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The regular occurrence of things occurring ten times 
in the scriptures tends to relate to perfection, espe-
cially divine completion. Welch approaches this phe-
nomenon through ten topics: perfection, worthiness, 
consecration, testing, justice, reverence, penitence, 
atonement, supplication, and ascension into the holy 
of holies or highest degree of heaven. The signifi-
cance of the number ten in the ancient world relates 
to the tenfold occurrences in the Book of Mormon.
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tenCOUNTING TO

i am
impressed

by the scriptures
for many reasons. brilliant 

features underlie them all: deep

reasoning, eternal plans, subtle patterns,

poetic formulations, literary structures, and

semantic connections that resolve and harmonize

the tensions of philosophical and theological puzzles

just as tonic chords resolve dissonance in musical compositions.

Numbers and numerology, both real and sym-
bolic, are a part of this expansive picture. I 

hasten to say that I am not deeply invested in nu-
merology as such. When it comes to scripture study, 
I do not believe in going so far as to call on cabalistic 
mysticism or to fabricate alleged Bible codes. But it is 
a fact of scriptural life that numbers, especially cer-
tain numbers, can be important in fully appreciating 
the scriptures. Many things happen seven times in 
the books of Leviticus or Revelation; other things 
happen ten, forty, or seventy times, as most Bible 
readers can quickly recall. Underlying messages may 
well reside in these symbolic numbers.

The number of times something occurs or is men-
tioned, of course, may or may not be intrinsically 
significant, but the fact that ancient prophets and 
inspired writers made a point of mentioning these 
numbers invites gospel students to stop and wonder 
why. And beyond explicit references to numbered 
events, some words or events occur a particular 
number of times in a text without any special atten-
tion being drawn to this fact. In such cases, we may 
well ask if the number of times these events or words 
occur is accidental or, perhaps, might be freighted 
with some latent meaning.¹
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 To explore this possibility, this article turns 
attention to the number ten. Several things occur 
ten times in the scriptures. These instances can be 
organized and analyzed in several ways. Most often, 
these “decads” have been seen by readers, ancient 
and modern, as tending to relate to some manifesta-
tion of perfection, especially of divine completeness. 
I approach this phenomenon with respect to the fol-
lowing topics: perfection, worthiness, consecration, 
testing, justice, reverence, penitence, atonement, 
supplication, and ascension into the holy of holies  
or highest degree of heaven.

The “Perfect” Number Ten

Ten was a symbolic number in the ancient 
world, perhaps for obvious reasons, since humans 
normally have ten fingers and ten toes. But the sig-
nificance of the number ten in scripture runs deeper 
than mere happenstance. Both in the Bible and in 
the Book of Mormon, counting to ten seems to serve 
as an important symbol of arriving at completion or 
perfection before God. 

Regarding the meaning of the number ten in the 
biblical world, the widely published British scholar 
E. W. Bullinger concludes:

Ten is one of the perfect numbers, and sig-
nifies the perfection of Divine order, commenc-
ing, as it does, an altogether new series of num-
bers. The first decade is the representative of the 
whole numeral system, and originates the sys-
tem of calculation called ‘decimals,’ because the 
whole system of numeration consists of so many 
tens, of which the first is a type of the whole.

 Completeness of order, marking the entire 
round of anything, is, therefore, the ever-present 
signification of the number ten. It implies that 
nothing is wanting; that the number and order 
are perfect; that the whole cycle is complete.²

Of course, one must proceed with caution in 
studies of this type. As the Hastings Encyclopedia 
of Religion and Ethics points out: “It is easy to be 
led into extravagance in attempting to interpret the 
significance of numbers; allegorical arithmetic has 
called forth fantastic absurdities from both Jewish 
and Christian writers.”³ At the same time, it re-
mains incontrovertible that “the ancients were sen-

sitive to numbers,”⁴ and a school of numerological 
criticism has even arisen to analyze various literary 
passages “ordered by numerical symmetries or ex-
pressing number symbolisms.”⁵ Whether judged by 
certain standards to be fanciful or not, and without 
engaging the full range of numerological dimen-
sions of ancient literature and thought, the truth is 
that certain numbers were commonly associated in 
many cultures with religious meanings, with “pecu-
liar sanctity attaching to certain numbers, notably 7, 
10, [and] 70.”⁶ 

The number ten is significant in several reli-
gions and cultures of the world. For example, in 
Buddhism it is said that “Buddha is possessed of 
10 noble states, 10 powers, understands 10 paths of 
karma and is endowed with 10 attributes of arhat-
ship.”⁷ In the Ottoman Empire, the aura of the fa-
bled sultan Suleiman the Magnificent was enhanced 
because he was the tenth son of the tenth generation 
of his dynasty.

In civilizations not using a base-ten number 
system, however, the natural inclination toward the 
number ten can be overridden. Thus, in Mesoamerica, 
where the numbering system was based on twenty, 
the number ten had little if any symbolic significance, 
being associated only with the albeit important Venus 
god Lahun Chan (10 Sky).⁸

In the ancient world of the eastern Mediter-
ranean, the origins of the tendency to attach signifi-
cance to the number ten (among other numbers, 
especially 7) are very ancient. In Sumero-Akkadian 
mythology, ten kings ruled in primeval times; 
Gilgamesh is “laden with axes and swords weigh-
ing 10 talents,” and “Utnapishtim tells him how 
he made his ship 10 Nindan high [and] 10 Nindan 
square.”⁹

Aristotle explains at considerable length how 
Pythagoreans of the fifth and sixth centuries bc 
considered the number 10 to be the perfect num-
ber, for it was said to comprise “the whole nature 
of numbers” (being the sum of 1 + 2 + 3 + 4).¹⁰ 
But more than that, they also held that “the bodies 
which move through the heavens are ten,” and when 
they could see only nine visible bodies, they pos-
tulated the necessary existence of a tenth, unseen 
body, the “counter-earth,” which their metaphysics 
told them had to be out there somewhere.¹¹ Other 
members of this school systematized all matter into 
ten pairs of opposites: “limit and unlimited, odd 
and even, one and plurality, right and left, male and 
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female, resting and moving, straight and curved, 
light and darkness, good and bad, square and ob-
long.”¹² Though I will not comment further on the 
numerous references to the number ten in classical 
sources, I note here that the number ten figures in a 
fragment attributed to the pre-Socratic philosopher 
Ion as “an element of harmony.”¹³

Similar observations about the number ten can 
be discovered in the world of ancient Israel, as well as 
in the worlds that derived from that seminal Hebrew 
culture. The persistence of attaching symbolic mean-
ing to the number ten extends into the Book of 
Mormon, the New Testament, and early Judaism.

