
Adaption of Zemnarihah Hung by James Fuller

Why Did the People Cut Down the Tree 
after Hanging Zemnarihah?

 “And their leader, Zemnarihah, was taken and hanged upon a tree ... and when 
they had hanged him until he was dead they did fell the tree to the earth.”

3 Nephi 4:28

The Know 
When the Nephites captured the Gadianton leader 
Zemnarihah, they summarily executed him by hanging, 
and the tree on which he was hanged was cut down (3 
Nephi 4:28). Cutting down a tree after hanging some-
one on it may seem odd, however, evidence from Jewish 
law sources suggests this detail was an important ritual 
for cleansing the community.1  

John Welch has explained, “Although the practice can-
not be documented as early as the time of Lehi, Jewish 
practice shortly after the time of Christ expressly re-
quired that the tree upon which the culprit was hung 
had to be buried with the body. Hence the tree had to 
be chopped down.”2 Welch believed “the rather strik-
ing similarities between these two sources … bespeak a 
common historical base.”3 

Cutting down and burying the tree would have elimi-
nated any impurity created by contact with a dead body, 
but it also had a more vivid purpose.4 John Welch noted, 
“The punishment of Zemnarihah was related symbol-
ically to his offense. He was hung in front of the very 
nation he had tried to destroy, and he was felled to the 
earth much as he had tried to bring that nation down.”5 
3 Nephi 4:29 states, “May the Lord preserve his people 
in righteousness and in holiness of heart, that they may 
cause to be felled to the earth all who shall seek to slay 
them because of power and secret combinations, even 
as this man hath been felled to the earth.”  

This statement is a reflection of a style of oath-making 
in the ancient Near East called a simile curse.6 In simile 
curses, one party to a covenant would state the precise 
penalties connected to the violation of the covenant.7 
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These penalties were stated as similes. A Hittite text 
known as The First Soldier’s Oath shows how seriously 
these oaths were taken in the ancient world:  

They lead before them a woman, a blind man and 
a deaf man and you say to them as follows: “Here 
(are) a woman, a blind man and a deaf man. Who 
takes part in evil against the king and queen, may 
the oath deities seize him and make (that) man 
(into) a woman. May they b[li]nd him like the blind 
man. May they d[eaf]en him like the deaf man.”8 

Simile curses appear in pre-Columbian America as well. 
In the Popol Vuh, a sacred text from ancient America, 
two boys, when dealing with an enemy, cook a bird in 
an earth-covered pit and state that, “in the same way, 
therefore, he (their enemy) will be buried in the earth.”9 

When these examples are taken together, one can see 
that, in its ancient context, this seemingly unusual fell-
ing of a tree makes more sense. 
 

The Why 
Besides being an interesting reminder of the antiqui-
ty of the Book of Mormon, the detail about the tree is 
significant in other ways. The Nephites cut down the 
tree on which the robber had been hung, showing their 
strict observance of the Law of Moses. This emphasis 
on lawfulness contrasts starkly with the robber being 
killed, a man who lived his life outside the law. Thus, 
this detail could be seen as symbolic of the victory of 
Christ over the secret society and their socially disrup-
tive and destabilizing brand of warfare that had plagued 
the Nephites for so long.  

Additionally, the simile curse against “all who shall seek 
to slay [the people] because of power and secret com-
binations” (3 Nephi 4:29) would have been a powerful 
commitment against secret societies. When one realiz-
es the weight such statements had in the ancient world, 
one can see that this was an ironclad commitment on 
the part of the people to seek out and destroy secret 
combinations. This is emphasized when one notes the 
exact wording of the declaration from the people. “May 
the Lord preserve his people in righteousness and in 
holiness of heart, that they may cause to be felled to the 
earth all who shall seek to slay them” (3 Nephi 4:29).  

This statement was not a simple plea for God to take 
care of their problems for them. This simile curse would 

likely have served as a solemn covenant on the part of 
the people that they would put an end to the Gadianton 
robbers, with God’s help. And this is exactly what they 
did (see 3 Nephi 5:6).  

