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Contact Reasoning from the Scriptures Ministries
When I wrote Reasoning from the Scriptures with the Jehovah’s Witnesses in 1993, I did not anticipate the tremendous volume of mail the book would generate. Many of those who wrote asked for a similar book—with the same unique user-friendly format—dealing with the Mormons. That request is now fulfilled with the publication of this book.
I am joined by an able colleague, Marian Bodine, who has many years of experience in witnessing to Mormons. I am thankful for her participation.
It is our collective prayer that God would use this book for His glory and for the extension of His kingdom.
—Ron Rhodes, Th.D.
It used to be that the Mormon church was a small cult1 on the fringes of society. Since its founding in 1830, however, the Mormon church (officially known as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, or LDS church) has steadily moved away from the fringes and into the mainstream of American religion. This is largely due to a conscious effort by the church to present a strong image of respectability to the public.2
There are presently over four million Mormons in the United States. This represents impressive growth. Indeed, in 1950 there were only one million Mormons in America.3 In terms of worldwide growth, it is estimated that the Mormon (LDS) church is growing at a rate of 1,500 new members per day.4 (That works out to more than one new Mormon per minute, 24 hours each day.) Today there are close to nine million Mormons worldwide. Such growth is not surprising, since the Mormons now boast of over 50,000 full-time missionaries.
The Incredible Wealth of the Mormon Church
Without a doubt, the Mormon church is one of wealthiest religious bodies in the world. It takes in an estimated $4.7 billion per year, controls at least 100 companies or businesses (including a $300 million-a-year media conglomerate), and has an investment portfolio in excess of $1 billion.5 That’s a lot of money for a cult to control.
According to an eight-month investigation by The Arizona Republic newspaper, the Mormon church’s annual income would place it about 110th on the Fortune 500 list of industrial corporations. It would rank among companies such as Gillette and Chiquita Brands International.6
The Arizona Republic also reports that the Mormon church’s business subsidiaries “generate an additional $4 billion per year in sales, which, if counted in the total, would make [it] an $8 billion-a-year corporation, comparable with Union Carbide and Borden Products.”7 As well, the Mormon church is “one of the nation’s largest private landowners, with holdings in all 50 states.”8
Such wealth is a key factor in the steady growth of the church and its penetration of mainstream America. The Mormon church spends an estimated $550 million per year on its missionary efforts.9 This breaks down to over $10 million spent each week on its missionary program. (And this is apart from the money individual Mormon missionaries must raise for their support from family and friends.) A lot of this money goes into media efforts, which reach over 350 million people each year.10
The Mormon Media Empire
The Mormon church makes as effective use of media as any religious group in the world. Researchers who have studied the Mormons’ use of media say the church “responds to public relations problems as quickly as any image-conscious corporation. It commands a powerful public relations apparatus that smoothly markets Mormonism to the world.”11 Mormon media outlets include television, print ads, radio, and much more.
Television
The New York Times reports that the Mormon church “pays for an extensive campaign of television commercials that deal with everyday issues, like the demands of parenting, rather than heavy-handed religious appeals.”12 By focusing on family-related issues in a positive and uplifting way, the church has succeeded in drawing attention away from its cultic doctrine and onto its mainstream image. These commercials have run on such powerful platforms as Ted Turner’s WTBS, TNT, CNN, and Headline News.13
What are these commercials like? “In one of the new Mormon commercials, an attractive female librarian is pictured saying that of all the great books written by great authors, she prefers to read about the Savior. She then explains that, besides the Bible, there’s another testament of Jesus Christ—the Book of Mormon.”14
Another major Mormon commercial “portrays Christ as a baby and then continues with His life until the crucifixion. It concludes that after Christ’s resurrection His ministry continued and it didn’t end with the Bible—it ended with the Book of Mormon.”15
Still another series of Mormon television ads is called “Homefront.” These commercials show poignant and humorous vignettes of domestic life. “Encouraging patience and understanding between parents and children, they end with: ‘A thought from The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—The Mormons.’ ”16
Many Mormon commercials provide toll-free phone numbers that viewers can call to receive a free copy of the Book of Mormon, which is often hand-delivered by a pair of smiling Mormon missionaries.17 Of course, people love to call in for free books!
The question is, How effective have these Mormon commercials been? The Mormon Church News reports that the results of the commercials are “impressive.”18 Mormon leaders say the commercials make it much easier for church missionaries to accomplish their task in local communities. People seem to be more receptive to the missionaries after having viewed the wholesome, positive commercials.
Ads in Publications
The Mormon church has also purchased advertisements in popular publications such as Reader’s Digest and TV Guide. These ads typically portray the church as a wholesome, all-American institution—focusing on their apparently virtuous lifestyles instead of setting forth their cultic doctrines.
Mormon sources report that these ads are bringing significant increases in missionary work. Like their television commercials, Mormon ads in publications offer a free copy of the Book of Mormon.19
Radio
The Mormons also make effective use of radio. At any given moment during the day, virtually millions of adults across America are listening to Mormon-owned radio stations.20 Major Mormon radio markets currently include New York City, Los Angeles, Dallas, Seattle, Chicago, Kansas City, San Francisco, Salt Lake City, and Phoenix.21 Mormon leaders say that radio announcements about the Book of Mormon are bringing many responses.22
Media Muscle
In keeping with the above, an article in The Salt Lake Tribune reports that effective media use and advertising has contributed to a sharp upsurge in Mormon converts and missionary effectiveness. “Media activities have been instrumental in the growth experienced by the church’s missionary program,” said Elder Russell M. Ballard of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. “Each year, the number of people reached by the media increases.”23 Ballard estimated that a total audience of 357.4 million people is reached in a single year through public-service programs.
In short, the Mormons have media muscle, and they’re not shy about flexing it. Effective use of the media is one of the primary means the Mormon church is using to penetrate mainstream America.
Mormons and the Interfaith Movement
In years past, the Mormon hierarchy boldly—even condescendingly—positioned their religion in opposition to “Christendom” (see chapter 3). Today, however, the Mormons are increasingly involved with the interfaith movement in America. That’s because they are attempting to position themselves as being on the same level of legitimacy as Protestants, Catholics, and Jews.24 In fact, in 1988 the Mormons joined with 22 groups—Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish—in the National Interfaith Cable Coalition, producing religious and values-oriented programs on America’s VISN television network.25
An Associated Press article entitled “Mormons Forge Links with Other Faiths” demonstrates the Mormons’ pursuit of interfaith ties in the past decade:
In 1986, Mormons became part of the Religious Alliance Against Pornography, a wide ecumenical cross-section. In 1984, they affiliated with Religion in American Life involving most major U.S. denominations in seeking to stimulate weekly worship. Also in the mid-80s, Mormons entered into interreligious relief work, including aid to the homeless. They contributed about $5 million to relief efforts in famine-ravaged central Africa, much of it through Catholic Relief Services and the American Red Cross.26
Mormon Apostle Dallin H. Oaks said, “I think the outlook for our being involved with others is good. . . . I think other groups need us, and we need other groups.”27 The trend toward interfaith involvement contributes immeasurably to the Mormon church’s goal of being perceived as a mainstream Christian denomination.
