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Introduction 
The American Heritage Dictionary defines chiasmus as "a rhetorical inversion of the second of two parallel 
structures, as in He went to the theater, but home went she."  

This could be diagramed to form a rhetorical X as follows: 

a) He went to the  
b) theater,  

c) but  
b) home  

a) went she. 

 
 
More familiar examples are: 

Old King Cole  
was a merry old soul,  
and a merry old soul  

was he. 

He who fails to prepare, prepares to fail.  

He that findeth his life shall lose it;  
And he that loseth his life for my sake shall find it. 

 
 
While this simple form of chiasmus is common in literature, chiasmi of more than two elements are almost 
unknown outside of ancient writings. They are seen as particularly common in Hebrew where there 
appears to be no limit to the number of terms or ideas that can be employed. 

For example, consider, the following Old Testament passages which are translated literally from Hebrew. 
In these passages it was necessary to go to the Hebrew in order to see the chiasmic structure. This is true 
of most instances of chiasmus in the Bible. They have been obscured by the translation process (the word 
order generally required by these structures is just not good English). 
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Here is one rather significant Old 
Testament chiasm that has survived 
translation. This is the seemingly unlikely 
"eye for an eye" chapter, Leviticus 24. 
This is a legal document describing 
transgressions and proscribing 
punishment. Note that the structure is 
undeniably chiastic: killing a man, killing a 
beast, and causing a blemish; followed by 
the same list in reverse order. At the 
center is the principle: "eye for an eye." In 
other words, let the punishment fit the 
crime. John Welch suggests that the 
chiastic structure was used here to 
represent the balanced nature of this law. 
Welch says, "What Moses is teaching the 
people is a principle of God's justice: that 
justice should be balanced, that is should 
match the nature of the crime and should 
be applied even-handedly. The chiastic 
form gives that kind of balance; it shows 
the nature of the reciprocal, what we call 
'talionic' justice, which is a part of the 
Israelite jurisprudence." 

 
 
 

Genesis 7:21-23 

a) There died on the earth  

b) all birds,  
c) cattle,  

d) beasts and creeping things,  
e) man;  

f) all life  
g) died  
g) and was destroyed.  

f) Every living thing  
e) both man,  

d) creeping things,  
c) cattle,  

b) birds,  
a) were destroyed from the earth. 

Psalms 3:7-8 

a) Save me,  
b) O my God,  

c) for thou has smitten  
d) all my enemies  

e) on the cheekbone;  
e) The teeth  

d) of the wicked  
c) thou hast broken;  

b) to Jehovah,  
a) the salvation.  

Leviticus 24 Chiasmus 

a) Then the Lord spake unto Moses  
b) Bring forth him that hath cursed without the camp; 

and let all that heard him...stone him  

c) Thou shalt speak unto the children of Israel, saying  
d) Whosoever curseth his God shall bear his sin... the 

stranger as well as he that is born in the land  
e) And he that kil leth any man shall surely be put 

to death  
f) And he that kil leth a beast shall make it good, 

beast for beast  

g) and if a man cause a blemish in his neighbor 
so shall it be done to him  

      Breach for breach  
h) Eye for eye  
      Tooth for tooth  

g) As he hath caused a blemish in a man, so 
shall it be done to him  

f) And he that kil leth a beast, he shall restore it  
e) And he that kil leth a man, he shall be put to 

death  
d) Ye shall have one manner of law for the stranger 

and well as one of your own country  
c) And Moses spake to the children of Israel  

b) Bring forth him that had cursed out of the camp and 
stone him with stones  

a) They did as the Lord commanded Moses 
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Why Did the Ancient Peoples Use Chiasmus? 
An interesting website sponsored by Penn State University, provides an on-line art class (unfortunately, 
access to this site now requires payment of tuition for the course). Lesson 11 of this class is on chiasmus 
in art. The introduction to this lesson includes the following explanation and description of chiasmus:  

"Why Chiasmus? In the very long time before we started to write things down in lap-top 
computers, people had to rely on their memories. Think of throwing stuff in a box. If you just 
toss it in, it is jumbled, not compact, and things get broken. If you pack the box, however, you 
can make sure that all available space is used safely and well: that objects fit together; the 
ones you need often are on top, and that nothing gets lost.  