Tenfold Worthiness before God

We can begin with one of the most ancient and 
obvious uses of the number ten in the scriptures, the 
Ten Commandments. The laws of God, epitomized 
in the Hebrew Bible by the Decalogue, qualify people 
to stand worthily before him. The familiar Ten 
Commandments are listed in Exodus 20 and again 
in Deuteronomy 5. In addition, a second decalogue, 

or set of “Ten Words” (Exodus 34:28), appears in 
Exodus 34:12–27, known as the Priestly Decalogue. 
In both cases, it is not clear exactly what is being 
counted by the “Ten Words,” which leads to the pos-
sibility that the idea of the “ten” here is itself more 
idealistic and symbolic than merely computational.

It is especially evident that the Priestly 
Decalogue in Exodus 34 pertains to the sancta, 
worship, sacrifice, redemption, sabbaths, and ap-
pearance before God on holy days. Obedience to its 
“ten” principles will allow God to “go among” his 
people (Exodus 34:9). 

The Sinaitic Decalogue also has everything 
to do with standing worthily before God. Biblical 
scholar Moshe Weinfeld has demonstrated in 
great detail that one of the functions of the Ten 
Commandments in ancient Israel was to serve as a 
test or standard of worthiness required for enter-
ing the temple. In effect, these ten points served as 
a type of “binding foundation-scroll of the Israelite 
community (a constitution?),” and “believers were 
sworn to observe the Decalogue written on the tab-
lets.”¹⁴ Although the Ten Commandments applied 
to the holy people of God everywhere and not just 
to temple visitors,¹⁵ these requirements certainly 
applied with even greater force to the people when 
they entered the sacred space, and thus the Ten 
Commandments may have functioned somewhat like 
a list of modern temple recommend requirements to 
determine who might ascend into the mountain of 
the Lord, or the temple (see Psalm 24). 

Whatever their specific functions, the Ten Com-
mandments themselves were certainly considered to 
be very sacred. These ten worthiness requirements 
were enshrined in the ark of the covenant and were 
utilized in temple worship:

In Second Temple times, the Decalogue was 
read daily in the Temple, together with the 
Shema> prayer, close to the time of the offer-
ing of the Daily Offering (m. Tamid 5:1). In 
the Nash Papyrus, discovered in Egypt, the 
Decalogue preceded the Shema> passage, a text 
that reflects a liturgical form. In phylacteries 
found at Qumran, the Decalogue is found next 
to the Shema>, and according to the testimony 
of Jerome this was the custom in Babylonia up 
to a late period. Josephus testifies in regard to 
the Decalogue: “These words it is not permitted 
us to state explicitly, to the letter” (Ant. 3:90), 

The Pythagorean tetraktys, “fourness,” was the arrangement of ten 
points in an equilateral triangle, reflecting the inner harmony of the 
cosmos.
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apparently meaning to say that it was forbidden 
to pronounce them in improper circumstances 
because of their sanctity.¹⁶

In this light, one can better understand why the 
prophet Abinadi quoted the Ten Commandments 
to King Noah and his court of priests (see Mosiah 
12:34–35; 13:12–24). Being worthy was necessary 
if the people of Noah were to avoid the impend-
ing judgments of God. Moreover, if the priests of 
Noah were not keeping these commandments, they 
themselves were not worthy even to enter their own 
temple. To a modern reader, Abinadi’s recitation of 
the Ten Commandments seems rather naive and 

elementary. But to an ancient ear, these ten measur-
ing words would have sounded much more imposing 
and ominous.

Some later Jewish writers were instinctively 
drawn to the aura of the number ten, especially as 
it was associated with the holiest of the Hebrew 
prophets and patriarchs. For example, according 
to Philo, worthiness or excellence was embodied 
in that number, which “is extolled in no ordinary 
degree by the holiest of men, Moses, who connects 
with it things of special excellence, governments, 
the first-fruits, the recurrent gifts of the priests,” 
and many other things.¹⁷ Thus, Noah was “the first 
man recorded as just in holy scriptures, as the tenth 
descendant from [Adam],”¹⁸ and likewise there were 
ten generations from Noah to Abraham, “to show 
how great was his [Abraham’s] long-suffering.”¹⁹ 

Probably modeled on or influenced by the Ten 
Commandments, other lists in scripture contain ten 
elements.²⁰ In 1 Corinthians 6:9–10, Paul lists ten 
prohibitions of evils that must be avoided if a per-
son is to be worthy to inherit the celestial kingdom 
and enter the presence of God:

Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not 
inherit the kingdom of God? Be not deceived: 
[1] neither fornicators, [2] nor idolaters, [3] nor 

adulterers, [4] nor effeminate, [5] nor abusers 
of themselves with mankind, [6] nor thieves, 
[7] nor covetous, [8] nor drunkards, [9] nor 
revilers, [10] nor extortioners, shall inherit the 
kingdom of God. 

Consecration and Sacrifice

Righteousness and worthiness are manifested 
by one’s willingness to consecrate and sacrifice to 
the Lord. Thus, the number ten has long been as-
sociated with the idea of presenting a holy portion to 
God. Inasmuch as the full “ten” (or in other words 

“everything”) belongs to the Lord 
to begin with, the law of tithing 
allows men and women to return 
to God a representative part of 
his divine goodness by dedicating 
back to him a holy portion, which 
is reciprocally set at “one tenth.” 
This principle of tithing is taught 
in the Bible, the Book of Mormon, 

and modern revelation, and it was practiced in 
Jewish and numerous ancient civilizations.²¹

Tithing is mentioned in the encounter between 
Melchizedek and Abraham as the patriarch returns 
from battle with the booty of war (see Genesis 14:20). 
Jacob covenants to pay tithes: “Of all that thou shalt 
give me I will surely give the tenth unto thee” (Genesis 
28:22). The practice of paying tithing to the gods or 
their temples is also found in ancient Egyptian and 
Mesopotamian civilizations,²² and it is extolled in the 
Book of Mormon (see Alma 13:15; 3 Nephi 24:8–10).