Are Mormons Christians?
In 1992 Stephen Robinson—chairman of the Department of Ancient Scripture at the church’s Brigham Young University—wrote a book entitled, Are Mormons Christians? Among a host of recent efforts by Mormons to gain respectability and acceptance for their church as Christian, this book is one of the most important and sophisticated. Robinson seeks to prove that “arguments used to exclude Latter-day Saints [Mormons] from the ‘Christian’ world are flawed.”28 After all, he says, Mormons believe in Christ, use His name in their official church title, and believe in the Bible.
In chapter one of the book, Robinson offers a generic definition of Christianity that is so inclusive that it appears Mormons indeed are Christians. Robinson’s primary definition of a Christian is derived from Webster’s Third New International Dictionary:
One who believes or professes or is assumed to believe in Jesus Christ and the truth as taught by him; an adherent of Christianity; one who has accepted the Christian religious and moral principles of life; one who has faith in and has pledged allegiance to God thought of as revealed in Christ; one whose life is conformed to the doctrines of Christ.
But are Mormons Christians in the sense that the Bible defines Christians? Theologian Gordon Lewis is right when he says that Robinson’s approach to legitimizing Mormonism “can only succeed if a Christian does not need to believe in one personal, transcendent God, one incarnate Christ, the completed atonement, and one gospel of grace through faith alone [Mormons do not believe these things, as we will demonstrate in this book].”29
Lewis notes that “historians may classify every group that calls itself Christian as Christian. Jesus Christ, however, did not do this. Jesus taught that ‘the way’ was narrow and that we should not assume that all who call Jesus ‘Lord’ are really Christians (Matthew 5:20; 7:13–23).”30 We have written this book to help you introduce the Mormon to the true Lord of Scripture.
How to Use This Book
As you peruse the table of contents, you will notice that each chapter deals with a specific issue. Each chapter begins with a short summary of what the Mormons believe about a particular subject. Following this, you will find discussions of the major passages Mormons cite in supporting their deviant theology. Quotations from Mormon books and magazines are liberally sprinkled throughout.
In almost every chapter you will find suggested “leading questions” you can use in your witnessing encounters. For your convenience, these questions are set apart in the text. This makes it easy for you to quickly find the questions you need to make your point.
Keep in mind that the questions are only representative of the kinds of issues you might want to bring up regarding specific Bible passages. Be careful not to assume that just because you ask one or more of these questions, the Mormon will promptly repent of his faulty views and become a Christian. The questions are not presented as “scripts” which—if precisely followed—guarantee that the Mormon will see the light. (The Mormon may or may not respond on any given occasion.) These questions are simply examples of apologetic argumentation. If used consistently, they can help you effectively demonstrate to the Mormon that his or her views are unbiblical.
You must also realize that Mormons are well trained by their church in how to propagate their views. Hence, you should be ready for some debate. Don’t let this intimidate you. The book you are holding in your hands will help you to “reason from the Scriptures” with the Mormons. But should the Mormon ask you a question that you don’t know how to answer, simply follow Dr. Walter Martin’s lead and say, “That’s a good question. I don’t know the answer. But I’m going to look into this matter and we’ll talk about it the next time you come by.” There is no shame in doing this.
Now, this book may be read straight through, in which case you will have a good grasp of Mormon theology and how to refute it. Or, you may consult individual chapters as needed. Each chapter is essentially self-contained. And since each chapter deals with a distinct area of doctrine with the major passages cited by Mormons, you will find this an easy-to-use reference tool that you can pull off the bookshelf to “bone up” in a matter of minutes on how to refute Mormon doctrine.
Where Did Mormonism Come From?
The Mormon church is unquestionably among the largest and most influential pseudo-Christian cults in the world today. Contrary to biblical Christianity, Mormonism
• denies the scriptural doctrine of the Trinity and the true deity of Christ;
• teaches that there is more than one God (they believe there are many);
• teaches that God the Father is literally an exalted man with a physical body of flesh and bones;
• teaches that human beings can become gods themselves (“As man is, God once was; as God is, man may become”1);
• teaches that Jesus was born into this world through the physical, sexual union between God the Father and Mary;
• teaches that eternal life is attained by a person’s works and not by grace alone.2
The Mormon church crosses the line of Christian orthodoxy in many ways, yet it continues to grow in strength and numbers at a fast pace throughout much of the free world. The question is, Where did Mormonism come from?
For the sake of simplicity, we will present highlights from early Mormon history as officially taught by the LDS church today. Corrections and clarifications will be added where needed.
Mormonism’s founder, Joseph Smith, Jr., was born in Sharon, Vermont, on December 23, 1805. Eleven years later, Smith, along with his large family, moved to Palmyra, New York.
Beginning around 1819, there were revivals and an unusual amount of excitement on the subject of religion in the area where Smith lived. In 1820, at age 15, he was troubled by the conflict he saw among the people and clergy of the Methodist, Presbyterian, and Baptist churches. His mother, sister, and two brothers joined the Presbyterian church, while Joseph later claimed he felt drawn toward the Methodists.
Because of such “great confusion and strife among the different denominations and because he was so unacquainted with men and things, to come to any conclusion who was right and who was wrong,”3 he did not know what to do about joining a church. But he was soon to receive divine direction on the issue.
Joseph Smith’s First Vision
The Details
One day in the spring of 1820 as Joseph Smith was reading James 1:5—“If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him”—that verse suddenly came alive to him. He determined he would ask God which church to join and went into the woods to pray aloud for the first time. After much oppression following his prayer, he was finally answered in a vision.
When the light rested upon me I saw two Personages, whose brightness and glory defy all description, standing above me in the air. One of them spake unto me, calling me by name and said, pointing to the other—“This is My Beloved Son. Hear Him!” . . .
I was answered that I must join none of them [churches] for they were all wrong; and the Personage who addressed me said that all their creeds were an abomination in his sight; that those professors were all corrupt; that: “they draw near to me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me, they teach for doctrines the commandments of men, having a form of godliness, but they deny the power thereof.”4
The official account states that young Smith accordingly did not join any of the denominations. But neither did he attempt to “draw near” to his Lord and live a virtuous life. Instead, Smith later confessed, during the next three years he frequently “fell into many foolish errors, and displayed the weakness of youth, and the foibles of human nature.”5 (Some of Smith’s contemporaries listed treasure hunting and other occultic practices as among the noteworthy “errors” of his youth.6)
The Discrepancies
We must point out that there are significant and irreconcilable discrepancies in the existing accounts of what is known as Joseph Smith’s “First Vision” (there are at least six of them). This should be of great concern to Mormons, for, as then-apostle (and later prophet) Ezra Taft Benson said, “This glorious appearing of God the Father and his Son Jesus Christ . . . is the greatest event that has transpired in this world since the resurrection of our Lord.”7 Moreover, in the words of another recent Mormon prophet, “the appearing of the Father and the Son to Joseph Smith is the foundation of the church.”8 Indeed, if the First Vision accounts are not true, then the foundation of Mormonism crumbles.
