Why was Abinadi Scourged with
Faggots?
“And it came to pass that they took him and bound him,
and scourged his skin with faggots, yea, even unto death”
Mosiah 17:13
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The Know

The tragic yet faith-inspiring story of Abinadi
ended when the valiant prophet “suffered death
by fire” (Mosiah 17:20). Although for most modern readers this has evoked images of the prophet burning at the stake, the actual description of
the process never mentions Abinadi being tied to
a stake. Instead, it curiously describes Abinadi
as being “scourged … with faggots,” meaning bundles of burning sticks,1 until “the flames began
to scorch him” (Mosiah 17:13–14). He not only
suffered death by fire, but he suffered “the pains
of death by fire” (Mosiah 17:15, 18, emphasis
added).

him with these, burning his skin until he died.”2
The oddity of this practice has led Royal Skousen
to suggest that it may be a transcription error,
and the text should be amended to read “scorched
his skin with faggots” instead.3

Though it may seem strange, there may be precedent for the practice. In 2001, an LDS Mesoamerican scholar pointed out, “There is … a direct parallel between Abinadi’s scourging and a
form of punishment common in the much later
Aztec culture of Mexico. Codex Mendoza, a richly illustrated ethnographic record of Aztec daily life that was produced in Mexico City around
The mention of being “scourged,” meaning beat- 1541, contains a painting that depicts two men
en, flogged, or whipped, is curious in this context. beating a youth with firebrands.”4
In a paper published in 1991, Robert J. Matthews
explained,“This passage seems to say that Abina- The same scholar admitted, “The parallel Mesoamerican practice dates about a thousand years
di’s tormentors took burning torches and poked
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after Abinadi’s case and comes from a different culture.”5 More recent work by Mark Wright and Kerry Hull, however, documents the practice among
the ancient Maya in pre-Columbian times. Wright
and Hull also show that the practice was widespread among Native American cultures in both
Mesoamerica and throughout North America.6

The Why

Regardless of the details on how Abinadi died by
fire, his courage and conviction are traits to be admired. Fully aware that he went to his death, he
nonetheless preached, prophesied, and testified
boldly to Noah and his people of their wickedness
and of the coming Redeemer. Abinadi deserves his
place among the great Christian martyrs.7
Recognizing the implications of having his skin
“scourged … with faggots,” makes a difference in
how Abinadi’s death is understood, and the level of
pain and torment he endured. Matthews visualized
the scene:
In my mind I see Abinadi bound, possibly
supported by something, and his fiendish
executioners (probably the priests) gathered
about him with burning torches (faggots) in
their hands, jabbing him and rubbing him
with these until they caused him to die. They
actively, eagerly, and physically caused his
death …. I can imagine them dancing and cavorting about Abinadi, and hear them shouting, exulting, and gloating over what they
were doing.8

ing immeasurably to the courage behind his bold
act of martyrdom.10
All this information provides a vivid contextual
background for Abinadi’s final words of prophecy.
As his tormentors scourged him with firebrands
(echoing his own words of prophecy against Noah
and his people), Abinadi’s final prophecy against
the priests turned the tables again on them, declaring that their descendants will likewise cause
many people to “suffer the pains that I do suffer,
even pains of death by fire” (Mosiah 17:15, emphasis added), and that they too will be “afflicted”
(17:16) and “smitten on every hand” (17:17, emphasis added). He then cursed the priests to be taken
by enemies and to “suffer, as I suffer, the pains
of death by fire” (17:18, emphasis added). Finally
he warned, “Thus God executeth vengeance upon
those that destroy his people” (17:19). Abinadi’s allusions to the dreadful acts of his own executioners
could hardly have been missed, as he got the last
word in these volleys.
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Notes

1. Fagot is defined as “a bundle of sticks, twigs, or branches bound together and used as fuel, a fascine,
a torch, etc.” Dictionary.com, s.v., “fagot.” This was the meaning in Joseph Smith’s day, as seen in Noah
Webster’s 1828 dictionary, “A bundle of sticks, twigs or small branches of trees, used for fuel, or for raising
batteries, filling ditches, and other purposes in fortification.” Noah Webster, American Dictionary of the
English Language (1828), s.v., “fagot.” Since the context is obviously not one of defense or fortification,
but rather death by fire, that these faggots are “for fuel” and thus burning or being on fire is assumed.
2. Robert J. Matthews, “Abinadi: The Prophet and Martyr,” in Mosiah, Salvation Only Through Christ,
ed. Monte S. Nyman and Charles D. Tate (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University, Religious Studies
Center, 1991), 102.
3. See the analysis in Royal Skousen, Analysis of Textual Variants of the Book of Mormon, 6 parts
(Provo, UT: FARMS, 2004–2009), 3:1362–1364; previously discussed in Royal Skousen, “‘Scourged’ vs.
‘Scorched’ in Mosiah 17:13,” Insights: A Window on the Ancient World 22, no. 3 (2002): 2–3.
4. Brant Gardner, “Scourging with Faggots,” Insights: A Window on the Ancient World 21, no. 7 (2001): 2.
5. Brant A. Gardner, Second Witness: Analytical and Contextual Commentary on the Book of Mormon,
6 vols. (Salt Lake City, UT: Greg Kofford Books, 2007), 3:319.
6. Mark Wright and Kerry Hull, “Ethnohistorical Sources and the Death of Abinadi,” unpublished manuscript in our possession.
7. On the meaning of being a martyr, focusing on Joseph Smith, see Book of Mormon Central, “What
Does It Mean to be a Martyr? (Ether 12:37),” KnoWhy 1 (January 1, 2016).
8. Matthews, “Abinadi,” 103.
9. Wright and Hull, “Ethnohistorical Sources,” documented cases where this kind of torture went on for
days and even weeks before the captive was finally put to death.
10. This point is made in Wright and Hull, “Ethnohistorical Sources,” from which some of the language
has been borrowed and rephrased (though not directly quoted).
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