The sanctity of the tenth part is also reflected 
in the law of sacrifice found in the law of Moses. 
The tenth was especially holy, being connected 
with the divine: “Concerning the tithe of the herd, 
or of the f lock, even of whatsoever passeth under 
the rod, the tenth shall be holy unto the Lord” 
(Leviticus 27:32). The Passover was instituted on 
the tenth day of the month, when the paschal lamb 
was sacrificed: “In the tenth day of this month 
they shall take to them every man a lamb, accord-
ing to the house of their fathers, a lamb for an 
house” (Exodus 12:3). The priests in Israel were 
given charge of the tenth, as a holy priestly inheri-
tance: “Behold, I have given the children of Levi all 
the tenth in Israel for an inheritance” (Numbers 
18:21); and likewise, the Levites themselves were to 

“to a modern reader, abinadi’s recitation of the ten
commandments seems rather naive and elementary.
but to an ancient ear, these measuring words would
have sounded much more imposing and ominous.”
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pay a tithe on the tithes they received from Israel: 
“When ye take of the children of Israel the tithes 
which I have given you from them for your in-
heritance, then ye shall offer up an heave offering 
of it for the Lord, even a tenth part of the tithe” 
(Numbers 18:26). 

Perhaps claiming both a royal tithe and a 
priestly tithe, and hence a double tithe, King 
Noah and his priests collected a 20 percent tax. 
Apparently to drive home the weight of this burden-
some tax, Mosiah 11:3 mentions this fraction five 
times: “one  fifth part of all they possessed, a fifth 
part of their gold and of their silver, and a fifth part 
of their ziff and of their copper, and of their brass 
and their iron; and a fifth part of their fatlings; and 
also a fifth part of all their grain” (Mosiah 11:3).  

In the New Testament parable, perhaps the 
woman who had ten pieces of silver but lost one and 
searched the house diligently for it (a tenth part) 
rejoices so exceedingly when she finds it precisely 
because it represents the finding of something holy 
or divine (see Luke 15:8–10; compare Proverbs 2:4). 
It is not hard to imagine that this tenth was her 
tithing, a holy portion, just as the lost sheep or the 
prodigal son represents souls that are holy and pre-
cious to the Lord (Luke 15:3–6, 11–32).

Testing and Trials

Long-standing tradition connects the number 
ten with testing and trials. Although not counted 
explicitly in the scriptures, it was probably not lost 
on the ancient reader that divine challenges came 
in blocks of ten. Perhaps recalling to the classical 
mind the fabled ten labors of Hercules, the Mishnah 
attests that Abraham withstood ten trials or tempta-
tions, thereby showing his deep love for God.²³

Enduring ten tests seems to have become a 
measure of divine probation and approbation. For 
example, although Laban probably did not intend 
to treat his son-in-law badly, the scripture seems to 
see special significance in the fact that the young 
patriarch Jacob proved his patience, long-suffering, 
devotion, and love while his father-in-law changed 
Jacob’s wages ten times: “Your father hath deceived 
me, and changed my wages ten times.” So potent 
was this point that Jacob raises it not once, but 
twice, in his own successful legal defense against 
Laban (see Genesis 31:7, 41).

Prominent biblical commentator David Noel 
Freedman has suggested that the number ten in the 
testing context “probably has to do with a simple 
anatomical reality: ten is the number of fingers on 
the human hand. The rationale is this: once you 
have counted to ten, you have exhausted all of your 
fingers, and hence, all of your chances. In fact, that 
God was in the habit of giving people ten chances is 
seen in at least two other events in the Bible, both of 
which occur during the life Moses, the mediator of 
the Ten Commandments.”²⁴ As has been recognized 
since at least the times of Philo and the Mishnah,²⁵ 
this pattern is obvious both in the ten plagues im-
posed on Egypt and in the ten rebellions of the 
Israelites against their God in the wilderness. “The 
Ten Plagues were representative of the complete circle 

“Melchizedek, king of Salem, brought forth bread and wine; and he brake 
bread and blest it . . . , he being the priest of the most high God. And he 
gave to Abram, and he blessed him. . . . And Abram gave him tithes of all” 
(Genesis 14:17–18, 20 JST). Around 1465, the Flemish painter Dieric Bouts 
depicted this meeting of Melchizedek and Abraham by painting local costumes 
and scenery familiar to him. Both men are kneeling, showing reverence for the 
bread and wine, which prefigured the sacrament of the Last Supper. Abraham 
and Melchisedek, from the Altar of the Last Supper (left wing), by Dieric Bouts. 
Photograph by Erich Lessing. Collegiale St. Pierre, Louvain-Leuven.
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of God’s judgments on Egypt. ‘I will . . . send all my 
plagues’ (Exodus 9:14).”²⁶ As Freedman explains: 

Egypt suffers repeatedly for the obstinate be-
havior of its king, the Pharaoh, who refuses to 
let Israel go. Warning after warning, plague 
after plague, Pharaoh continues to harden his 
heart. Not until the tenth and final plague, 
the most severe of them all (the death of the 
firstborn), does Pharaoh finally agree to release 
Israel. Even though many scholars today see 
in this narrative several different sources, each 
with a different number of plagues, the final 
form of the text gives us ten. And it is the tenth 
that results in the final and decisive judgment 
on the nation of Egypt.²⁷

Although the number of plagues is not counted 
in Exodus, the Lord makes it clear that he is count-
ing when he announces the final plague: “Yet will 
I bring one plague more upon Pharaoh” (Exodus 
11:1). Freedman continues: “That this pattern of 
ten is not mere coincidence is demonstrated in our 
next example of ten violations, which also marks 

the end of Yahweh’s patience and results in his 
judgment on a nation,”²⁸ namely Israel’s ten rebel-
lions in the wilderness:

Yahweh has been keeping track of Israel’s rebel-
lions throughout their wilderness wanderings, 
and they have just reached their limit: TEN! 
Just as Pharaoh is given ten opportunities to 
change his heart and comply with Yahweh’s re-
quest to “let my people go,” so this generation of 
Israelites is given ten opportunities to change its 
collective heart and comply with Yahweh’s com-

mands. Both groups fail, and, as a result, God 
renders severe judgment upon both nations. For 
Egypt, the punishment is death of its firstborn 
and the destruction of its army at the Red Sea. 
For Israel, the punishment is the death of all 
those who witnessed God’s miracles in Egypt 
and the wilderness, yet still rebelled against him 
“these ten times.”²⁹  

The fact that Israel rebelled against God ten 
times in the wilderness is not the product of some 
later rabbinic fetish with counting or the result 
of some scribal afterthought. The number ten in 
this connection was noted expressly by God, as 
recorded in the sacred record (see Numbers 14:22). 
Before Israelites entered the land of Canaan, 
Joshua spoke with the Lord about some of the 
stubborn ones, and the Lord replied, “Because 
all those men which have seen my glory, and my 
miracles, which I did in Egypt and in the wilder-
ness, and have tempted me now these ten times, 
and have not hearkened unto my voice; surely they 
shall not see the land which I sware unto their 
fathers, neither shall any of them that provoked 

me see it” (Numbers 14:22–23). 
Perhaps aware of this tenfold 
offense, Joshua sought out an 
auspicious day on which to begin 
the conquest of Canaan, which 
would put the Israelites to the 
test in their ultimate military 
ordeal: the Israelites crossed the 
River Jordan “on the tenth day of 
the first month” (Joshua 4:19).

