was here before 
them as one willing to consecrate "all his gold, and silver, 



and his precious things, which were in the land of Am-
monihah," including his family and friends, "for the word 
of God" (Alma 15:16). He exhibited unusual integrity for 
a wealthy citizen of Ammonihah when he called the bluff 
on Zeezrom's bribe (see Alma 11:22-25). In addition, he 
proved himself a formidable foe even against a lawyer of 
the stature of Zeezrom (see Alma 10:31; 11:21). Zeezrom's 
specific reaction, on the other hand, arose because "he be-
held that Amulek had caught him in his lying and deceiv-
ing to destroy him," as well as a "consciousness of his 
[own] guilt" (Alma 12:1). Zeezrom began to shrink from 
further confrontation. He was later healed, baptized, and 
taught the gospel (see Alma 15). The experience with Zeez-
rom is reminiscent of Alma's own dramatic conversion af-
ter having vehemently opposed the church (see Mosiah 
27:8-32).

The Nehorite confusion concerning the consequences 
of sin, the resurrection, and the judgment were evidently 
widespread in Ammonihah. When Antionah stepped for-
ward to question Alma, he seems to have been baffled by 
some of these same concerns. His questions suggest that 
he, and perhaps others of his order, confounded immor-
tality with eternal life. On the other hand, Antionah may 
simply have been attempting to trap Alma into making 
a contradiction. His first question was "What is this that 
thou hast said, that man should rise from the dead and be 
changed from this mortal to an immortal state, that the soul 
can never die?" (Alma 12:20). In rapid-fire succession, An-
tionah immediately asked his second question: "What does 
the scripture mean, which saith that God placed cherubim 
and a flaming sword on the east of the garden of Eden, lest 
our first parents should enter and partake of the fruit of the 
tree of life, and live forever?" (Alma 12:21). His second 



question seems intended to cast doubt on what he assumed 
would be Alma's response to the first question. Rather than 
wait for Alma's response, Antionah gave his own conclu-
sion: "And thus we see that there was no possible chance 
that they should live forever" (Alma 12:21). In other words, 
Antionah's evident purpose was not to learn from the 
prophet Alma but to snare him into a logical contradiction. 
His strategy seems to have included an attempt to show 
that Alma was teaching contrary to his own scriptures, a 
common tactic among apostates even today. If, on the other 
hand, Antionah's bewilderment was sincere, it reveals that 
he was doubting the possibility of eternal life, the fairness 
of the consequences of Adam and Eve's transgression, or 
even the justice of God.46

Alma's inspired response implied that he recognized 
Antionah's mixed motives in posing his questions. Alma 
asserted that the real contradiction would have arisen if 
Adam and Eve had been able to partake of the fruit of 
the tree of life immediately after their fall. Then "there 
would have been no death, and the word would have been 
void, making God a liar, for he said: If thou eat thou shalt 
surely die" (Alma 12:23). Alma then explained that tempo-
ral "death comes upon mankind," but that "a space [is] 
granted unto man in which he might repent; therefore," de-
clared Alma, "this life became a probationary state; a time 
to prepare to meet God; a time to prepare for that endless 
state which has been spoken of by us, which is after the res-
urrection of the dead" (Alma 12:24). Alma taught that this 
was all part of the plan of redemption, and that if, in fact, 
"our first parents could have gone forth and partaken of 
the tree of life they would have been forever miserable, 
having no preparatory state" (Alma 12:26). "But behold," 
testified Alma, "it was appointed unto men that they must 



die; and after death, they must come to judgment, even that 
same judgment of which we have spoken" (Alma 12:27). 
Thus Alma showed that what he and Amulek were teach-
ing was indeed consistent with the scripture that Antionah 
questioned and with the assertion that mortality is a prepa-
ratory state given in order to repent and prepare for the 
judgment and resurrection. Nothing in this scripture nor in 
what Alma and Amulek were teaching was inconsistent 
with the plan and justice of God.