David A. Bednar explained this principle well when he 
stated that disciples of Christ are required “to ask in 
faith, which I understand to mean the necessity to not 
only express but to do, the dual obligation to both plead 
and to perform, the requirement to communicate and 
to act.”10 Just as these Nephites covenanted to combat 
and expunge the evil from among them, so modern 
readers should strengthen their resolve to root out the 
evil in their own lives and societies. 
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NOTES
1. Even the fact that he was hanged without a trial makes sense in an ancient context. John W. Welch stated, “Rob-
bers in the ancient world were more than common thieves; they were outsiders and enemies to society itself. As 
such, the ancients reasoned, they were outlaws, outside the law, and not entitled to legal process. Against bandits 
and brigands, ‘the remedies were military, not legal.’” Thus, Zemnarihah being executed by hanging without a trial 
would not have been remarkable in the ancient Israelite world. In addition, “In the Temple Scroll from Qumran, 
the prescribed penalty for one ... who ‘has defected into the midst of nations, and has cursed his people, [and] the 
children of Israel,’ is that he shall be ‘hung on a tree.’ It should be noted that the Temple Scroll’s description of the 
kinds of cases that deserve hanging fits Zemnarihah’s case exactly.” Because Zemnarihah had attacked his own 
people, he was considered to be a traitor, and so was hanged, and not stoned as one might expect. John W. Welch, 
The Legal Cases in the Book of Mormon (Provo, UT: BYU Press and Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Schol-
arship, 2008), 352–354. Also see John A. Tvedtnes, “More on the Hanging of Zemharihah,” in Pressing Forward 
with the Book of Mormon: The FARMS Updates of the 1990s, ed. John W. Welch and Melvin J. Thorne (Provo, UT: 
FARMS, 1999), 208–210. 

2. Welch, Legal Cases, 354. Also see John W. Welch, “The Execution of Zemnarihah,” in Reexploring the Book 
of Mormon: A Decade of New Research, ed. John W. Welch (Salt Lake City and Provo, UT: Deseret Book and 
FARMS, 1992), 250–251.

3. Welch, Legal Cases, 354–355.

4. Numbers 19:11 notes that “He that toucheth the dead body of any man shall be unclean seven days.” However, 
uncleanness of this kind could also have been transferred to the tree that was touching the body of the dead. See 
Welch, Legal Cases, 355–356.

5. See Welch, Legal Cases, 355.

6. Such curses recur periodically throughout the Book of Mormon. See, for example Mosiah 12:13; Alma 44:14. 
For more information on simile curses, see Delbert R. Hillers, Treaty-Curses and the Old Testament Prophets, 
Biblica et Orientalia 16 (Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1964); Noel Weeks, Admonition and Curse: The An-
cient Near Eastern Treaty/Covenant Form as a Problem in Inter-Cultural Relationships, The Library of Hebrew 
Bible/Old Testament Studies 407 (London: T&T Clark, 2004); Anne Marie Kitz, “An Oath, It’s Curse and Anoint-
ing Ritual,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 124, no. 2 (April–June 2004): 315–321; “Effective Simile and 
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27, 2016); Book of Mormon Central, “Why Did Moroni Quote the Patriarch Jacob about a Piece of Joseph’s Coat? 
(Alma 46:24),” KnoWhy 154 (July 29, 2016).

8. The brackets in the words in this quotation represent occasions when scholars have to guess what parts of certain 
words might be. This happens because the clay tablets the text is written on is sometimes broken in places. Billie 
Jean Collins, “The First Soldiers’ Oath” in The Context of Scripture, Volume I: Canonical Compositions from the 
Biblical World, ed. William W. Halo (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 165–166.

9. Allen J. Christenson, trans., Popol Vuh: The Sacred Book of the Maya (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2007), 110.

10. David A. Bednar, “Ask in Faith,” Ensign, May 2008, 94.
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