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“Know ye not, my son, that these things are an abomination in the sight of the Lord;
yea, most abominable above all sins save it be the shedding of
innocent hlood or denying the Holy Ghost?” Alma 39:5

TI;C Know

Alma’s counsel to his sons Helaman, Shiblon, and
Corianton comprise Alma 36-42. The wise proph-
et’s words were tailored to each of his sons, and ad-
dressed specific doctrinal topics that reflected their
strengths and weaknesses respectively.'

Rather striking in Alma’s words to his young-adult
son Corianton (Alma 39-42) is the uncompromis-
ing denouncement of sexual sins. “Thou didst do
that which was grievous unto me,” Alma lamented
to his then wayward son. “For thou didst forsake




the ministry, and did go over into the land of Siron
among the borders of the Lamanites, after the har-
lot Isabel” (Alma 39:3). The implications are clear:
Corianton had committed grievous sexual sins.

Readers of Alma 39:5 have understandably identi-
fied sexual transgression as a “sin next to murder.”
Seeing here the infamy of sexual transgression
comes directly from Almas rhetorical question
to Corianton: “Know ye not, my son, that these
things are an abomination in the sight of the Lord;
yea, most abominable above all sins save it be the
shedding of innocent blood or denying the Holy
Ghost?” (Alma 39:5)

Certainly all sexual transgressions are serious mat-
ters that should be entirely avoided and quickly
repented of if committed, and indeed some sexual
sins are more serious than others.” Reading Alma
39 more closely reveals some additional insights re-
garding Corianton’s behaviors that intensify Alma’s
teachings to his son concerning sexual misconduct.

As pointed out by Michael R. Ash and B. W. Jor-
gensen, for instance, it appears Corianton’s sin was
more than just sexual immorality.* They argue that
Corianton’s sin was a composite of several elements,
specifically sexual immorality by a priesthood lead-
er that caused him to abandon his ministry and
therefore neglect the spiritual needs of his flock,
thereby leading them into apostasy. In effect, Co-
rianton metaphorically “murdered” the testimonies
of those he was commissioned to bring unto Christ
when he was lured away by Isabel (cf. Alma 36:14).

This understanding of Coriantons particular sit-
uation is strengthened by of the fact that in Alma
39:5, Alma speaks of “these things” (plural) being
“an abomination in the sight of the Lord” Appar-
ently “these things” included not only Corianton
committing sexual sin, but purposefully neglecting
“the ministry wherewith [he] wast entrusted” (v.
4). Perhaps, then, “the more serious infraction was
the resulting spiritual damage inflicted upon others
who had witnessed Corianton’s sinful actions.”

If Corianton’s only sin was committing sexually im-
moral acts, then it’s curious why Alma did not focus
on that in the rest of the chapter. Instead of warning
against sexual immorality, the remainder of Alma
39 focuses on such topics as “a description of the
unpardonable sin—to knowingly deny the Holy
Ghost.™®

Apostasy is a sin of unfaithfulness that was seen
in some ways by Old Testament prophets as con-
ceptually similar to adultery.” Alma associated the
unpardonable sin of denying the Holy Ghost with
leading others into apostasy. This he did by explain-
ing that ‘whosoever murdereth against the light and
knowledge of God, it is not easy for him to obtain
forgiveness’ (Alma 39:6). “Denying the Holy Ghost
is unforgivable,” Alma’s logic goes, “but those who
murder ‘against the light and knowledge of God’
can receive forgiveness, albeit with great difficulty.®

In light of the entirety of Alma 39, it is clear that
Corianton was not just guilty of sexual sin, but was
also “guilty of leaving his mission to chase a har-
lot (either literally and/or figuratively). This harlot
has damaged many testimonies already, and Cori-
anton’s actions have also led some of the people to
destruction instead of to God.™

The Why

Corianton’s sin was a composite crime of sexual im-
morality and leading others into apostasy through
neglecting the ministry, being unfaithful to his
priesthood calling, and setting a poor example. The
crime of leading others into apostasy through sin-
ful behavior was, in Alma’s view, next to shedding
innocent blood and denying the Holy Ghost in se-
riousness. Given that he himself was once guilty of
that particular crime (Mosiah 27; Alma 36), Alma’s
pleading with Corianton to repent is all the more
powerful (Alma 39:9-13).

To be clear, sexual immorality is an enormously
harmful sin that can result in excruciating spiritu-
al and temporal consequences. Both ancient and
modern prophets have unequivocally condemned



sexual immorality and related vices, and the Book
of Mormon repeatedly warns all readers against
adultery, fornication, whoredoms, lasciviousness,
and sexual sins of all kinds (Jacob 3:12; Alma 16:18;
Alma 45:12; 4 Nephi 1:16). These and any other
types of wickedness become all the more serious
when combined with any other dereliction of spiri-
tual or religious duty.

Happily, Corianton did repent and soon returned
successfully to the ministry alongside his brothers
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(Alma 49:30). This shows that repentance and for-
giveness is possible for even severe sins, and that
God is always willing to receive again those who
forsake their transgressions (Doctrine and Cove-
nants 58:42-43).

Nofes

1. See Book of Mormon Central, “Did Alma Counsel His Sons During the Passover? (Alma 38:5),” KnoWhy 146
(July 19, 2016).

2. See Joseph Fielding McConkie and Robert L. Millet, Doctrinal Commentary on the Book of Mormon, 4 vols.
(Salt Lake City, UT: Bookcraft, 1987-1992), 3:289-291; H. Dean Garrett, “The Three Most Abominable Sins,’
in The Book of Mormon: Alma, the Testimony of the Word, ed. Monte S. Nyman and Charles D. Tate Jr. (Provo,
UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 1992), 157-171.

3. Under biblical law, for example, distinctions were drawn between adultery with a married woman and forni-
cation with an unmarried woman, which was “treated rather leniently” Zeev Falk, Hebrew Law in Biblical Times
(Provo, UT and Winona Lake, IN: Brigham Young University Press and Eisenbrauns, 2001), 71.

4. B. W. Jorgensen, “Scriptural Chastity Lessons: Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife; Corianton and the Harlot Isabel,”
Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 32, no. 1 (1999): 7-34; Michael R. Ash, “The Sin ‘Next to Murder’: An
Alternative Interpretation,” Sunstone, November 2006, 34-43.

5. Ash, “The Sin ‘Next to Murder,” 35.

6. Ash, “The Sin ‘Next to Murder;” 35. See Rodney Turner, “Unpardonable Sin,” in The Encyclopedia of Mormon-
ism, 4 vols., ed. Daniel H. Ludlow (New York, NY: Macmillan, 1992), 4:1499.

7. For example, Hosea related apostasy to adultery as two manifestations of unfaithfulness, the one towards one’s
spouse and the other towards one’s God. See Hosea 2-3. Ezekiel also used forceful language to describe Israel’s
apostasy as a form of spiritual adultery (Ezekiel 16:15-22).

8. Ash, “The Sin ‘Next to Murder’” 35.

9. Ash, “The Sin ‘Next to Murder,” 36.