In a presentation that easily could have been modeled 
after a sacred temple drama, Alma explained how God 
would use mortal probation to teach man about "the things 
whereof he had appointed unto them" (Alma 12:28). After 
death came upon man, God "sent angels to converse with 
them, who caused men to behold of his glory" (Alma 
12:29). "From that time forth," declared Alma, they began 
"to call on his name; therefore God conversed with men, 
and made known unto them the plan of redemption, which 
had been prepared from the foundation of the world; and 
this he made known unto them according to their faith and 
repentance and their holy works" (Alma 12:30). Alma clari-
fied that men, having chosen mortality, "plac[ed] them-
selves in a state to act" (Alma 12:31). "Therefore God gave 
unto them commandments, after having made known unto 
them the plan of redemption, that they should not do evil" 
(Alma 12:32). Doing evil, contrary to the commandments, 
would bring the penalty of "a second death, which was an 
everlasting death as to things pertaining unto righteous-
ness; for on such the plan of redemption could have no 
power, for the works of justice could not be destroyed, ac-
cording to the supreme goodness of God" (Alma 12:32). 
The eternal plan of God provided opportunity to repent 
(see Alma 12:33), according to Alma, "therefore, whosoever



repenteth, and hardeneth not his heart, he shall have claim 
on mercy through mine Only Begotten Son, unto a remis-
sion of his sins; and these shall enter into my rest" (Alma 
12:34). Alma here adds the stiff warning that "whosoever 
will harden his heart and will do iniquity, behold, I swear 
in my wrath that he shall not enter into my rest" (Alma 
12:35).

Having answered Antionah's questions in the abstract, 
Alma now personalized his remarks to Antionah and his 
friends. He warned them directly "that if ye will harden 
your hearts ye shall not enter into the rest of the Lord" and 
reminded them that "your iniquity provoketh him that he 
sendeth down his wrath upon you as in the first provoca-
tion" (Alma 12:36), when the children of Israel led by 
Moses refused the higher law and the fulness of the bless-
ings of the priesthood (see Psalm 95:8; Hebrews 3:8, 15; 
Jacob 1:7; D&C 84:23-26). With a knowledge of this im-
pending punishment, Alma pled for the Ammonihahites to 
act: "And now, my brethren, seeing we know these things, 
and they are true, let us repent, and harden not our hearts, 
that we provoke not the Lord our God to pull down his 
wrath upon us in these his second commandments which 
he has given unto us; but let us enter into the rest of God, 
which is prepared according to his word" (Alma 12:37). 
Alma's plea suggests that the Nephites possessed what the 
ancient Israelites refused, but that they could also lose it 
and bring upon them the wrath of God in doing so.

Zeezrom Begins to Repent

Apostasy had so infected the people of Ammonihah 
that many had no understanding of the doctrines and prin-
ciples of the gospel. At one time in the glorious past, they 
had been "a highly favored people of the Lord" (Alma 9:20). 



They had "been visited by the Spirit of God; having con-
versed with angels, and having been spoken unto by the 
voice of the Lord; and having the spirit of prophecy, and 
the spirit of revelation" (Alma 9:21). But that was gone be-
cause they had transgressed "contrary to the light and 
knowledge" which they had (Alma 9:23). An earlier Book 
of Mormon prophet warned: "How unsearchable are the 
depths of the mysteries of him; and it is impossible that 
man should find out all his ways. And no man knoweth of 
his ways save it be revealed unto him; wherefore, brethren, 
despise not the revelations of God" (Jacob 4:8).