"Just so with memory. It needs a little help to get along, and early peoples used 'mnemonic 
devices,' usually involving an imagined space into which they put things to be remembered. . 
. Here's where chiasmus came in.  

"Chiasmus was a kind of formula that allowed each normal object to be mirrored in a double. 
The double was 'stored' in a disguised form, present but concealed. As the sequence 
progressed, the double relationship intensified . . . , and in subsequent scenes the meaning 
of the doubled elements was revealed."  

The Discovery of Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon 
Brother John W. Welch, now recognized as an international expert on chiasmus, was first introduced to 
this form of poetic parallelism in 1967. He was then serving as a missionary in the predominantly Catholic 
town of Regansburg, Germany. He and his companion, seeking to get better acquainted with the 
Regansburg religious community, used their diversion day to attend some lectures at one of the many 
theological seminaries. At one of these the lecturer was very excited about a recently discovered ancient 
literary form, called chiasmus, which was believed to be an evidence of Hebrew authorship. Learning of 
the unique Hebrew fondness for this form of expression, Brother Welch determined to search the Book of 
Mormon for possible evidence of Chiasmic structures similar to those found in the Bible. 

His search was rewarded by the discovery 
of numerous examples of such structures. 
Show at the right is the first of these. This is 
found right at the end of King Benjamin's 
great farewell address to his people.  

These verses are one of the most 
beautifully balanced examples of chiasmus 
found anywhere. The subject, 
transgression, is clearly placed at the 
center. Benjamin even points to that center 
with his "therefore." Notice, the first three 
elements speak of the transgressor, while 
the last three elements are an admonition to 
avoid the transgressor's path. The fourth 
element (d), admonishes the reader to 
remember the name. The second (d) 
element then intensifies this same thought 
with the admonition to "retain the name 
written always in your heart." John Welch 
makes the further point that the phrase "left 
hand of God," so perfectly balanced in the 
two (c) elements, occurs nowhere else in 
the Book of Mormon.  

Mosiah 5:10-12  

The first chiasmus discovered  
in the Book of Mormon 

a)  And now . . . whosoever shall not take upon him the name 
of Christ  

b)  must be called by some other name;  
c)  therefore, he findeth himself on the left hand of God.  

d)  I would that ye should remember also, that this is 
the name . . .  

e)  that never should be blotted out,  
f)  except it be through transgression;  
f')  therefore, take heed that ye do not transgress,  

e')  that the name be not blotted out of your hearts . . .  
d')  I would that ye should remember to retain the 

name . . .  

c')  that ye are not found on the left hand of God,  
b')  but that ye hear and know the voice by which ye shall 

be called,  
a')  and also, the name by which he shall call you.  
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Chiasmus in the Book Mosiah 
Looking further at Benjamin's speech, the whole of Mosiah chapter 3 is a chiasmus. Benjamin tells us that 
the message of this chapter was given to him by an angel. Perhaps, these are the very words spoken by 
that heavenly messenger. This is also an example of what I call a concept chiasm. Looking at the chapter 
as a whole, it is the concepts that are presented in a chiasmic form. At the same time, imbedded at the 
center of this concept chiasm is a beautiful six element textual chiasm, expressing the central message of 
this chapter, of King Benjamin's speech, and arguably the central message of the entire Book of Mormon. 
Yet, with all this structure, the text reads smoothly. 

 

While there is no requirement, in Mosiah 3, to be aware of this structure in order to understand the 
message, that awareness does enhance the understanding of Benjamin's message. Reference to this 

The Chiasmus of Mosiah 3  

CHRIST WILL COME TO THE EARTH AND  

CHRIST WILL JUDGE THE WORLD  

HE WILL ATONE FOR THE SINS OF ALL WHO REPENT OR IGNORANTLY SINNED  

SINCE CHILDREN ARE BLAMELESS, HE ATONETH FOR THEIR SINS  

A NATURAL MAN UNLESS HE BECOMES HUMBLE LIKE A LITTLE CHILD  

a) but men drink damnation to their souls except they humble themselves  
b) and become as little children,  

c) and believe that salvation . . .is. . .in and through the atoning blood of Christ  

THE NATURAL MAN IS AN ENEMY TO GOD  

d) For the natural man  
e) is an enemy to God,  

f) and has been from the fall of Adam,  
f') and will be, forever and ever,  

e') unless he yields to the enticings of the Holy Spirit,  
d') And putteth off the natural man  

TO PUT OFF THE NATURAL MAN HE MUST BECOME HUMBLE LIKE A CHILD  

c') becometh a saint through the atonement of Christ the Lord,  
b') and becometh as a child  

a') submissive, meek, humble, patient, full of love, willing to submit to all things. . .  

