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The Book of Mormon records that Lehi, in obedience to the Lord's command, left Jerusalem with 

his family and that "when he had traveled three days in the wilderness, he pitched his tent in a 

valley by the side of a river of water. And it came to pass that he built an altar of stones, and 

made an offering unto the Lord" (1 Nephi 2:6–7). This simple act of worship raises an important 

issue for the reader familiar with biblical law.  

The Book of Mormon repeatedly assures us that the Nephites continued to live the law of Moses 

until the coming of Christ (2 Nephi 5:10; Jarom 1:5; Alma 30:2–3; 4 Nephi 1:12). That being the 

case, many readers are not surprised by Lehi's wilderness sacrifice nor by other occasions when 

his people "offer[ed] sacrifice and burnt offerings unto the Lord" (1 Nephi 5:9; 7:22) and built a 

temple, which presumably had an altar (2 Nephi 5:16; Mosiah 2:3).1 Yet Deuteronomy 12 

appears to strictly forbid the building of altars and the making of sacrifice outside the place the 

Lord had chosen for that purpose. The place so designated is usually understood to be the temple 

in Jerusalem.  

So the question arises, How could these people who observed the Mosaic law justify building 

altars and offering sacrifices away from the Jerusalem temple? While there are several possible 

answers, the passage in the Book of Mormon that mentions Lehi's three days' journey into the 

wilderness (1 Nephi 2:6–7) may provide an explanation that is at once surprising and simple.  

Latter-day Saint commentators have not typically dealt with the issues of Nephite sacrifices, 

altars, and temples outside of Jerusalem and have not commented on the particular problems 

presented by Deuteronomy 12.2 Sperry, in his Book of Mormon Compendium, simply states, 

"Lehi built an altar of stones and offered sacrifice to the Lord" without further comment.3 Nibley 

describes Lehi's sacrifice as a commonplace occurrence among Semitic peoples of all ages in the 

desert.4 Welch apparently assumes that the injunction from Deuteronomy was not of concern to 

Lehi, arguing that "Father Lehi was also following patterns set by the patriarchs of old."5 

McConkie and Millet note that Lehi offered sacrifice by virtue of the Melchizedek Priesthood, 

which may be a way of saying that the injunction of the lower law in Deuteronomy was not 

applicable to Lehi.6 In their discussion of the building of the Nephite temple, they refer to the 

Jewish traditions that derive from Deuteronomy 12 but declare that, based on other scriptural 

evidence, temples could be built anywhere: "It is commonly held by the Jews that there can be 

but one temple--the temple in Jerusalem. Scriptural writ testifies otherwise."7 I suggest that more 

lies beneath the surface.  

 

Deuteronomy 12: 

First let us look at the relevant passages in Deuteronomy. According to Deuteronomy 12, after 

Israel entered the promised land the place of sacrifice was to be confined to a single altar at the 

place where the Lord would choose to put his name. The key passages are as follows:  
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But unto the place which the Lord your God shall choose out of all your tribes to put his name 

there, even unto his habitation shall ye seek, and thither thou shalt come: And thither ye shall 

bring your burnt offerings, and your sacrifices, and your tithes, and heave offerings of your hand, 

and your vows, and your freewill offerings, and the firstlings of your herds and of your flocks. 

(Deuteronomy 12:5–6)  

 

But when ye go over Jordan, and dwell in the land which the Lord your God giveth you to 

inherit, . . . then there shall be a place which the Lord your God shall choose to cause his name to 

dwell there. (Deuteronomy 12:10–11)  

 

Take heed to thyself that thou offer not thy burnt offerings in every place that thou seest; but in 

the place which the Lord shall choose in one of thy tribes, there thou shalt offer thy burnt 

offerings, and there thou shalt do all that I command thee. (Deuteronomy 12:13–14)  

Scholars call this series of injunctions the "centralization of the cult" or the "centralization of 

worship," referring to how the sacrifices and offerings that were the most prominent rituals of the 

Mosaic law were to be carried out in one location.8 In its own way the centralization of worship 

was a revolutionary law that, when implemented, would change the practice of Israelite religion 

in a very dramatic way. Because the laws in Deuteronomy 12 affected various institutions in the 

law of Moses—the offering of tithes and firstlings (Deuteronomy 14:22–26), the celebration of 

the holidays (Deuteronomy 16:1–17), the cities of refuge (Deuteronomy 19:1–9), and the 

enfranchisement of the Levites (Deuteronomy 18:6–8)—centralization would also affect the 

worship of every person in Israel. For example, because sacrifice was an integral part of all of 

the festivals, these festivals would no longer be celebrated in the various villages, but only at the 

central altar at the temple after it had been established.  