Now, Zeezrom, caught in his lies and conscious of his 
guilt, began the arduous path back into the light. He would 
become an example to future readers of the Book of Mor-
mon that there truly is a way back (see Alma 15:1-12). Am-
mon, a contemporary of Zeezrom serving the Lord in an-
other land, confirmed:

Yea, he that repenteth and exerciseth faith, and 
bringeth forth good works, and prayeth continually 
without ceasing—unto such it is given to know the mys-
teries of God; yea, unto such it shall be given to reveal 
things which never have been revealed; yea, and it shall 
be given unto such to bring thousands of souls to repen-
tance, even as it has been given unto us to bring these 
our brethren to repentance. (Alma 26:22)

Earlier, the prophet Nephi taught that "he that diligently 
seeketh shall find; and the mysteries of God shall be un-
folded unto them, by the power of the Holy Ghost" (1 Nephi 
10:19). Zeezrom "began to inquire of [Alma and Amulek] 
diligently, that he might know more concerning the kingdom 
of God" (Alma 12:8).



The Mysteries of God

"Alma began to expound" the things of the kingdom 
unto Zeezrom, but with an important caveat: "It is given 
unto many to know the mysteries of God; nevertheless," 
Alma warned, "they are laid under a strict command that 
they shall not impart only according to the portion of his 
word which he doth grant unto the children of men, ac-
cording to the heed and diligence which they give unto 
him" (Alma 12:9). "He that will harden his heart," cau-
tioned Alma, "the same receiveth the lesser portion of the 
word." On the other hand, Alma promised, "he that will 
not harden his heart, to him is given the greater portion of 
the word, until it is given unto him to know the mysteries 
of God until he know them in full" (Alma 12:10). And in an 
appropriate description of the wicked in Ammonihah, 
Alma declared that "they that will harden their hearts, to 
them is given the lesser portion of the word until they 
know nothing concerning his mysteries; and then they are 
taken captive by the devil, and led by his will down to de-
struction. Now this is what is meant by the chains of hell" 
(Alma 12:11).

The term mysteries is used in various ways in the scrip-
tures.47 It describes God and his eternal plan, as well as the 
sacred knowledge given to the faithful through divine reve-
lation (see, e.g., D&C 76:1-10; compare 1 Nephi 10:17-19; 
Moses 1:5).48 Significantly, given its context in Alma 12, it 
has also been used historically and scripturally to refer to 
priesthood and temple ordinances.49 The King James Ver-
sion of the New Testament employs the Greek word muste-
rion which means "a 'secret' or 'mystery' (through the idea 
of silence imposed by initiation into religious rites). The word 
is from a derivative of the Greek 'mud' which meant 'to 
shut the mouth.'"50 William Vine noted that "among the 



ancient Greeks 'the mysteries' were religious rites and cere-
monies practiced by secret societies into which any one 
who so desired might be received. Those who were initi-
ated into these 'mysteries' became possessors of certain 
knowledge, which was not imparted to the uninitiated, and 
were called 'the perfected.'"51 Another scholar has clarified 
that

in ancient religions, for example from the Hellenistic 
world, the word mysteries was often used to describe 
"cultic rites ... portrayed by sacred actions before a circle 
of devotees," who "must undergo initiation" and who 
are promised "salvation by the dispensing of cosmic 
life," which is sometimes "enacted in cultic drama," ac-
companied by a strict "vow of silence."52

Strikingly similar to these Greek definitions are those 
found in Webster's 1828 dictionary. Webster included seve-
ral definitions for the word: "In religion, any thing in the 
character or attributes of God, or in the economy of divine 
providence, which is not revealed to man"; and "a kind of 
ancient dramatic representation."53

In our own dispensation, the "keys of the mysteries, 
and the revelations" (D&C 28:7) were given to the Prophet 
Joseph Smith in connection with the Melchizedek Priest-
hood, which priesthood "administereth the gospel and 
holdeth the key of the mysteries of the kingdom, even the 
key of the knowledge of God" (D&C 84:19; see D&C 28:7; 
35:18; 107:18-19). It is "in the ordinances thereof, [that] the 
power of godliness is manifest" (D&C 84:20). And, as the 
revelation emphasized, "without the ordinances thereof, 
and the authority of the priesthood, the power of godliness 
is not manifest unto men in the flesh; for without this no 
man can see the face of God, even the Father, and live" 