The chart below highlights just a few of the problems in two major First Vision accounts—the 1832 version from Smith himself, and the church’s 1838–39 version, which is the basis for the story as told officially by the church today.
These are just a few of the serious discrepancies we could point out.* (For example, Brigham Young and other early Mormon leaders directly contradicted the above accounts.) From the available evidence, it would appear that the First Vision accounts are not grounded in reliable history, but are the invention of a highly imaginative mind.10
Moroni Appears to Joseph Smith
Smith claimed that on September 21, 1823, after he had gone to bed, “I betook myself to prayer and supplication to Almighty God for forgiveness of all my sins and follies, and also for a manifestation to me, that I might know of my state and standing before him; for I had full confidence in obtaining a divine manifestation, as I previously had one.”11
This time, a “messenger sent from the presence of God” named Moroni appeared to Smith and said “there was a book deposited, written on gold plates, giving an account of the former inhabitants of this continent, and the source from whence they sprang. He also said that the fulness of the everlasting Gospel was contained in it, as delivered by the Savior to the ancient inhabitants.”12 Moroni further informed Smith that the “Urim and Thummin”—a translation device described as “two stones in silver bows”—were buried with the plates.
Moroni appeared again to Smith—three times in the same night, once the following day, and annually for the next four years. Smith was told that when permission to retrieve the plates was finally given, he would be forbidden to reveal them to anyone except select individuals, lest he be destroyed.13
Nine months after Smith married Emma Hale in 1827, Moroni allowed him to retrieve the plates with the charge to keep them safe until the angel “should call for them.” According to the church, Smith translated the sacred records on the plates from “Reformed Egyptian” into English.14 David Whitmer, one of three main witnesses who allegedly saw the plates, gave the following testimony about the translation process:
I will now give you a description of the manner in which the Book of Mormon was translated. Joseph Smith would put the seer stone into a hat, and put his face in the hat, drawing it closely around his face to exclude the light; and in the darkness the spiritual light would shine. A piece of something resembling parchment would appear, and on that appeared the writing. One character at a time would appear, and under it was the interpretation in English. Brother Joseph would read off the English to Oliver Cowdery, who was his principal scribe, and when it was written down and repeated to Brother Joseph to see if it was correct, then it would disappear, and another character with the interpretation would appear. Thus the Book of Mormon was translated by the gift and power of God, and not by any power of man.15
According to the church, sometime after the translation was complete, the golden plates were removed by Moroni and are hence unavailable for inspection. This means that there is no concrete evidence that the plates ever, in fact, existed. In any event, the original Book of Mormon was published in 1830.
Before the plates were taken from the earth, three witnesses—David Whitmer, Martin Harris, and Oliver Cowdery—prayed with Joseph Smith that they might see them. According to Mormon accounts, an unnamed angel appeared in June of 1829 and displayed the plates to them so that each could see the engravings himself.* (It is interesting to note that all three individuals eventually left the church. Martin Harris, however, returned to the Mormon church late in his life, even though in the interim he had said that several other churches were true.)**
In May of that year, Smith and Cowdery journeyed into the woods to pray about baptism for the remission of sins. While they were praying, John the Baptist appeared and conferred the Aaronic Priesthood upon them and gave them instructions about how to baptize each other. Later, Peter, James, and John conferred the Melchizedek Priesthood upon them.16
The Birth of the “One True Church”
Since Joseph Smith had been told by Jesus that all other churches, creeds, and those who professed them were false and abominable, the “one true church” was organized on April 6, 1830, by Smith and five others in Fayette, New York.17 At the founding meeting, Smith received a revelation from God that he was to be “a seer, a translator, a prophet, and an apostle.”18
As the church grew, so did public opposition, forcing the Mormons to move on to other areas. Joseph Smith was instructed by the Lord to move the church to Ohio, “and this because of the enemy and for your sakes.”19 In February 1831, Smith arrived in Kirtland, Ohio, and established the church there.
Trouble Escalates
Within months of arriving in Kirtland, it became evident that the church would soon need to move on yet again. Wherever Smith and the “saints” were, trouble seemed to follow.
In the middle of July 1831, Smith and a few of his followers arrived in Independence, Missouri. At once he received a revelation indicating that “Zion” would be established at this place,20 a temple would be built, and the “saints” should purchase much land in that vicinity and “in the regions round about.”21 Smith and some other individuals returned to Kirtland while leaving some of the followers in Missouri to buy land and establish the church there.
Smith continued to live in Kirtland, but the church printed many of his early revelations under the title “Book of Commandments” in Missouri in mid-1833. Public opposition to the teachings of Mormonism grew swiftly. The Mormons’ rapid growth and unconventional beliefs caused great alarm among non-Mormons in Jackson County, who issued a manifesto in July of that year stating their charges against the Mormons and their intent to remove them.
When the Mormons refused, Missourians began a violent campaign against the church, its members, and property, destroying the church’s printing office in the process. Smith, still in Kirtland, learned of the trouble and raised a large group of men to ride to Missouri to defend his followers. During this time he also received revelations from the Lord (who, ironically, did not seem to know what was going on22).
In the fall of 1835 Smith published the Doctrine and Covenants, a dramatic reworking of the now-suppressed Book of Commandments. Many changes were made—both deletions and additions—to those original “revelations.” Earlier that same year Smith also acquired assorted Egyptian artifacts, including papyrus fragments taken from the cavities of some mummies. He attempted to translate portions of them and thus produced the Book of Abraham.23 This book, along with “Joseph Smith—History,” an extract of his own “translations” of Matthew and the Book of Moses (allegedly lost from the Old Testament and restored to Smith through revelation), and the Articles of Faith were combined to create a single volume entitled The Pearl of Great Price—the third book of Mormon scriptures.
Although the Mormons continued to move from one Missouri county to another in the attempt to find a place to live, Smith continued to give revelations that caused his church even more trouble. The Mormons and non-Mormons were virtually at war, with atrocities being committed by both sides.
Governor Boggs of the state of Missouri tried in many ways to quiet the problems connected with the Mormons, but the trouble continued to escalate. Finally, in October of 1838 he issued an order to the militia stating that because of “the attitude of open and avowed defiance of the laws, and of having made open war upon the people of this state . . . the Mormons must be treated as enemies and exterminated or driven from this state.”24
The Mormons scattered. Some were killed and others were jailed, but many made it out of Missouri to Illinois, where they built an attractive city called Nauvoo (which, Joseph Smith asserted, was Hebrew for “beautiful place,” and was briefly the second-largest city in Illinois). While there, Smith was the mayor of the city, the general of his own army, a candidate for president of the United States, and the Prophet, Seer, and Revelator of the Mormon church.