It must also be remembered that, according to Leviticus 17, even the slaughter of clean animals 

was considered a type of sacrifice that had to be performed at an altar, even if the animal was to 

be killed only for human consumption.9 Hence, while Deuteronomy 12 banned the sacrifice of 

animals at all places other than "the place chosen by the Lord," it also gave instructions for 

"secular slaughter," whereby an animal could be killed for human consumption even where no 

altar existed (Deuteronomy 12:14–16). This kind of slaughter was to be performed at the gates of 

the city, and the blood was to be "poured to the earth," presumably as a symbol recognizing the 

sanctity of life as first described in Genesis 9:4: "the flesh with the life thereof, which is the 

blood thereof, shall ye not eat."  

A short review of the history of the centralization of worship in Israel will help us to understand 

the situation facing Lehi. The patriarchs did not exhibit a sense that there had to be only a single 

place of sacrifice. Hence they built altars and offered sacrifices in many locations in the land of 

Canaan, including Shechem, Bethel, Hebron, Moriah, and Beer-sheba (Genesis 12:6–8; 13:18; 

26:25; Abraham 2:17–20). During the Israelites' exodus from Egypt and sojourn in the 

wilderness, the portable altar of the tabernacle served for sacrifice.  

Later, from the time of the conquest of Canaan to the erection of the temple, numerous altars and 

even temples were in operation throughout biblical Israel. For example, Samuel sacrificed at 

Ramah (1 Samuel 9:12–24) and Saul both at Gilgal (1 Samuel 10:8) and at Aijalon (1 Samuel 

14:35). According to noted scholar Menachem Haran, "The solitary altars were numerous and 
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scattered throughout the country; there was probably no settlement without its altar, and altars 

could even be found outside cities, in the countryside."10 Besides the temple in Jerusalem, Haran 

has counted 12 temples that functioned at various times in Israel, including those at Shiloh, 

Bethel, Dan, Gilgal, Mizpah, and even one in Arad that operated during the time of the temple at 

Jerusalem.11  

Deuteronomy 12 states that after the children of Israel entered the promised land, "then there 

shall be a place which the Lord your God shall choose to cause his name to dwell there" (v. 11). 

At that designated location all sacrifices and offerings were to be made. While the temple in 

Jerusalem is not specified at the time of Deuteronomy 12, in biblical tradition that temple 

became the authorized place. When King Solomon dedicated the temple, he declared it to be the 

place where the Lord would put his name (1 Kings 8:29). Yet even after the temple was built, 

sacrifices and offerings continued throughout Israel, most notably at the high places (1 Kings 

12:26–33; 2 Kings 16:4), which were uniformly condemned by the prophets (Isaiah 57:7; Hosea 

10:8; Amos 7:9). Matters changed during the reigns of two later kings of Judah. Hezekiah (715–

687 BC) "removed the high places" and eliminated idolatry throughout Judah so that the religion 

in Judah was reformed (2 Kings 18:4). Later, Josiah (640–609 BC) finally centralized worship in 

Jerusalem according to the injunction in Deuteronomy 12 (2 Kings 23:7–9, 15).  

Legitimacy of Lehi's Altar and Sacrifice 
In light of scriptural evidence there emerge several possible explanations of why Lehi built an 

altar in the wilderness and offered sacrifice in apparent disregard of the laws set forth in 

Deuteronomy 12. We will examine three possible explanations here.  