(D&C 84:21-22). These passages reveal a similar link be-
tween priesthood, knowledge, ordinances, temple, and 
mysteries, as is evident in Alma 12. Even if Alma was em-
ploying the term in a broader scriptural sense, it would not 
exclude a temple allusion. As President Benson explained:

Everything we learn in the holy places, the temples, is 
based on the scriptures. These teachings are what the 
scriptures refer to as the "mysteries of godliness" [see 
1 Timothy 3:16; D&C 19:10]. They are to be compre-
hended by the power of the Holy Ghost, for the Lord has 
given this promise to His faithful and obedient servants: 
"Thou mayest know the mysteries and peaceable things" 
(D&C 42:61).54

Those with Hearts Hardened against the Word

Alma forewarned concerning the awful state of those 
who have hardened their hearts "against the word." Not 
only will the word not be found within them, but their state 
will be awful, "for then [they] shall be condemned" (Alma 
12:13). In the day of judgment, "if we have hardened our 
hearts against the word [of God],. . . our words will con-
demn us, yea, all our works will condemn us; we shall not 
be found spotless; and our thoughts will also condemn us" 
(Alma 12:13-14). And, cautioned Alma, "in this awful state 
we shall not dare to look up to our God; and we would fain 
be glad if we could command the rocks and the mountains 
to fall upon us to hide us from his presence" (Alma 12:14). 
To those who have rejected the word of God after having 
been such a highly favored and blessed people of the Lord, 
and who have lost the mysteries after having had a fulness, 
the day of judgment will bring "a death, even a second 
death, which is a spiritual death" (Alma 12:16). This is a 



time, declared Alma, "that whosoever dieth in his sins, as 
to a temporal death, shall also die a spiritual death; yea, he 
shall die as to things pertaining unto righteousness" (Alma 
12:16). "Then is the time," explained Alma, "when their tor-
ments shall be as a lake of fire and brimstone, whose flame 
ascendeth up forever and ever: and then is the time," em-
phasized Alma, "that they shall be chained down to an 
everlasting destruction, according to the power and cap-
tivity of Satan, he having subjected them according to his 
will" (Alma 12:17).

Alma's harsh warning to these Ammonihahites of "a 
death, even a second death, which is a spiritual death ... 
when their torments shall be as a lake of fire and brim-
stone, whose flame ascendeth up forever and ever" (Alma 
12:16-17) can be understood in at least two ways. Alma 
may have been referring to the fate of those who are spiri-
tually alienated from God and who will suffer for their sins 
until the second resurrection (see D&C 19:4-12; 76:99-109), 
or he may have had in mind the destiny of those who 
would become sons of perdition. To warn of such a dire 
fate for his audience would suggest that at least some in 
Ammonihah had once received the Holy Ghost, had the 
heavens opened unto them, knew God, and then turned 
against him.

As the Prophet Joseph Smith further explained: "He 
has got to say that the sun does not shine while he sees it; 
... [he has got] to deny the plan of salvation with his eyes 
open to the truth of it; and from that time he begins to be 
an enemy. This is the case with many apostates of the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints."55 Modern 
revelation has also revealed the fate of these "vessels of 
wrath, doomed to suffer the wrath of God" in language 
similar to that employed in Alma 12 (D&C 76:33; see D&C 
76:31-38). Phrases such as second death and lake of fire and 



brimstone are used both in Alma's discourse and in latter 
revelation to refer to the sons of perdition. Still, it is diffi-
cult to determine exactly what Alma had in mind in this 
part of his discourse. He may have deliberately left his in-
tent ambiguous, "that it might work upon the hearts" of 
those to whom he referred (D&C 19:7). In any case, Alma's 
discourse on the second death intimated that his listeners 
would be held accountable for having once been enlight-
ened but subsequently hardening their hearts against the 
word, therefore losing the mysteries.