The Downfall of Joseph Smith
On June 7, 1844, a group of dissident Mormons published a newspaper detailing the grievances they had against Smith. It was the first and last issue of the Nauvoo Expositor. Smith knew that the charges of polygamy and of his mishandling of church funds (among others) would cause much trouble for him. Days later, his city council decided to destroy the printing office and the presses. This act resulted in Smith’s arrest for treason, and he, his brother Hyrum, and two other Mormon leaders were jailed in Carthage, Illinois.
On June 27, a mob stormed the jail, killing Joseph and Hyrum Smith and wounding the other men. Before Smith died, however, he used a six-shooter to wound a few of the men in the mob during the blazing gun battle. Smith’s role as God’s “Prophet, Seer, and Revelator” came to an abrupt end in bloody violence.
Brigham Young Takes Over
Brigham Young, the senior Mormon apostle at the time of Smith’s death, soon assumed leadership of the church. He led a company of the Latter-day Saints across the treacherous Great Plains, reaching the valley of the Great Salt Lake in Utah in July of 1847, and built their new Zion, Salt Lake City. He ruled the people with an iron hand and both practiced and encouraged polygamy throughout the remainder of his life.
The earthly practice of polygamy (now confined to the celestial realms) would “officially” end, however. On September 24, 1890, a “manifesto” was issued by Wilford Woodruff, fourth president of the Mormon church, declaring his advice that all Mormons give up the practice. Among the obvious reasons for this were that the church’s top leaders were in jail or in hiding, the United States government threatened to confiscate its temple and other property, and Utah had no chance of gaining statehood otherwise.
The Mormon Church Today
When Joseph Smith and five friends formed the Mormon church in 1830, no one could have guessed it would reach the magnitude it has today. Indeed, today the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the Mormon church) is a thriving religious body. It has a membership of nearly nine million, and a missionary force of about 50,000 that spreads its “gospel” throughout the world. Brigham Young University projects that by the year 2080 there will be more than 256 million Mormons worldwide, assuming that the present rate of the church’s growth continues.25
* Possible Mormon comeback: Some Mormons may attempt to argue that the accounts were “rendered through different scribes, at different times, from a different perspective, for different purposes, and to different audiences. It is not surprising, therefore, that each of them emphasizes different aspects of the Prophet’s experience” (see A Sure Foundation: Answers to Difficult Gospel Questions [Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret, 1988], p. 169). None of the accounts change the basic message of the First Vision, we are told. Besides, the differences in the accounts are not unlike those found in the four Gospels.
In response, you must point out that 1) these accounts do not just present different “aspects,” but set forth flatly contradictory assertions; 2) the accounts most assuredly do change the basic message of the First Vision; and 3) differences in the Gospel accounts (which are easily explainable) do not lend support to the irreconcilable contradictions in the First Vision accounts. (You will want to consult When Critics Ask, by Norman Geisler and Thomas Howe [Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1992], for good information and argumentation in regard to the differences in the gospel accounts.)
*Later, eight more witnesses claimed to have seen and felt the gold plates with the engravings that had “the appearance of ancient work.”
**Possible Mormon comeback: Some Mormons may attempt to argue that Oliver Cowdery never wavered in his belief in the Book of Mormon (see A Sure Foundation: Answers to Difficult Gospel Questions [Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret, 1988], p. 41). They believe that historical documents that seem to indicate otherwise are forged documents that are not true. You will want to consult The Case Against Mormonism, by Jerald and Sandra Tanner [Salt Lake City, UT: Utah Lighthouse Ministry, 1967], for a full treatment of this issue.
Witnessing to Mormons can be a trying experience. But you can greatly enhance your chances of success in reaching a Mormon for Christ by deciding in advance to handle your witnessing encounters in a certain way. This chapter is comprised of some helpful suggestions we’ve picked up over the years.
Understand the Mormon’s Dilemma
For a Mormon to become a Christian entails a potential sacrifice of great magnitude. Indeed,
Mormons who contemplate leaving the organization know that they risk losing their LDS spouse, their children, their parents, and any other relatives or close friends in the faith. A man who leaves the church faces the possibility that his Mormon wife will listen to encouragement from others in the sect to divorce him, since women are taught that achieving their heavenly goal in the afterlife depends on their being married in the temple to a Mormon man. From the point of view of these individuals, a religious organization is, in effect, holding their relatives hostage.1
In view of this, the Christian must be sensitive and understanding of the dilemma the Mormon is in. The Mormon is motivated to remain a Mormon because he or she might endanger a relationship with a loved one. This points to the need for you to . . .
Prepare by Prayer
Be sure to pray regularly about your witnessing opportunities. Remember, only God in His mighty power can lift the veil of cultic darkness from the human heart (2 Corinthians 4:4; cf. 3:17; John 8:32). Pray fervently for those you witness to and pray often (Matthew 7:7 –12; Luke 18:1 –8; James 5:16).
Prayer is especially important if you have a prearranged appointment with a Mormon. In such cases you can pray for the Mormon by name and ask for God’s intervention in his or her life.
Also, once the Mormon arrives at your home, be sure to open your time together with a brief prayer—but make sure you do the praying. “Mormons will want to lead in prayer, but it is not proper for a Christian to bow his head while the Mormons pray since they are praying to a ‘heavenly Father’ who is an exalted man of flesh and bones with numerous wives. This is not the heavenly Father of the Bible or Christianity. The Mormons are usually agreeable to you praying, so do so in addition to your earlier praying.”2
Get to Know Mormons on a Personal Level
It is important that you try to develop a personal relationship with the Mormon to whom you want to witness. Make every effort to be hospitable, inviting him (or her) to dinner or refreshments.
Remember, people like to know that you genuinely care for them—so show that you are interested and be a good listener. (As the saying goes, “People don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.”) Above all, do not be phony about your concern; sooner or later, the Mormon will perceive your true motivation and become disillusioned. Encourage the Mormon to tell you about him- or herself. If he or she has a need and you can reach out in a helpful way, by all means make that a priority. Many Mormons have been taught to believe that only other members of the “one true church” help those in need.
Don’t move forward in a mad rush to discuss spiritual things, especially if you have the opportunity to work toward developing a personal relationship. When the Lord opens the door for witnessing, however, be ready to walk through it.
The exception to this rule, of course, is if you know for certain that you will never see that particular Mormon again. Then you will want to cover as much doctrinal ground as possible, biblically refuting the most blatant heresies in Mormon theology and giving a strong personal testimony of what Jesus has done in your life.
For Prearranged Meetings, Invite Another Christian
Mormon missionaries, whether full-time or local part-timers, often show up on your doorstep in twos. If you have a prearranged meeting set up with some Mormons, we think it’s a good idea to have another Christian friend with you for the meeting. There is strength in numbers! (Remember, a rope of many strands is not easily broken.) Jesus Himself sent out His disciples “by two and two” (Mark 6:7).
By having another Christian present, you will not only feel more comfortable and bold in confronting the Mormons about their deviant doctrines, you’ll also give your friend an opportunity to learn from you about witnessing techniques. As well, your friend can pray silently as you are witnessing—and perhaps may even share a doctrinal insight that you hadn’t thought of.