1. Deuteronomy 12 did not intend to eliminate all sacrifice away from the main sanctuary. The 

first possibility is that the injunction in Deuteronomy did not originally intend to eliminate all 

sacrifice outside of the Jerusalem temple. The fact that, after the Israelite possession of the land, 

altars and sacrifice and even other temples continued at various places has led many scholars to 

believe that the laws in Deuteronomy 12 were either understood differently before the time of the 

reforms of Hezekiah and Josiah or were written but enforced later—perhaps during the reigns of 

Hezekiah, Manasseh, and Josiah.12  

Those who believe that the laws concerning the centralization of worship were early argue that 

the original intention of those laws was distributive. That is, the phrase the place which the Lord 

your God shall choose originally was not interpreted as applying exclusively to Jerusalem (in 

fact, Jerusalem is not mentioned anywhere in Deuteronomy). Rather, the expression was 

originally understood to apply to a succession of sanctuaries over time (such as Shechem and 

Shiloh) and only eventually to Jerusalem.13 Others have argued that the passage was not meant to 

refer to just one place but to any place that the Lord approved. In this view, there could be any 

number of divinely approved places of sacrifice.14  

Even bracketing the issue of the original intention of Deuteronomy 12, it seems certain that by 

the time of Lehi "the place where the Lord would choose" was understood in ancient Israel to 

mean the temple in Jerusalem, as understood by Solomon's dedicatory prayer in 1 Kings 8. In the 

course of Josiah's reforms (King Josiah was a contemporary of Lehi), a book was discovered in 

the temple that many scholars believe was some form of the book of Deuteronomy. Admittedly, 

Josiah's reforms are described in language similar to that in Deuteronomy, and the nature of the 
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reforms closely follows the laws found only in Deuteronomy, especially in terms of the 

centralization of worship.15 Motivated by the instructions in the book, Josiah eliminated idolatry 

throughout the country, cleansed and purified apostate temple practices, broke down the high 

places, and destroyed the altars throughout the land, including the altar at Bethel (2 Kings 23).  

Those reforms are significant for Book of Mormon studies since Lehi grew up in Jerusalem 

during the reign of Josiah and must have been influenced by the religious reforms that affected 

the lives of everyone living there and that did not go unnoticed. For example, Lehi's 

contemporary, Jeremiah, lamented the death of Josiah and praised him for his righteous reign 

(Jeremiah 22:15–16). Because the plates of brass contained the five books of Moses (1 Nephi 

5:11), Lehi and his descendants must have been familiar with the book of Deuteronomy. The 

language and theology of the Book of Mormon are heavily dependent on Deuteronomy, perhaps 

more than any other biblical book. The very basis of the oft-repeated covenant in the Book of 

Mormon that "inasmuch as ye shall keep my commandments, ye shall prosper" (1 Nephi 2:20) 

reflects the theology of Deuteronomy: "Keep therefore the words of this covenant, and do them, 

that ye may prosper in all that ye do" (Deuteronomy 29:9).16  

The reforms of Josiah dictated the centralization of worship, which included the commandment 

that altars and sacrifices should be limited to one place. The only place in scripture that this 

injunction is found is in Deuteronomy 12. It is possible, of course, that the passage in 

Deuteronomy did not originally intend to limit sacrifice to only one place. Even so, any 

explanation of Lehi's altar and sacrifices must deal with the biblical evidence that, during Lehi's 

time, it was widely understood and enforced that Jerusalem was the only place where sacrifice 

could be offered.  

2. Melchizedek Priesthood holders were not bound by the centralization of worship as prescribed 

by Deuteronomy 12. It seems certain that Lehi, not being of the lineage of Levi,17 officiated 

through the Melchizedek Priesthood.18 Because Lehi and his descendants held this priesthood, 

they may not have been constrained by all of the injunctions of the law of Moses. There is much 

that we do not understand about Nephite worship in light of the fact that Lehi and his people 

were living the law of Moses but apparently possessed the authority of the Melchizedek 

Priesthood. The Book of Mormon simply does not provide enough data.  

Since Lehi was not a Levite, he probably did not have personal access to the temple in 

Jerusalem. While living there, he may have simply offered his required sacrifices through the 

approved channels of the Aaronic Priesthood, or perhaps he received divine approval and 

authority to build altars and offer sacrifice according to other instructions of the Lord or 

according to his own discretion. We do not know. However, the fact that the patriarchs of old, 

officiating with Melchizedek Priesthood authority, built altars and offered sacrifice in various 

locations, and the fact that the restored Church of Jesus Christ builds temples throughout the 

world, suggest that the centralized worship prescribed in Deuteronomy was either misunderstood 

or was part of the lower law—a temporary law—that was fulfilled with the atonement of Jesus 

Christ.  