Perhaps for related reasons, 
in his role as adversary, chal-
lenger, and instrument of divine 
testing or punishment, Satan 

rules over a kingdom that also sports its tenfold 
features: “Antichrist’s world-power is comprised in 
the ten kingdoms, symbolized by the ten toes on 
the feet of the image of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream 
(Dan. 2:41), and by the ten horns of the fourth 
beast of Daniel’s vision (Dan. 7:7, 20, 24, etc.; Rev. 
12:3; 13:1; 17:3, 7, 12).”³⁰

The Book of Mormon also reflects this broad 
preexilic and general Israelite sense of tenfold test-
ing. Jacob invokes ten woes on the unrighteous in  
2 Nephi 9:27–38, testing the character of his people:

“as has been recognized since at least the times of
philo and the mishnah, this pattern [of god’s giving  
ten chances] is obvious both in the ten plagues imposed 
on egypt and in the ten rebellions of the israelites 
against their god in the wilderness. ‘the ten plagues 
were representative of the complete circle of god’s 
judgments on egypt.’”
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[1] Wo unto him that . . . trans-
gresseth. . . . [2] Wo unto the 
rich. . . . [3] Wo unto the deaf 
that will not hear. . . . [4] Wo 
unto the blind that will not see. 
. . . [5] Wo unto the uncircum-
cised of heart. . . . [6] Wo unto 
the liar. . . . [7] Wo unto the 
murderer who deliberately kil-
leth. . . . [8] Wo unto them who 
commit whoredoms. . . . [9] Wo 
unto those that worship idols. . . . 
[10] Wo unto all those who die in 
their sins.

Appropriately, the tenth and 
final wo includes the word all, 
signifying the perfect totality of 
this cursing. The intertextuality 
between these ten woes and the 
Ten Commandments has been dis-
cussed in more detail elsewhere.³¹

Reflecting a similar tone of 
warning, the book of 3 Nephi 
ends with a tenfold call to repen-
tance, listing nine evils in par-
ticular and concluding with an 
all-embracing tenth:

Turn, all ye Gentiles, from your 
wicked ways; and repent of your 
evil doings, [1] of your lyings and [2] deceivings, 
and [3] of your whoredoms, and [4] of your se-
cret abominations, and [5] your idolatries, and 
[6] of your murders, and [7] your priestcrafts, 
and [8] your envyings, and [9] your strifes, and 
[10] from all your wickedness and abominations, 
and come unto me. (3 Nephi 30:2)

The New Testament also utilizes this mode of 
expression to convey the testing of the children of 
men. The parable of the ten virgins represents a 
test of the faithfulness of Christians awaiting the 
coming of the Messiah (see Matthew 25:1–13). The 
judgment of God is illustrated through the parable 
of the talents, in which the most righteous turns his 
five into the divine number ten (see Matthew 25:14–
30). In the parable of the pounds, ten men are given 
one pound each, and the one most praiseworthy 
turns his into ten, for which success he is entrusted 

with ten cities (see Luke 19:13–25). The gratitude 
of the ten lepers is tested in that only one of them 
came back to show thanks (see Luke 17:11–18). And 
finally, the book of Revelation refers to a ten-day 
testing period as days of tribulation, telling the 
church at Ephesus that it would suffer the extreme 
test: “Behold the devil shall cast some of you into 
prison, that ye may be tried; and ye shall have tribu-
lation ten days; be thou faithful unto death, and I 
will give thee a crown of life” (Revelation 2:10). It 
seems unlikely that the number ten appears in these 
teachings of Jesus by accident.

Administration of Judicial and Religious 
Affairs

With legal trials come judgment and justice. 
Thus, the number ten is also associated with God’s 

Jacob’s Ten Woes and the Ten Commandments

2 Nephi 9:27, 30–38

1. Wo unto them who knowingly
 transgress God’s commandments

2. Wo unto the rich who despise
 the poor and make their treasure
 their god

3. Wo unto the deaf who will not hear

4. Wo unto the blind who will not see

5. Wo unto the uncircumcised of heart

6. Wo unto the liar

7. Wo unto the murderer who
 deliberately kills

8. Wo unto them who commit
 whoredoms

9. Wo unto those who worship idols
 

10. Wo unto all those who die and
 remain in their sins

Compare Exodus 20:3–17 

1. Thou shalt have no other gods  
before me [but obey me]

10. Thou shalt not covet [other  
people’s treasure]

 

5. Honor [hear] thy father and thy 
mother

3. Thou shalt not take the name of the 
Lord thy God in vain [heartlessly]

9. Thou shalt not bear false witness

6. Thou shalt not kill

7. Thou shalt not commit adultery

2. Thou shalt not make unto thee  
any graven image
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justice and the ideal administration of the law. In 
the Abraham cycle, “ten nations imply the whole of 
the nations which are to be the scene of Abraham’s 
covenant possessions (Gen. 15:19–21).”³² The rules 
of judicial procedure set forth in Exodus 23:1–3, 6–8 
have been seen as embodying a decalogue with ten 
rules for the administration of local justice.³³

The number ten is prominent in the legal nar-
rative in the story of Ruth. One of the main pur-
poses of that narrative is to show that God’s justice 
will eventually come to pass. Thus, Naomi, her 
sons, and their wives dwell in Moab for “about ten 
years” (Ruth 1:4), and ten proper personal names 
or place-names are associated at first with injustice 
and disappointment in Ruth 1:1–7. Eventually, how-
ever, Boaz “[takes] ten men of the elders of the city” 
and before them sees that justice is done concern-
ing Ruth’s marital rights and inheritance problems 
(Ruth 4:2).³⁴ And in the end, ten generations are 
listed from Pharez to David (see Ruth 4:18–22).

Legal injunctions may come in groups of ten. 
In the Book of Mormon, in 2 Nephi 27, the people 
are enjoined to read the plates, with the word read 
appearing in conjunction with the sacred record 
ten times (see 2 Nephi 27:11 [twice], 15 [twice], 18 
[once], 20 [twice], 22 [twice], 24 [once]). 