Encourage an Examination of Beliefs
When a Mormon shows up on your doorstep, one of the first remarks you should make is to encourage him or her to thoroughly examine his or her beliefs. After all, the Bible encourages us to do this.
Second Corinthians 13:5, for example, tells us, “Examine yourselves, whether ye be in the faith.” Tell the Mormon that you would like to examine the Scriptures and test both of your religious beliefs by those Scriptures. This will lay a foundation for all that follows.
You might mention that even Mormon leaders encourage such a scriptural examination. Mormon apostle Orson Pratt, for example, said:
Convince us of our error of doctrine if we have any, by reason, by logical arguments, or by the word of God, and we will be ever grateful for the information, and you will ever have a pleasing reflection that you have been instruments in the hands of God of redeeming your fellow beings from the darkness which you may see enveloping their minds.3
Mormon prophet Joseph Fielding Smith (who later became the tenth president of the LDS church) said, “If Joseph Smith was a deceiver, who willfully attempted to mislead the people, then he should be exposed; his claims should be refuted, and his doctrines shown to be false, for the doctrines of an impostor cannot be made to harmonize in all particulars with divine truth.”4
No less an authority than Brigham Young also made this powerful and valid challenge: “Take up the Bible, compare the religion of the Latter-day Saints with it, and see if it will stand the test.”5 Take the Mormon up on this offer, and test Mormonism by the Scriptures.
Be Kind and Gentle, Yet Firm
It is imperative that Christians not have a hostile attitude when Mormons show up on the doorstep. After all, we are called to share the good news of the gospel with them so that they might be saved from sure destruction (Matthew 28:19–20).
Look at it this way: If you came to find out that some pills in a local store had been laced with cyanide, you’d do everything you could to warn individuals about the danger so they wouldn’t be poisoned and killed. What we must realize is that there is also spiritual cyanide being disseminated on a massive level by the Mormon church. Hence, the most loving action we can take when Mormons show up on our doorstep is to warn them of this poison and share the truth with them. To show hostility and turn them away is to short-circuit an opportunity for them to come to the truth and be saved.
While being kind and gentle, however, you must also take a firm stand in setting forth and defending the truth of the gospel. Remember, eternal souls are at stake. Just as the first-century Christians were bold in their witness for Christ, so also must we be bold witnesses (Acts 2:32; 3:15; 4:33; 13:30–31).
Don’t Assume All Mormons Have the Same Beliefs
Do not assume all Mormons hold to the same beliefs, nor that all Mormons know exactly what their church teaches about various doctrinal issues. If you witness to Mormons long enough, you will soon discover the wisdom of this policy.
Why are many rank-and-file Mormons unaware of certain teachings officially espoused by their church?
In part this is due to the complex historical development of Mormon doctrine, with new publications and speeches by living prophets redefining and reinterpreting earlier thought. Also, the organization’s hierarchical structure allows for beliefs to be embraced by the leadership without being communicated to the general membership or to the public. A prime example of this was the indulgence in plural marriage by Joseph Smith and his inner circle of associates while official church publications and public announcements condemned the practice. Still another reason for doctrinal ignorance on the part of many Mormons is the secretive (they call it sacred) nature of temple ceremonies. Church members who have not earned a “temple recommend” from their local leaders never get to learn the oaths, the key words, the covenants, and the secrets of the priesthood available only to temple Mormons.6
Don’t Tell a Mormon What He or She Believes
In keeping with the above, do not tell Mormons what they believe. Instead, ask them about their beliefs. Say, “Do you believe . . .?”
If they say no to a particular question about their doctrine, you might say, “I am glad you don’t believe that, but do you know whether your church teaches it?” If they answer that their church does not teach such a thing, ask, “What would you do if you found out your church does teach that?” Of course, you should be prepared to back up your claims with documented evidence or photocopies from Mormon sources.7
Define Your Terms Clearly
Mormons use many Christian words—such as God, Jesus Christ, atonement, and salvation—but they pour their own cultic meanings into those words. The Christian must ever stand on guard regarding this semantic subterfuge. As Walter Martin said,
What the Mormons mean by theological terms and what the Bible and the true church mean by them are entirely different. The importance of destroying the “terminology block” cannot be overemphasized. No matter how good your presentation is, and no matter how much you have researched and studied, so that you can present the gospel in an orthodox manner, if you cannot communicate, you are wasting your time. Always define your terms when witnessing to a Mormon.8
It is especially important that you do not push for a decision for Christ until you have shown the Mormon the differences between the Mormon Jesus and the Jesus of the Bible. Some Christians have asked a Mormon to pray to receive Jesus, and the Mormon receives the Jesus of Mormonism, not the true Jesus who alone can save.
Take Your Time
When Mormons show up on the doorstep, the tendency of many Christians is to lambaste them with all the heresies in the Mormon belief system. This is what I call “the flamethrower approach” to cult evangelism. The problem is, this approach rarely yields positive results in terms of leading a cultist to Christ.
A much better approach is to take your time and not force the Mormon to digest more than he or she can take during one sitting. Many cult experts have noted that it is better to focus on one or two issues during each meeting and deal with them thoroughly rather than “get it all out on the table” in a single sitting. (Remember, even Jesus told the disciples, “I have yet many things to say unto you, but ye cannot bear them now” [John 16:12]. Jesus was sensitive to how much His listeners could handle in a single sitting.9)
If the Mormon is moving too fast, jumping around from doctrine to doctrine or verse to verse, slow him down. Suggest to him, “Instead of jumping around, let’s make sure that we thoroughly discuss each doctrine (or Bible verse) before we go on to another one.”
If you don’t follow that policy, you will likely find yourself being taken down “rabbit trails” that rarely lead to anything productive. You will find that you cannot satisfactorily respond to one issue before another is brought up. Make every effort to avoid this pitfall, as the discussion can become meaningless if you don’t stay on track long enough to make your point.
Not infrequently the Mormon may interrupt your presentation with a question prefaced with, “Well, what about . . .?” Usually this leads to a change of subject. Kindly remind the Mormon that for clarity’s sake it is important that he or she allow you to finish your point. Likewise, be courteous and allow him or her to respond without interruption.
If you engage in a thoughtful discussion during your initial encounter with a Mormon—and you remain kind and respectful in the process—he or she will not only be impressed with your manner but will likely make another appointment to come back to discuss other issues. This is what you want to happen!
The late Wesley Walters, an expert in Mormonism, was right when he said, “Seldom does one lead a Mormon, a member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, to Christ at the first encounter. One should be ready for some lengthy conversations over a considerable period of time before the Mormon will be ready to abandon his beliefs for a personal relationship with Christ.”10
Disarm the Mormon’s “Testimony”
Sometimes the Mormon will defensively interrupt you with his or her testimony, which is essentially, “I testify to you that Joseph Smith is a prophet of God, the Mormon church is true, Jesus is the Christ, the president of the Mormon church is a prophet on the earth today, and I say this in the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.”