Entering into the Rest of the Lord

In contrast to the awful fate of whosoever will "harden 
his heart and will do iniquity" (Alma 12:35), Alma relayed 
the divine promise in his final major address to the people 
of Ammonihah that "whosoever repenteth and hardeneth 
not his heart, he shall have claim on mercy through mine 
Only Begotten Son, unto a remission of his sins: and these 
shall enter into my rest" (Alma 12:34). Entering into the rest 
of the Lord was the principal focus of this segment of 
Alma's discourse. He used a variation of the phrase enter 
into the rest of the Lord nine times between Alma 12:34 and 
13:29.56

The phrase rest of the Lord is used in various ways in the 
scriptures. The Savior promised "rest" to all "that labour 
and are heavy laden" who "come unto [him]" (Matthew 
11:28).57 The word rest is also used in the scriptures to de-
scribe the reception of postmortal spirits of the righteous 
"into a state of happiness, which is called paradise, a state 
of rest, a state of peace, where they shall rest from all their 
troubles and from all care, and sorrow" (Alma 40:12; see 
Alma 60:13). Further, it is employed to describe eternal life 
after the resurrection and judgment (see Moroni 7:3).



Modern revelation sometimes equates the "rest" of the 
Lord with entering into the presence of God, or receiving 
the "fulness of his glory" (D&C 84:24). We learn that Moses

sought diligently to sanctify his people that they might 
behold the face of God; But they hardened their hearts 
and could not endure his presence; therefore, the Lord in 
his wrath, for his anger was kindled against them, swore 
that they should not enter into his rest while in the 
wilderness, which rest is the fulness of his glory. There-
fore, he took Moses out of their midst, and the Holy 
Priesthood also. (D&C 84:23-25; see Exodus 34:2 JST)

This interpretation of "the rest of God" is consistent 
with Alma's use of the phrase in his teachings in Ammoni- 
hah. Alma even evoked the memories of Israel's first 
provocation of God as he similarly pled with his people not 
to "pull down his wrath upon" them, but instead, to "enter 
into the rest of God" (Alma 12:37). Alma's plea was voiced 
in the hope that the people of Ammonihah could avert 
God's wrath by repenting and accepting what Israel earlier 
rejected—the greater priesthood and the ordinances there-
of, in the which the power of godliness is manifest. Only 
then could they enter into the rest of God. Entering into the 
rest of the Lord is closely bound to the sacred ordinances 
connected with the holy order of God. At one point in his 
exhortation, Alma declared concerning the ancients:

They were called after this holy order, and were sancti-
fied, and their garments were washed white through the 
blood of the Lamb. Now they, after being sanctified by 
the Holy Ghost, having their garments made white, be-
ing pure and spotless before God, could not look upon 
sin save it were with abhorrence; and there were many, 
exceedingly great many, who were made pure and en-
tered into the rest of the Lord their God. (Alma 13:11-12)

This, of course, can be understood on various levels, but as 



Robert Millet reminded us, "we encounter the holy order 
of God through receiving the ordinances of the temple, 
through receiving the endowment and the blessings of 
eternal marriage."58

Melchizedek as a Model of Righteousness

In contrast with the wicked people of Ammonihah, who 
had chosen Nehor as their model, the faithful were admon-
ished by Alma to "humble [themselves] even as the people 
in the days of Melchizedek, who was also a high priest after 
this same order which I have spoken" (Alma 13:14). Whereas 
Nehor was a lying murderer and a promoter of priestcraft, 
Melchizedek was a man of "mighty faith" who "received 
the office of the high priesthood according to the holy order 
of God" (Alma 13:18). Whereas the name of Nehor brings 
to mind popular priests supported by money from the de-
ceived masses (see Alma 1:3-6), Melchizedek "did preach re-
pentance unto his people" and "did establish peace in the 
land in his days; therefore he was called the prince of peace, 
for he was the king of Salem" (Alma 13:18).