Another ancient legal application of the number 
ten, representing an ultimate execution of justice, 
is found in the requirement in the law of Moses 
that punishment may extend unto the tenth genera-
tion: “A bastard shall not enter into the congrega-
tion of the Lord; even to his tenth generation shall 
he not enter into the congregation of the Lord. An 
Ammonite or Moabite shall not enter into the con-
gregation of the Lord; even to their tenth generation 
shall they not enter into the congregation of the 
Lord for ever” (Deuteronomy 23:2–3).

Reverence for God

Building on the foregoing examples, it is easy to 
understand how, in the minds of people for whom 
the number ten was seen as the number of perfec-
tion, it became especially appropriate to mention or 
invoke the name of the most high God ten times, 
a perfect number of times. Philo, the Jewish phi-
losopher from Alexandria of the first century ad, 
wrote at length about the number ten in the Hebrew 
scriptures.³⁵ He connected the number ten particu-

larly with the divine being. He spoke of worshipping 
God, “who stands alone as the tenth.”³⁶ Showing 
similar reverence for the perfection of God, the 
Talmud reports that on the Day of Atonement, the 
holiest day of the year, the ineffable name of God 
was spoken in the sacred liturgy ten times.³⁷ 

A decade ago, I pointed out that expanded 
forms of the divine name (as opposed to the generic 
word for God or the simple term for Lord) appear 
solemnly and strikingly for a total of ten times in 
King Benjamin’s marvelous and carefully crafted 
speech. In that text, the phrase Lord God appears 
five times and the words Lord Omnipotent or Lord 
God Omnipotent occur five times, for a total of ten. 
“Seven of these utterances are in the words of the 
angel to Benjamin (Mosiah 3:5, 13, 14, 17, 18, 21, 
23); the other three are in the words of Benjamin 
(Mosiah 2:30, 41; 5:15), occurring at important cer-
emonial breaking points in the speech.”³⁸ 

What has not been noticed before, however, is 
that reverence for God’s divine greatness is shown 
even more remarkably by other Book of Mormon 
prophets in this same manner. Thus, Benjamin’s 
speech may have been following a long-standing 
Nephite custom in mentioning the holy name 
of God this number of times. Specifically, in the 
exquisitely phrased psalm of Nephi in 2 Nephi 4, 
the word Lord appears exactly ten times, as does 
also the interjection O. This does not appear to be 
inadvertent:

16 Behold, my soul delighteth in the things 
of the Lord [1]; and my heart pondereth con-
tinually upon the things which I have seen and 
heard.

17 Nevertheless, notwithstanding the great 
goodness of the Lord [2], in showing me his 
great and marvelous works, my heart exclai-
meth: O wretched man that I am! Yea, my heart 
sorroweth because of my flesh; my soul grieveth 
because of mine iniquities. . . .

20 My God hath been my support. . . .
26 O then, if I have seen so great things, if the 

Lord [3] in his condescension unto the children 
of men hath visited men in so much mercy, why 
should my heart weep and my soul linger in the 
valley of sorrow, and my flesh waste away, and 
my strength slacken, because of mine afflic-
tions? . . .

28 Awake, my soul! No longer droop in sin. 
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Rejoice, O my heart, and give place no more for 
the enemy of my soul. . . .

30 Rejoice, O my heart, and cry unto the Lord 
[4], and say: O Lord [5], I will praise thee for-
ever; yea, my soul will rejoice in thee, my God, 
and the rock of my salvation.

31 O Lord [6], wilt thou redeem my soul? 
Wilt thou deliver me out of the hands of mine 
enemies? Wilt thou make me that I may shake 
at the appearance of sin?

32 May the gates of hell be shut continually 
before me, because that my heart is broken and 
my spirit is contrite! O Lord [7], wilt thou not 
shut the gates of thy righteousness before me, 
that I may walk in the path of the low valley, 
that I may be strict in the plain road!

33 O Lord [8], wilt thou encircle me around 
in the robe of thy righteousness! O Lord [9], wilt 
thou make a way for mine escape before mine 
enemies! . . .

34 O Lord [10], I have trusted in thee, and I 
will trust in thee forever. . . .

35 Yea, I know that God will give liberally to 
him that asketh. Yea, my God will give me, if I 
ask not amiss; therefore I will lift up my voice 

unto thee; yea, I will cry unto thee, my God, the 
rock of my righteousness. Behold, my voice shall 
forever ascend up unto thee, my rock and mine 
everlasting God.
The ten occurrences of the word Lord in this 

beautiful psalm of pleading, petition, atonement, 
and comfort give credence to the idea that the 
English word Lord is the direct translation in this 
passage of the Hebrew tetragrammaton, the sacred 
name of God that would only be spoken in sol-
emn circumstances, if at all. Here that name of the 
Lord is invoked ten times, a solemn and respectful 
number of times. The likelihood that this number 
of occurrences was intentional on Nephi’s part is 
increased by the fact that the interjection O also ap-
pears ten times in this psalm. After saying “O . . . I” or 
“O my” four times, Nephi turns firmly to the Lord 
six times with “O Lord.”³⁹

Moreover, it is possible that Nephi’s brother 
Jacob consciously followed his brother’s lead in this 
regard. The main unit of Jacob’s covenant speech 
(2 Nephi 9) also contains the word Lord exactly ten 
times (see 2 Nephi 9:1, 3, 6, 16 [two times], 24, 41 
[two times], 46, 53).⁴⁰

Above all, the divine name was holy and sacro-
sanct in ancient Israel. Thus, it should also be noted 
that the distinctive “name” given by King Benjamin 
to his people near the central climax of his speech 
can be seen as containing exactly ten nouns. That 
name, as revealed to Benjamin by the angel of the 
Lord, seems to have consisted of an entire expres-
sion: “And he shall be called Jesus Christ, the Son 
of God, the Father of heaven and earth, the Creator 
of all things from the beginning” (Mosiah 3:8). 
One may well assume that in the ancient language 
spoken by Benjamin, this expansive name would 
have consisted of ten terms, probably inflected or 
declined to indicate syntax: (1) Jesus (2) Christ, (3) 
Son (4) God, (5) Father (6) heaven (7) earth, (8) cre-
ator (9) all, and (10) beginning. The full expression 
is repeated absolutely verbatim in Helaman 14:12, 
confirming the prospect that this full expression 
was considered to be a formal composite name that 
was viewed as a solemn title.⁴¹ The precise recol-
lection of this name among the Nephites was en-
couraged by the fact that Benjamin had promised 
to give them a special name, one that presumably 
would have been new and unusual enough so as to 
distinguish them from all other people of Israel (see 
Mosiah 1:11). The fact that this expression evidently 
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contained exactly ten nouns would have added to 
the integrity and memorability of this nomina sacra. 
Perhaps more than we have previously realized, this 
ten-part name for the Nephites was very, very holy.