You might reply, “Your personal testimony is actually invalid because I testify to you that Joseph Smith was a false prophet, the Mormon church is not true, Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior, the president of the Mormon church is not a prophet on the earth today, and I say this in the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.” Your testimony is just as valid as the Mormon’s. With the force of his or her testimony effectively neutralized, chances are that he or she will not interrupt you with that subjective tactic again.11
Stress the importance of basing religious truth not on someone’s testimony but on the objective Word of God. Remind the Mormon of what Proverbs 14:12 says: “There is a way which seemeth right unto a man; but the end thereof are the ways of death” (emphasis added). On the other hand, Jesus has assured us that His Word will remain forever (Mark 13:31).
Use Only the King James Version of the Bible
Don’t try using your New American Standard Bible or New International Version with a Mormon. You will need to use the King James Version because this is the version officially accepted and used by the Mormon church. (Throughout this book, all Scripture quotations are from the King James Version.)
Also, do not allow a Mormon to cite a Scripture verse off the top of his head. Mormons often misquote Bible verses. Say something like, “Let’s turn to that passage and read it in context.”
Read Bible Verses Aloud
One helpful technique for dealing with the “triggered responses” of the Mormons is to request that they read a particular verse aloud, and then ask, “What is being said here?”
If they spout off the typical Mormon interpretation, ask them to read it aloud again, slowly and carefully—and ask again what is being said. If you are persistent, you’ll help the Mormons see for themselves that there are contradictions and problems with the Mormon view.
Ask Leading Questions
You will not be able to force your opinion of what a verse means on a Mormon. But if you can help the Mormon discover problems in Mormon theology for himself, then you’ve accomplished an important goal in your witnessing. Harry L. Ropp, a Christian author who served as a missionary to Mormons, said that creating doubt in a Mormon’s mind is an effective way to overcome ingrained teachings that inhibit Mormons from accepting the true gospel.12
One great way to help a Mormon discover problems in Mormon theology is by asking strategic questions based on key verses, all the while remaining tactful and kind. Remember, Jesus often asked questions to make a point. David Reed rightly notes that “rather than shower his listeners with information, [Jesus] used questions to draw answers out of them. A person can close his ears to facts he doesn’t want to hear, but if a pointed question causes him to form the answer in his own mind, he cannot escape the conclusion—because it’s a conclusion that he reached himself.”13 We must use this same type of methodology with Mormons.
The right question, asked in a nondefensive, nonchallenging, unemotional way, may cause the Mormon to find him- or herself face to face with a doctrine (such as the absolute deity of Christ) that is completely contrary to what the Mormon church teaches. By considering such a question, the Mormon is forced to come to a conclusion in his or her own mind. In fact, if you and the Mormon mutually agree to meet every week or two to discuss different issues, you can be confident that the cumulative effect of such questions will slowly but surely erode his belief system so that he is more open to the true gospel.
In each chapter of this book, we will suggest sample questions you might ask the Mormon. But remember what we said in the introduction: Don’t assume that just because you ask one or more of these questions the Mormon will promptly repent of his faulty views and become a Christian. The questions are not presented as “scripts” which—if precisely followed—guarantee that the Mormon will see the light. (The Mormon may or may not respond on any given occasion.) These questions are simply examples of apologetic argumentation. If used consistently, questions like these can help you effectively demonstrate to the Mormon that his or her views are unbiblical.
Also keep in mind that Mormons don’t always use the exact same approach when dealing with a particular passage of Scripture. Sometimes they may present a sophisticated line of argumentation that you haven’t heard before. If that happens, don’t panic. Take one verse at a time. Examine the context. Compare Scripture with Scripture. And if they ask you a question that you don’t know how to answer, simply say, “That’s a good question. I don’t know the answer. But I’m going to look into this matter and we’ll talk about it the next time you come by.”
Undermine the Mormon Church’s Authority
Mormons read the Scriptures and interpret various doctrines through the lens of the LDS church. Therefore, in every doctrinally focused encounter you have with a Mormon, you will want to watch for opportunities to undermine the authority of the LDS church by demonstrating that its leaders—including founder Joseph Smith—were (and are) false prophets. By so doing, you help to remove this distorted “pair of glasses” so the Mormon can see more clearly.
If you can lovingly demonstrate that Mormon prophets have contradicted one another and have been wrong time and time again in their predictions, this will serve to call into question everything else the LDS church teaches. As you continue to chip away at the Mormon’s confidence in the LDS church, you will find it easier to make doctrinal points with him or her (via leading questions like those in this book).
In the chapters to come we will expose some of the more important false prophecies. You will want to thoroughly familiarize yourself with them so they will be at your fingertips during the witnessing encounter.
Disarm the “Attack” Accusation
Mormons often object to Christian efforts to criticize Mormonism by saying something like, “Mormons don’t attack you; why are you attacking us?”
If a Mormon says this to you, you should respond by pointing out that Joseph Smith, based on his alleged First Vision, said that all the existing churches were “all wrong” and “corrupt.” It is therefore the Mormons who “attacked” first. Christians are simply defending the Christian faith against the attack of Mormonism.
Read Other Good Literature About the Mormons
The book you are holding in your hands will help you “reason from the Scriptures” with Mormons. But there are other good books that will help equip you for other important aspects of witnessing to Mormons. For example:
• A book that will help you understand why people leave the Mormon church is Ex-Mormons: Why We Left, edited by Latayne C. Scott (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1993).
• A book that will help you understand Mormon culture and the Mormon’s relentless pursuit of “perfection” is Speaking the Truth in Love to Mormons, by Mark J. Cares (Milwaukee, WI: Northwestern Publishing House, 1993).
• A book that will help you understand the occultic elements in Mormonism is Mormonism, Magic and Masonry, by Jerald and Sandra Tanner (Salt Lake City, UT: Utah Lighthouse Ministry, 1988).
• A general book that will help you see how Mormons and other cultists twist Scripture toward their own ends is Scripture Twisting: 20 Ways the Cults Misread the Bible, by James W. Sire (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1980).
By exposing yourself to books that deal with different aspects of Mormonism, you will become an effective tool in the hands of God for bringing these lost souls into the kingdom of light.
The Mormon Church: The Restored Church?
According to the official version of Joseph Smith’s First Vision account, Joseph went out in the woods to pray and ask God which church he should join. He claimed that two personages appeared to him in dazzling light. One of the personages, the “Beloved Son,” told him he shouldn’t join any of the churches because they were all wrong, the Christian creeds were abominable, and all those who professed them were corrupt.1
Since all the churches were wrong, this meant that the “one true church”—with its priesthood authority (see chapter 12)—needed to be restored. Joseph Smith, Mormons say, was the one the Lord chose for this monumental restoration.
From Joseph Smith to the present, Mormons leaders have spoken of the total apostasy they say occurred sometime after the death of the apostles. And they believe there is a great deal of biblical evidence that foretells this apostasy.