SOON NONE WILL BE BLAMELESS BUT LITTLE CHILDREN  

AS PEOPLE ARE TAUGHT OF CHRIST THEY ARE NO MORE BLAMELESS  

EVERY MAN WILL BE JUDGED ACCORDING TO HIS WORKS  

THOSE WHO DO NOT REPENT MUST SUFFER MISERY AND ENDLESS TORMENT  
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structure is very helpful as an aid in appreciating the intent of the author. Unlike modern literary formats 
which tend to build to a climax with the focus of the message coming at the end, chiasmus places the 
emphasis at the center. Perhaps this is the source of our phrase, central message. Around that center is 
built a balanced presentation of those concepts which support or are otherwise related to this central 
concept.  

Notice that our understanding of the message is increased by attending to the paired statements identified 
by this chiastic structure:  

l Christ will come to the earth and will suffer more that man can suffer – those who do not repent must suffer misery and 
endless torment.  

l Christ will judge the world – every man will be judged according to his works.  

l Christ will atone for the sins of all who repent of ignorantly sinned – as people are taught of Christ they are no more 
blameless.  

l Since children are blameless, he atoneth for their sins – soon none will be blameless but little children.  

This is not mere reiteration of the same words. The repetition amplifies the concept introduced previously. 
The full meaning can only be appreciated as we considered these two parts of the message together. 

Not only is Mosiah, Chapter 
3, constructed as a chiasm, 
there is a chiastic 
characteristic clearly 
observable in the outline of 
the total Book of Mosiah. 
The book begins with the 
message of an angel as 
delivered to the people by 
their king. It records the 
converting power of that 
message and the mighty 
change of heart, through 
which the people are born 
again and become the sons 
and daughters of Christ. It 
ends with the message of 
an angel to five wayward 
youth, who then repent of 
their sins and are born of 
the Spirit – born again and 
become sons of God. The 
focus, the central message 
of the chiasm, is Abinadi's 
testimony of Christ, 
together with Alma's 
conversion and teachings 
to his followers. At the very 
center is Abinadi's 
affirmation that Christ, 
through the atonement, is 
the Father of all whose sins 
he has born – His seed!  

The Whole Book of Mosiah  
is a Chiasmus 

a) King Benjamin exhorts his sons (1:1-8)  
b) Mosiah chosen king to succeed his father (1:10)  

c)  Mosiah receives the records (1:16)  
d)  Benjamin's speech and the words of an angel of the Lord (2:9-5:15)  

e)  People enter into a covenant (6:1)  

f)  Priests consecrated (6:3)  
g)  Ammon leaves Zarahemla for the land of Nephi (7:1-6)  

h)  People Limhi in bondage, Ammon put in prison (7:15)  
i)  The 24 gold plates (8:9)  

j)  The record of Zeniff begins as he leaves Zarahemla (9:1)  
k)  Zeniff prevails against the Lamanites (9:14-10:20)  

l)  Noah and his priests (11:1-15)  
m)  Abinadi persecuted and thrown in prison (11-12  

n)  Abinadi reads Isaiah's prophecies of Christ (13-14)  
n')  Abinadi make his own prophecies of Christ (15-16)  

m')  Abinadi persecuted and killed (17:5-20)  
l')  Noah and his priests (18:32-20:5)  

k')  Lamanites threaten the people of Limhi (20:6-26)  
j')  Record of Zeniff ends as Limhi's people leave the land of Nephi  

i')  The 24 gold plates (21:27, 22:14)  
h')  People of Alma in bondage (23)  

g')  Alma leaves the land of Nephi for Zarahemla (24)  
f')  The Church organized by Alma (25:14-24)  

e')  Unbelievers refuse to enter covenant (26:1-4)  
d')  The words of Alma and the words of an angel of the Lord (26-27)  

c')  Alma the Younger receives the records (28:20)  
b')  Judges chosen instead of a king (29:5-32)  

a')  Mosiah exhorts his people (29:5-32)  
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