Penitence and Atonement

One of the most important reasons for invok-
ing the name of the Lord is to seek forgiveness and 
atonement from his throne of mercy. In biblical 
times, ten was an important number associated with 
achieving atonement, or reconciliation with God. 

On the ancient Israelite calendar, the time of 
fasting, repentance, and reconciliation was espe-
cially concentrated during the ten days between 
the New Year and the Day of Atonement. These ten 
days were known as the ten days of penitence or ten 
days of awe. Later tradition located the origin of this 

ten-day period at the root of Israelite religion:

The Midrash records that Moses descended on 
the tenth day of Tishray with the second set of 
Tablets of the Law. He found the Israelites fast-
ing and repenting for their great sin. G-d ac-
cepted their penitence and proclaimed that day 
as a day of forgiveness and pardon for all Israel 
and for every generation to come. Yom Kippur is 
the anniversary of this event.⁴²

Even though this season was relatively brief, these ten 
days “lent a solemnity to the entire period, which 
became known as the Ten Days of Penitence (Rosh 
HaShanah 18a).”⁴³ 

The importance of the tenth day and this ten-
day period was established by authority of Moses in 
the Holiness Code given to the children of Israel: 
“And this shall be a statute for ever unto you: that in 

King Benjamin delivered a masterful oration in which he gave his people a distinctive, revealed “name”—one whose sacred nature was reinforced by the 
ten nouns it comprised. Painting by Bill L. Hill, who used Hugh B. Brown as the model for King Benjamin.
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the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, 
ye shall afflict your souls, and do no work at all, 
whether it be one of your own country, or a stranger 
that sojourneth among you” (Leviticus 16:29). 
Moreover, “on the tenth day of this seventh month 
there shall be a day of atonement: it shall be an 
holy convocation unto you; and ye shall afflict your 
souls, and offer an offering made by fire unto the 
Lord” (Leviticus 23:27; see also Numbers 29:7). 

The first ten days of that month at the begin-
ning of the fall were a special time for seeking the 
presence of the Lord: “In the Talmud it says: It is 
written in Isaiah ‘Seek the Lord while He may be 
found.’ When can an individual find G-d? Rabbah 
b. Abbuha said: These are the ten days between 
New Year and the Day of Atonement” (Rosh 
Hashanah 18a).”⁴⁴ Because the fates of the righteous 
and the wicked were sealed in the book of life dur-
ing these ten days,⁴⁵ this period of time was espe-
cially important and reverenced.

Also connecting the number ten with the 
idea of atonement and redemption is the fact that 
“the redemption money was ten gerahs. . . . Now 
ten gerahs was half a shekel (Exodus 30:12–16; 
Numbers 3:47). Every male that was numbered over 
20 years of age, must pay this sum and meet God’s 
claim.”⁴⁶

Benjamin’s word usage in Mosiah 2–5 similarly 
reflects this old liturgical requirement for showing 
respect and perfection in calling upon the divine 
name when seeking atonement. As has been dis-
cussed elsewhere, many factors point strongly in 
the direction of connecting King Benjamin’s speech 
with the Israelite autumn festival complex, particu-
larly the Day of Atonement.⁴⁷ In Benjamin’s case, 
the people cry out, “O have mercy, and apply the 
atoning blood of Christ that we may receive forgive-
ness of our sins and our hearts may be purified” 
(Mosiah 4:2). Atonement, of course, is a dominant 
theme in Benjamin’s speech and temple covenant 
ceremony (he mentions the root word atone seven 
times), and atonement also is the key concept in 
Jacob’s text in 2 Nephi 9, thus adding further link-
age between these two texts. 

Yet another text in the Book of Mormon pro-
claims the doctrines of redemption and atonement: 
Alma 12–13. It should not go unrecognized that the 
words Lord and Son are each mentioned precisely 
ten times in this masterful exposition, one of Alma’s 
best. In addition, the words hearts, high (as in high 

priesthood), and men also happen to occur exactly 
ten times in this same text. It is hard to know if 
this phenomenon was intentional on Alma’s part, 
either as a speaker or as a recorder, or if it was ever 
noticed by any of Alma’s listeners or readers. But 
if it was, then Alma’s subtle, coded message to his 
various audiences in this text, including particu-
larly his clueless accusers in Ammonihah but also 
his inducted convert Amulek and his other faithful 
followers, emphasized tenfold the sacred truth con-
structed from those specific words—namely, that all 
men and God can eventually be reconciled to each 
other by the Son through his high priesthood, which 
brings about purification upon the eternal change 
of the repentant heart.

Supplication and Prayer

Calling on the name of God for forgiveness and 
atonement requires prayer and supplication. One 
must ask in order to receive. One must call upon 
God in order to receive his divine intervention. The 
pattern of calling on God ten times is present in the 
Old Testament and also in the Book of Mormon. 

At the time of Lehi, the armies of Judah im-
plored the prophet Jeremiah to seek guidance from 
the Lord. Jeremiah prayed for ten days: “And it 
came to pass after ten days, that the word of the 
Lord came unto Jeremiah” (Jeremiah 42:7). 

Patience epitomizes the attitude of prayer. 
Hence, as Philo remarked, “only after a time and 
under the perfect number ten do we reach the 
desire for the lawful discipline which can profit 
us.”⁴⁸ For that reason, he observed, “Sarah gives 
Hagar to Abraham, not at once after his arrival in 
the land of the Canaanites, but after he has stayed 
there for ten years.”⁴⁹

Alma the Younger knew the importance of 
prayer, and on one occasion when he was most 
desperate, fearing that the Zoramites would join 
with the Lamanites and destroy the Nephites, he 
and his companions went to the Zoramite capi-
tal, Antionum, to see if they could convert any 
Zoramites back to the true fold of God. The words 
of his high priestly prayer are recorded in Alma 
31:26–35, and, again, it is not likely mere coinci-
dence that the phrase O Lord is found ten times in 
this powerful petition supplicating the true God for 
strength in bringing souls to Christ:
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26 And he lifted up his voice to heaven, and 
cried, saying: O, how long, O Lord [1], wilt thou 
suffer that thy servants shall dwell here below 
in the flesh, to behold such gross wickedness 
among the children of men?

{27 Behold, O God, they cry unto thee, and 
yet their hearts are swallowed up in their pride. 
Behold, O God, they cry unto thee with their 
mouths, while they are puffed up, even to great-
ness, with the vain things of the world.