Melchizedek, whose name likely means "my king of 
righteousness," is an intriguing model for Alma to employ 
as an illustration of entering the rest of God. History and 
legends abound from Jewish and Christian sources pre-
senting a conflicting and enigmatic portrait of Melchi-
zedek.59 Modern revelation, however, strongly supports 
Alma's invoking his name as an illustration of powerful 
faith and righteousness (see Genesis 14:25-40 JST; Hebrews 
5:7-8 JST; D&C 107:3-4). In light of what has been restored 
through the Joseph Smith Translation, Alma was not exag-
gerating when he claimed: "Now, there were many before 
him, and also there were many afterwards, but none were 
greater" (Alma 13:19).



Most intriguing is the way Alma employed Melchize- 
dek as a model for "receiv[ing] the office of the high priest-
hood according to the holy order of God" and righteously 
using this power and authority to "preach repentance" and 
to "establish peace," with the purpose of helping his fellow 
Saints "enter into the rest of the Lord" (Alma 13:18,16). The 
temple themes to which Alma has been alluding seem to 
be almost personified by Melchizedek's example. Other 
sources have connected Melchizedek with the temple and 
its sacred ordinances. For example, Josephus wrote that 
Melchizedek was the first to build a temple in Jerusalem.60 
Ancient scripture and modern revelation identify him as a 
"king" and a "priest of the most high God" (Genesis 14:18; 
Genesis 14:17 JST; Hebrews 7:1).61 The Prophet Joseph 
Smith declared that Melchizedek "had power and author-
ity over that of Abraham, holding the key and the power of 
endless life."62 Because Melchizedek was such a great high 
priest, and "out of respect or reverence to the name of the 
Supreme Being, to avoid the too frequent repetition of his 
name," the priesthood was ultimately named after Melchi-
zedek (D&C 107:4).

Melchizedek: A Type of Christ

As with all prophets before and after the meridian of 
time, Melchizedek is a type of Jesus Christ.63 He was called 
"the prince of peace" (Alma 13:18) as a type of the Prince of 
Peace. As righteous as Melchizedek was—and, as Alma 
declared, "none were greater" (Alma 13:19)—Jesus Christ, 
not Melchizedek, is the righteous one. Alma made it clear 
through his teaching that while Melchizedek was an ex-
cellent example, those who enter into the holy order are 
"washed white through the blood of the Lamb" (Alma 
13:11). The ordinances of the holy order were given in such 



a manner "that thereby the people might look forward on 
the Son of God" (Alma 13:16).

This is in complete contrast to the counterfeit order of 
Nehor, whose entire existence and scheme was part of "a 
very subtle plan, as to the subtlety of the devil, for to lie 
and to deceive this people" (Alma 12:4). To Zeezrom, Alma 
declared, Satan "hath exercised his power in thee" (Alma 
12:5). To all of Ammonihah, Alma gave the warning that 
Satan had laid a snare "to catch this people, that he might 
bring you into subjection unto him, that he might encircle 
you about with his chains, that he might chain you down 
to everlasting destruction, according to the power of his 
captivity" (Alma 12:6). Alma admonished that unless they 
repented "they shall be chained down to an everlasting de-
struction, according to the power and captivity of Satan, he 
having subjected them according to his will" (Alma 12:17).

Life or Death

As Alma prophesied, "utter destruction . . . according 
to the fierce anger of the Lord" was the end result of the or-
der of Nehor in Ammonihah (Alma 9:18; see Alma 16:3, 9). 
Prior to the final Lamanite invasion that completely de-
stroyed the city, the wicked had turned against even their 
own blood by "cast[ing] into the fire" their innocent wives 
and children who had "believed or had been taught to be-
lieve in the word of God" (Alma 14:8). The consequences of 
following the order of Nehor were that "every living soul 
of the Ammonihahites was destroyed, and also their great 
city, which they said God could not destroy, because of its 
greatness" (Alma 16:9). As was later decreed in the Book of 
Mormon concerning another antichrist, "thus we see the 
end of him who perverteth the ways of the Lord; and thus 
we see that the devil will not support his children at the last 



day, but doth speedily drag them down to hell" (Alma 
30:60). In contrast, those who did repent and did not har-
den their hearts against the word of God were fully sup-
ported and sustained by the Lord. The records make clear 
that Amulek, Zeezrom, and others who repented and fol-
lowed Jesus Christ and his holy order went on to lead won-
derful lives of gospel learning, obedience, service, and joy 
(see Alma 15:4-12; 16:13; 31:5-6, 32; 34; Helaman 5:10, 41).