Actually, according to Mormons, there have been seven apostasies. They believe the “gospel” and its “doctrines, ordinances, and priesthood”—called “dispensations”—were given to Adam, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and the Nephites (a Book of Mormon people), only to completely fail repeatedly.2 There were allegedly restorations after each period of apostasy. But Mormons view the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as “the last in the series of restorations that have occurred through the ages.”3
The final apostasy occurred because “as the Apostles were killed, revelation to guide the Lord’s church ceased, along with authority to operate it.”4 Not only did the church suffer a complete apostasy in biblical lands, but also on the American continent.
According to the Book of Mormon, Jesus visited the American continent after his resurrection and chose 12 more disciples (three of whom allegedly never died—see 3 Nephi 28:7). Even so, another great apostasy occurred. And within a few hundred years, there was not even a shred of Christianity left among the original inhabitants.
Thus, in the minds of Mormons, the final restoration of the one true church was established through Joseph Smith on April 6, 1830.5 “The need of a restoration implies that something important was lost after the departure of the primitive Christian church.”6 That which was lost was restored through Joseph Smith.
What exactly was lost? It is claimed by Mormons that proper church organization with its respective offices (and the authority to perform ordinances) was lost, along with continual revelation through God’s appointed representatives. The true gospel had also been lost in its completeness from the Bible due to “designing priests” removing its “plain and precious” truths, primarily before the end of the first century.
Throughout the history of the Mormon church, Mormon leaders have consistently argued that theirs is the only true church—the “restored” church—and that all other churches of Christendom are apostate. Consider this sampling:
• Brigham Young, the second president of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, said, “The Christian world, so called, are heathens as to their knowledge of the salvation of God.”7
• Orson Pratt, a leading Mormon apostle, said, “All other churches are entirely destitute of all authority from God: and any person who receives Baptism, or the Lord’s Supper from their hands will highly offend God, for he looks upon them as the most corrupt of all people.”8
• The late apostle Bruce McConkie, one of the church’s foremost doctrinal authorities, said, “Mormons . . . have the only pure and perfect Christianity now on earth.”9 He also declared, “All other systems of religion are false,”10 and that “if it had not been for Joseph Smith and the restoration, there would be no salvation. There is no salvation outside the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.”11
• George Q. Cannon, a member of the LDS First Presidency, wrote, “The various organizations which are called churches throughout Christendom, though differing in their creeds and organizations, have one common origin. They all belong to Babylon. God is not the founder of them.”12
As the official History of the Church puts it, “Nothing less than a complete apostasy from the Christian religion would warrant the establishment of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. . . . There was no possible excuse for the introduction of a new Christian sect.”13 In an attempt to defend their position on a total apostasy, Mormons cite a number of scriptures from the New Testament. It is to these scriptures that we now turn our attention.
REASONING FROM THE SCRIPTURES
Acts 3:20 – 21—A Promise of Restoration?
The Mormon Teaching. In Acts 3:20 –21 we read, “He shall send Jesus Christ, which before was preached unto you: Whom the heaven must receive until the times of restitution of all things, which God hath spoken by the mouth of all his holy prophets since the world began.” Mormons say this passage points to an apostasy and a subsequent time of “restoration.” In his book A Marvelous Work and a Wonder, apostle LeGrand Richards tells us:
When looking for the second coming of the Christ as herein promised, we must realize that he will not come before there is a “restitution of all things.” It is obvious that there cannot be a restitution of that which has not been taken away. Therefore, this scripture is another very plain prediction of apostasy—the taking of the gospel from the earth—with a promise of a complete restoration of all things spoken by all the holy prophets since the world began.14
The “restitution of all things,” Mormons say, is actually the restoration of the gospel, and it is that to which all the holy prophets looked forward. This restored gospel comes to us via the restoration of the one true church through Joseph Smith.15
The Biblical Teaching. Evangelical Christians have several interpretations for Acts 3:20–21. Many Bible expositors believe the reference deals with a restoration of Israel. After all, Peter is speaking specifically to the “men of Israel” in this sermon (see Acts 3:12), and he speaks of the fulfillment of all that the prophets had foretold (verse 18).
Craig S. Keener, in his helpful Bible Background Commentary, points out that “Jewish people expected Israel’s restoration; this was a central message of the Old Testament prophets (e.g., Is. 40:9–11; Jer. 32:42–44; Ezek. 37:21–28; Hos. 11:9 –11; 14:4–7; Amos 9:11–15), and Peter seems to have it in view here.”16
Other scholars take the reference to “restoration” or “restitution” more generally. These individuals believe that “the restitution of all things is to be understood as the day of judgment and of the consummation of the age when the Lord will return.”17
Regardless of which interpretation is correct, we can know with certainty what Acts 3:20–21 does not say. The text and surrounding context do not even remotely hint that there would be a total apostasy of the entire church. Mormons are simply reading something into the text that is not there. This is called eisogesis (reading a meaning into the text), as opposed to exegesis (drawing the meaning out of the text). By allowing the text to speak for itself, a person would never come to the conclusion that Acts 3:20–21 is referring to a complete apostasy of the church.
You will want to emphasize to the Mormon that a good interpretative principle to use in interpreting difficult passages is this: “Scripture interprets Scripture.” (See chapter 10 for details on how to interpret the Bible.) By consulting other scriptures in the Bible and comparing them with one another, it becomes clear that there never would be a total apostasy of the entire church. For example:
Jesus said to Peter, “Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18, emphasis added). To say that the entire church went into apostasy is in direct conflict with this verse.
• Would you please read aloud from Matthew 16:18?
• How could Jesus’ words be correct if the church would soon go into complete apostasy?
• Do you think Jesus was wrong in what He said? Or is, perhaps, the Mormon church wrong?
Jesus promised His followers, “Lo, I am with you alway, even unto the end of the world” (Matthew 28:20). Jesus could not possibly be with His followers “unto the end of the world” if the entire church went into apostasy. Jesus’ words do not give even the slightest hint that there would come a complete apostasy. Rather, His words indicate that His sustaining power would endure with His followers until the end!
• Would you please read aloud from Matthew 28:18–20?
• Does it sound like Jesus knew there would come a total apostasy?
• How long would Jesus remain with His followers after His ascension into heaven?
• How could Jesus’ words be true if a complete apostasy of the entire church was to come soon?
• Was Jesus wrong in making this statement to His followers? Or is the Mormon church wrong?
In Ephesians 3:21 the apostle Paul says, “Unto him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages, world without end” (emphasis added). How could God be glorified in the church “throughout all ages” if the entire church fell into apostasy? Nothing would be more unglorifying to God than a totally apostate church!
• Would you please read aloud from Ephesians 3:21?
• How could God be glorified in the church “throughout all ages” if the entire church fell into apostasy?
You will also want to emphasize that Ephesians 4:11–16 speaks of the Christian church growing to spiritual maturity, not spiritual degeneracy. The picture portrayed in Ephesians 4 is that of a church steadily growing toward spiritual maturity, not of a church becoming totally apostate.
• Would you please read aloud from Ephesians 4:11–16?