28 Behold, O my God, their costly apparel, 
and their ringlets, and their bracelets, and their 
ornaments of gold, and all their precious things 
which they are ornamented with; and behold, 
their hearts are set upon them, and yet they cry 
unto thee and say—We thank thee, O God, for 
we are a chosen people unto thee, while others 
shall perish.

29 Yea, and they say that thou hast made it 
known unto them that there shall be no Christ.}

30 O Lord [2] God, how long wilt thou suf-
fer that such wickedness and infidelity shall be 
among this people? O Lord [3], wilt thou give 
me strength, that I may bear with mine infir-
mities. For I am infirm, and such wickedness 
among this people doth pain my soul.

31 O Lord [4], my heart is exceedingly sor-
rowful; wilt thou comfort my soul in Christ. 
O Lord [5], wilt thou grant unto me that I may 
have strength, that I may suffer with patience 
these afflictions which shall come upon me, be-
cause of the iniquity of this people.

32 O Lord [6], wilt thou comfort my soul, and 
give unto me success, and also my fellow labor-
ers who are with me—yea, Ammon, and Aaron, 
and Omner, and also Amulek and Zeezrom and 
also my two sons—yea, even all these wilt thou 
comfort, O Lord [7]. Yea, wilt thou comfort 
their souls in Christ. . . .

34 O Lord [8], wilt thou grant unto us that we 
may have success in bringing them again unto 
thee in Christ.

35 Behold, O Lord [9], their souls are pre-
cious, and many of them are our brethren; 
therefore, give unto us, O Lord [10], power and 
wisdom that we may bring these, our brethren, 
again unto thee.

In addition to his ten supplications to Jehovah 
with the words O Lord, Alma also speaks the words 

O God four times in this prayer, but in those four 
cases he is either speaking about or quoting from the 
apostate prayers of the Zoramites, and in such a con-
text he would not want to mention the holy name 
of the true God whom he served and called upon. 
Hence, Alma shifts his terminology to reflect this 
shift in meaning. That shift is marked by the second 
occurrence of O Lord, which is the only instance of 
the expanded O Lord God in this text, indicating 
that the Lord Jehovah is indeed the true God. 

A similar occurrence is found in Nephi’s solemn 
words of prayer in Helaman 11:4, 10–16, in which 
he sealed up the heavens and called down a famine 
on the land to bring the people to repentance and 
then prayed again to end the pestilence. The Book of 
Mormon text presents these prayers in close proxim-
ity to each other, and indeed they go hand in hand. 
The first prayer caused the famine (see verse 4) and 
the second lifted it (see verses 10–16), according to 
the sealing and loosing power Nephi had been given 
by God (see Helaman 10:7). For that reason I com-
bine Nephi’s two petitions together as an interrelated 
text. In that combined exercise of priesthood power, 
Nephi calls out O Lord ten times:

4 O Lord [1], do not suffer that this people shall 
be destroyed by the sword; but O Lord [2], rather 
let there be a famine in the land, to stir them up in 
remembrance of the Lord their God, and perhaps 
they will repent and turn unto thee. . . .

10 O Lord [3], behold this people repen-
teth; and they have swept away the band of 
Gadianton from amongst them insomuch that 
they have become extinct, and they have con-
cealed their secret plans in the earth.

11 Now, O Lord [4], because of this their 
humility wilt thou turn away thine anger, and 
let thine anger be appeased in the destruction 
of those wicked men whom thou hast already 
destroyed.

12 O Lord [5], wilt thou turn away thine 
anger, yea, thy fierce anger, and cause that this 
famine may cease in this land.

13 O Lord [6], wilt thou hearken unto me, 
and cause that it may be done according to my 
words, and send forth rain upon the face of the 
earth, that she may bring forth her fruit, and 
her grain in the season of grain.

14 O Lord [7], thou didst hearken unto my 
words when I said, Let there be a famine, that 
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the pestilence of the sword might cease; and I 
know that thou wilt, even at this time, hear-
ken unto my words, for thou saidst that: If this 
people repent I will spare them.

15 Yea, O Lord [8], and thou seest that they 
have repented, because of the famine and the 
pestilence and destruction which has come unto 
them.

16 And now, O Lord [9], wilt thou turn away 
thine anger, and try again if they will serve thee? 
And if so, O Lord [10], thou canst bless them ac-
cording to thy words which thou hast said.

In these prayers, Nephi invokes the name of the 
Lord twice in the bleak first part and eight times 
in the optimistic second part. 
Perhaps these terms were distrib-
uted by Nephi in literary imita-
tion of his namesake’s psalm in 
2 Nephi 4, which also mentioned 
the word Lord twice in the agoniz-
ing opening phase (vv. 16–17) and 
then eight times in the relieved 
second phase (vv. 26–34). 

Wishing to be heard by the 
Lord is one of the deepest desires 
of the righteous soul. Standing 
behind these prayers of Alma and 
Nephi may be the words of the 
ancient poem⁵⁰ of Zenos quoted 
by Alma in Alma 33:4–11, words that Alma knew 
well enough to recite spontaneously by memory as 
he and Amulek spoke to the poor from Antionum. 
Perhaps the number of times its key word appears 
made it easier for the ancients to memorize, for that 
poem of Zenos contains ten occurrences of the root 
word hear (appearing in English as didst hear or 
heard or hear). The ten are arranged in a balanced 
way: four times in the past tense (vv. 4–7), twice 
in a future sense (v. 8), and then four times again 
in the past tense (vv. 9–11), emphatically affirm-
ing that the Lord hears the prayers of the righteous 
wherever they may be whenever they pray.

4 Thou art merciful, O God, for thou hast 
heard [1] my prayer, even when I was in the wil-
derness; yea, thou wast merciful when I prayed 
concerning those who were mine enemies, and 
thou didst turn them to me.

5 Yea, O God, and thou wast merciful unto 

me when I did cry unto thee in my field; when 
I did cry unto thee in my prayer, and thou didst 
hear [2] me.

6 And again, O God, when I did turn to my 
house thou didst hear [3] me in my prayer.

7 And when I did turn unto my closet, O Lord, 
and prayed unto thee, thou didst hear [4] me.

8 Yea, thou art merciful unto thy children 
when they cry unto thee, to be heard [5] of thee 
and not of men, and thou wilt hear [6] them.

9 Yea, O God, thou hast been merciful unto 
me, and heard [7] my cries in the midst of thy 
congregations.

10 Yea, and thou hast also heard [8] me when 
I have been cast out and have been despised by 

mine enemies; yea, thou didst hear [9] my cries, 
and wast angry with mine enemies, and thou 
didst visit them in thine anger with speedy de-
struction.