Conclusion

The conflict in Ammonihah between the holy order 
of the Son of God and the order of Nehor serves as a re-
minder that a constant war rages for the hearts, minds, and 
souls of men. Though impossible on the grand scale, Satan 
continues to strive to frustrate God's plan for each of his 
children through the use of lies and deception (see Moses 
4:6). Prophets of our own time have warned of Satan's tac-
tics. President Harold B. Lee warned that Satan "is the mas-
ter of deceit, adulteration, and counterfeit."64 President 
Spencer W. Kimball added, "he has devised and concocted 
every plan imaginable to deceive and fetter man. He is 
clever. He is experienced. He is brainy. He seeks to nullify 
all the works of the Savior. He is the arch deceiver."65

The rise of the order of Nehor and its institutional en-
trenchment in Ammonihah provides an excellent case 
study for the effects of priestcraft on a community. Con-
sumed with a passion for riches and power, most of the 
leading lawyers and judges of Ammonihah rejected the 
true priesthood, doctrines, and ordinances of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. Blinded by pride and false belief and having 
lost the light and the Spirit they once had, these practition-
ers of priestcraft stooped to bribery, lying, mockery, corrup-



tion, persecution, and murder. Their own ultimate fate was 
destruction, both physically and spiritually.

Contrast the actions and consequences of this imitative 
order with that of Alma and the high priesthood. Bound by 
sacred temple covenants, Alma resigned a powerful gov-
ernment position in order to more effectively consecrate his 
time and efforts to teaching the gospel of Jesus Christ and 
building the church. Alma and his companion Amulek 
gave up comfort and family in order to preach to the hard-
hearted who ridiculed and rejected their every invitation to 
repent and return to the Lord, whom they had forgotten. 
Called with a holy calling, Alma and those of the holy or-
der sacrificed their all that they might help others enter into 
the rest of the Lord. In this they were following the pattern 
of him after whom they were called and ordained.

The conflict between these two orders also provided in-
sight into Nephite temple worship and understanding dur-
ing this period. Alma and many of his contemporaries held 
and honored the higher priesthood; they worshiped in holy 
temples where they received the ordinances and covenants 
of the Melchizedek Priesthood, thereby learning the mys-
teries of the kingdom and growing in their knowledge of 
God. These Nephites patterned their lives after the Savior's 
life and employed Melchizedek as a model of righteous-
ness. By repenting, humbling themselves, obeying, and 
serving, they sought to receive the blessings of entering 
into the rest of God.

Alma's very presence in Ammonihah attests to his desire 
to help those who once were enlightened to return to the path 
of eternal life. He taught that the way of salvation is only "ac-
cording to the power and deliverance of Jesus Christ" (Alma 
9:28), who "shall come into the world to redeem his people; 



and he shall take upon him the transgressions of those who 
believe on his name; and these are they that shall have eter-
nal life, and salvation cometh to none else" (Alma 11:40). 
The teachings of Alma and Amulek to these apostates are 
permeated with evidence of a knowledge of holy temples 
containing the highest ordinances, covenants, and theology. 
All the ordinances are patterned in such a way as to look 
forward to the Son for redemption (see Alma 13:2; Moses 
5:8). An undeviating call for men to "repent, and harden not 
[their] hearts" against the true mysteries of God and to rely 
upon the mercy "through mine Only Begotten Son" (Alma 
12:33) fills these chapters.
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