3. Deuteronomy 12 may have been interpreted anciently as applying only to the land of Israel. 

While it is clear that Josiah interpreted the injunction of centralized worship to refer only to 

Jerusalem, it is possible that anciently there was another viable interpretation of those laws.  
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The Dead Sea Scrolls provide possible evidence for this view. Twice in the Temple Scroll the 

expression three days' journey from the temple occurs (column 43:12 about the law of the tithe, 

and column 52:14 concerning sacrifice). The most important passage for our study appears in 

column 52:  

You shall not slaughter a clean ox or sheep or goat in all your towns, near to my temple (within) 

a distance of a three days' journey; nay, but inside my temple you shall slaughter it, making it a 

burnt offering or a peace offering, and you shall eat and rejoice before me at the place on which I 

shall choo{se} to put my name." (11QT 52:13–16; emphasis added)19  

The standard interpretation by Yigael Yadin and others of the phrase three days' journey in this 

passage is that the Temple Scroll prohibits all nonsacrificial slaughter within the boundaries of 

three days' distance from Jerusalem. Within this geographical boundary the only permissible 

slaughter is sacrificial; in other words, the Temple Scroll bans all slaughter for nonsacrificial 

purposes, the so-called secular slaughter for human consumption.20 This of course would be a 

very restrictive injunction. Recently a scholar, Aharon Shemesh, has suggested a new 

interpretation of the phrase in question.21 He has demonstrated from rabbinical sources that the 

actual distance of a three-day journey from the Jerusalem temple would, for all practical 

purposes, mark a radius encompassing the whole land of Israel, since any point therein can be 

reached from the temple within that time frame.22  

Shemesh suggests that the passage in column 52 of the Temple Scroll should be read as an 

interpretation of Deuteronomy 12:1–5, which is discussed in the Temple Scroll in the preceding 

passage in column 51. Those verses in Deuteronomy describe the manner of sacrifice in the land 

after the conquest and the destruction of the pagan altars. Shemesh concludes that the Temple 

Scroll interprets the whole of Deuteronomy 12 in light of its opening verse: "On this basis, we 

can then suggest that the author of the Temple Scroll embraced the opinion that the law of 

centralization of worship applied only in the land of Israel in line with Deuteronomy 12:1's 

opening declaration: 'These are the laws and rules that you must carefully observe in the land.'"23 

Shemesh cites several other examples from rabbinic literature to show that some of the ancient 

rabbis did not condemn the temples, altars, or sacrifices in the Jewish temple of Onias in Egypt 

because they were "outside of the land of Israel."24  

The same method of interpreting Deuteronomy 12 may lie behind the Nephite justification for 

building a temple in the New World even in light of their continued obedience to the law of 

Moses. It is possible that they understood the injunction of Deuteronomy 12 concerning altars, 

sacrifices, and temples to apply only to the land of Israel as suggested by Deuteronomy 12:1.  

Thus, in the Temple Scroll we find an ancient interpretation of the centralization of worship in 

Deuteronomy that prohibits sacrifice within a three days' journey of Jerusalem. Whether this 

passage is interpreted to mean that there should be no sacrificial slaughter in Israel except at the 

temple or that secular slaughter was allowed in Israel, it is clear that an ancient interpretation 

limited the application of Deuteronomy 12 to a geographical area established by the distance of a 

three days' journey from Jerusalem—an area that roughly coincided with the boundaries of 

Israel.  
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A clue in the Record? 

Nephi recorded of his father Lehi "that when he had traveled three days in the wilderness . . . that 

he built an altar of stones, and made an offering unto the Lord, and gave thanks unto the Lord 

our God" (1 Nephi 2:6–7). This statement may simply be due to the historical fact that Lehi and 

his family traveled for three days before they stopped for a significant rest. But the note on the 

three days' journey may also be Nephi's way of saying that Lehi and his family were acting in 

accordance with an understanding of the law of Moses found in Deuteronomy 12.  

That understanding is consistent with what we find preserved in the Temple Scroll. According to 

that document, the building of an altar and the offering of sacrifice were allowed only outside the 

radius of a three days' journey from the temple in Jerusalem. To put the matter differently, 

sacrifices beyond the three-day limit were acceptable under the law of Moses. In this view Lehi 

was conforming to the Mosaic requirement expressed in Deuteronomy 12 when he built an altar 

in the wilderness and offered sacrifice.  
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