11 And thou didst hear [10] me because of 
mine afflictions and my sincerity; and it is 
because of thy Son that thou hast been thus 
merciful unto me, therefore I will cry unto thee 
in all mine afflictions, for in thee is my joy; for 
thou hast turned thy judgments away from me, 
because of thy Son.

This poem of Zenos, built on beautiful strophes 
and rhythmic parallelisms, seems to be related to 
the prayer offered by Solomon at the dedication of 
his temple in 1 Kings 8:22–53, which repeats the 
prayer formula, “then hear thou in heaven,” seven 
times (vv. 32, 34, 36, 39, 43, 45, 49), a different but 
still religiously significant number of times.

several things occur with significance ten times in  
israelite scriptures and worship: ten commandments, 
ten words, ten generations, a tenth part, ten trials,  
ten changes, ten plagues, ten rebellions, ten horns,  
ten woes, ten virgins, ten talents, ten cities, ten days, 
ten nations, ten years, ten elders, ten invocations,  
ten nouns, the tenth day, ten petitions, ten cubits,  
ten lavers, and ten heavens.
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Sacred Cosmology

Each of the foregoing meanings associated with 
the number ten extends beyond the mundane realm 
and reflects a wider view of divine cosmology and 
of God’s universe. Indeed, the cosmos itself was said 
by the Rabbis to have been created by ten sayings or 
words of God.⁵¹ That total world, as well as the tem-
ple that was constructed as a model of that complete 
realm, was often depicted in terms of tens.

Much earlier in Israelite history, the construc-
tion of the tabernacle in the wilderness employed 
several tenfold elements: “Moreover thou shalt make 
the tabernacle with ten curtains of fine twined linen, 
and blue, and purple, and scarlet: with cherubims of 
cunning work shalt thou make them” (Exodus 26:1; 
36:8). “And thou shalt make boards for the tabernacle 
of shittim wood standing up. Ten cubits shall be the 
length of a board” (Exodus 26:15–6; 36:20–21). These 
boards, overlaid with gold, enclosed the holy of holies 
on three sides, with the veil on the east. This made 
the chamber ten cubits by ten cubits by ten cubits, 

in other words, a cube. Evidently, this was a symbol 
of perfection in all three dimensions, as shown by 
its continued use in Solomon’s temple (see 1 Kings 
6:20).⁵² As Philo insisted, this pattern was significant 
because God’s house embraces “the whole of wis-
dom,” and thus to it belongs “the perfect number.”⁵³

When the temple of Solomon was built, it also 
contained many features that came in tens. The 
height and width of the cherubim in Solomon’s 
temple were both ten cubits: “And within the oracle 
he made two cherubims of olive tree, each ten cubits 
high. And five cubits was the one wing of the cherub, 
and five cubits the other wing of the cherub: from 
the uttermost part of the one wing unto the utter-
most part of the other were ten cubits. And the other 
cherub was ten cubits: both the cherubims were of 
one measure and one size” (1 Kings 6:23–25). The 
diameter of the brazen sea was ten cubits: “And he 
made a molten sea, ten cubits from the one brim to 
the other . . . . And under the brim of it round about 
there were knops compassing it, ten in a cubit, com-
passing the sea round about” (1 Kings 7:23–24). Ten 

The specific directions given to Moses for building the tabernacle demonstrate the importance of paying attention to its details, such as the many features 
and dimensions that came in tens. Drawing by Michael P. Lyon.
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bases were made for the ten lavers (see 1 Kings 7:27, 
38, 43). Other accouterments in Solomon’s temple 
had dimensions and numbers of ten: the brass altar 
was ten cubits high; ten candlesticks were made of 
gold; and ten tables were placed, five on each side 
(see 2 Chronicles 4:1–8).

The Book of Mormon reports that Nephi built a 
temple in the city of Nephi “after the manner of the 
temple of Solomon” (2 Nephi 5:16). Although no ar-
chitectural details are given in this account, one can 
be quite sure that the number ten figured into the 

design of that temple in many ways. 
Also in close association with ancient 

temple symbolism, later Judaism recog-
nized ten degrees of holiness, progressing 
into the temple’s Holy of Holies: “The 
rabbinic classification of the ten degrees 
of holiness, which begins with Palestine, 
the land holier than all other lands, and 
culminates in the most holy place, the 
Holy of Holies, was essentially known in 
the days of the High Priest Simon the Just, 
that is, around 200 bce.”⁵⁴ Echoing these 
ten degrees on earth were ten degrees in 
heaven. In the book of 2 Enoch, Enoch has 
a vision in which he progresses from the 
first heaven into the tenth heaven, where 
God resides and Enoch sees the face of the 
Lord, is anointed, given clothes of glory, 
and is told “all the things of heaven and 
earth.”⁵⁵ 

Conclusion

The number ten seems to have been 
significant in the ancient world, especially 
in Israelite religious literature. Ten con-
veyed a tight cluster of symbolic messages 
associated with the divine realms, namely, 
completeness, perfection, worthiness, 
consecration, testing, justice, reverence, 
atonement, supplication, and holiness (to 
mention ten). Regardless of whether all ten 
of these meanings were overtly intentional 
or only unconsciously subliminal in any 

particular text, it seems clear that in-group audiences 
knew enough to look for these messages in ponder-
ing the scriptures. In most cases, these meanings are 
rooted in very early Israelite texts. Detecting these 
tenfold occurrences in the Book of Mormon uncov-
ers a previously unnoticed ancient quality of Nephite 
scripture that was probably more obvious to ancient 
minds than it is to modern readers.   !

“Ten Sefirot out of Nothing. Ten, not nine. Ten, not eleven. 
Understand this in Wisdom and in Wisdom understand. 
Enquire and ponder through their meaning, so as to return 
The Creator to His Throne.” 
—from the Sefer Yezirah, sixth century AD

Kabbalah, a late form of Jewish mysticism, teaches that the ten Sefirot were 
emanations and attributes of God, part of the unfolding of creation, and that one 
must pass through them to ascend to God’s presence.
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strai(gh)t in the Book of 
Mormon. The passages have 
been conveniently listed in a 
table in Reynolds and Skou-
sen, “‘Strait and Narrow,’” 33. 
Because 1 Nephi 16:23, 17:41 
(twice), 21:20, Alma 14:28 
(twice), and 3 Nephi 14:13 do 
not contribute to the questions 
at hand, I will not discuss 
them in this article. Distinc-
tions between path, way, and 
course, which each appear with 
strait or straight, do not seem 
to inf luence either in English 
or in Hebrew whether straight 
or strait is correct. Therefore, 
path, way, and course will not 
enter into the discussion as 
determinants. 
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