• Is it not clear that this passage speaks of the Christian church growing to spiritual maturity, not spiritual degeneracy?
You can further strengthen your argument by pointing out that the apostle Peter affirmed that “the word of the Lord endureth for ever. And this is the word which by the gospel is preached unto you” (1 Peter 1:25, emphasis added; cf. Matthew 24:35). Because the word of the Lord endures forever, it bears its fruit in every age among those who remain faithful to it. There is no indication in Scripture that there would be a time when the entire church would fall away from the word of the Lord that “endures forever.”
Moreover, Jesus affirmed to His followers, “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Matthew 18:20). Even though there were many people throughout church history who became apostate, there were always some faithful believers who remained committed to God’s Word, and these individuals knew of the reality of Jesus Christ in their midst.
Acts 20:29–31—The Distortion of Truth
The Mormon Teaching. In Acts 20:29–31 we read, “I know this, that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you, not sparing the flock. Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them. Therefore watch, and remember, that by the space of three years I ceased not to warn every one night and day with tears.”
According to Mormon leaders, the apostle Paul prophesied that an apostasy would occur and had already begun. Paul allegedly foresaw that false teachers—“wolves”—would come in and there would not be a single sheep spared. In addition, supposedly trustworthy church members would arise and speak false and pernicious doctrines, and these doctrines would be followed. Therefore, in the above scripture, it is clear that Christ’s church was to be totally abandoned to apostasy.
Commenting on this verse, apostle James E. Talmage writes in The Articles of Faith: “It is evident that the Church was literally driven from the earth. . . . But the Lord in His mercy provided for the re-establishment of His Church in the last days, and for the last time. . . . This restoration was effected by the Lord through the Prophet Joseph Smith.”18
The Biblical Teaching. Mormons completely ignore the setting of this passage. If you consult the broader context of the book of Acts, it is clear that Paul is addressing a specific group of people in Acts 20:29–31. Going back to verse 17, we note that Paul is speaking to the elders of the church in Ephesus. He was warning the Ephesian elders of something that would soon be happening in their own church. Paul was not talking about the church in general (all over the world), but a specific local church in Asia Minor—that of the Ephesians.19
The renowned scholar F.F. Bruce explains the fulfillment of Paul’s prophetic warning in early church history: “That this development did in fact take place at Ephesus is evident from the Pastoral Epistles (cf. 1 Tim. 1:19f.; 4:1ff.; 2 Tim. 1:15; 2:17f.; 3:1ff.) and from the letter to the Ephesian church in Rev. 2:1ff. The Pastoral Epistles tell of a general revolt against Paul’s teaching throughout the province of Asia; and John is bidden to reproach the Christians of Ephesus for having abandoned their first love. Foreseeing these trends, then, Paul urges the Ephesian elders to be watchful.”20
Certainly Paul’s words cannot be twisted and distorted to mean that the entire Christian church would completely abandon the true gospel of Christ. If Paul meant that a universal apostasy would take place—with not one member of the church remaining faithful to the truth—why did he write to the church at Ephesus, “Unto Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages, world without end” (Ephesians 3:21, emphasis added)?
• According to Acts 20:17, who is the apostle Paul speaking to?
• What local church, then, are Paul’s words intended for in verses 29–31?
• Did you know that the event Paul warned the Ephesian church about in Acts 20:29–31 actually occurred, according to other passages in the Bible (1 Timothy 1:19f.; 4:1f.; 2 Timothy 1:15; 2:17f.; 3:1f.)?
• Would you please read aloud from Ephesians 3:21?
• How could the apostle Paul say, “Unto Him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus throughout all ages, world without end,” if the entire church was soon to go into complete apostasy?
Galatians 1:8—Another Gospel
The Mormon Teaching. In Galatians 1:6–8 we read, “I marvel that ye are so soon removed from him that called you into the grace of Christ unto another gospel; which is not another; but there be some that trouble you, and would pervert the gospel of Christ. But though we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed.”
The Mormons often cite this verse in their attempt to prove that the early church became completely apostate (believing “another gospel”) and was thus in need of restoration.21 This restoration allegedly came through the Mormon prophet Joseph Smith.
The Biblical Teaching. First you will want to make clear what Galatians 1:8 does not say. The text does not even remotely hint that there would be a total apostasy of the entire church. Mormons are reading something into the text that is not there. By allowing Galatians 1 to speak for itself, a person would never come to the conclusion that it is referring to a complete apostasy of the entire church.
You will then want to clarify the nature of the false gospel the Galatians had bought into: It was a gospel of legalism, which added works to faith. This was not the same gospel Paul had preached and by which the Galatians had been saved. Apparently false teachers had been at work confusing the Galatians (see Acts 15:24; 20:29–30).
The New Bible Commentary explains the problem this way:
What complicated matters for Paul . . . was that the error into which the Galatians were falling was not simply the result of a weakness among the believers. It had an external source. Certain Jewish Christians, unhappy with the way Paul freely invited Gentiles to come to God, had begun to visit the churches he had established. Their purpose was to “Judaize” these Gentile believers; to persuade them that, after believing in Christ, they must take an additional step and become Jews through circumcision.22
This, in effect, added law to the grace Paul had been preaching.
It is clear, then, that the “other gospel” being taught in Galatia had to do with salvation through works (see Galatians 3:1–2). There are numerous other so-called “gospels” that pervert the true gospel of Christ (Galatians 1:7). These include the “doctrine of Balaam,” the “doctrine of the Nicolaitans,” and the “doctrine” of “that woman Jezebel, which calleth herself a prophetess” (Revelation 2:14,15,20–24).23
No matter what kind of gospel it is and no matter who it comes from (even an angel), if it goes against the authoritative gospel already handed down, it is to be rejected and is accursed by God. Commentator G. Walter Hansen explains, “Even the authority of a messenger from heaven or the authority of Paul himself must be tested by loyalty to the gospel. It is important to note that Paul holds himself accountable to this ultimate measure of authority.”24
Measuring the “gospel” of Mormonism against that expressed in Galatians and the rest of the New Testament (a gospel of grace, not works), it becomes abundantly clear that the LDS works-gospel is in fact “another” gospel that must be pronounced anathema—accursed by God, and deadly to people seeking to enter His kingdom.
• Did you know that in Galatians 1:8 the apostle Paul was talking about a specific historical situation in which Judaizers had infiltrated the church in Galatia and had convinced people that besides believing in Jesus Christ, they must also be circumcised to gain salvation?
• According to Galatians 1:6–9, what is Paul’s response to this works-gospel?
• Do you see that if someone presents a gospel that goes against the authoritative gospel already handed down (in the New Testament), it is to be rejected and is accursed by God?
• Does the “gospel” of Mormonism agree with or go against the grace-gospel as defined in the New Testament?
(Be ready to respond, whether they say “agree with” or “go against.” If they say “agree with,” then you will want to point out the folly in their statement [see chapter 18 of this book]. If they say “go against,” ask them what Galatians 1:8 says about their “gospel.”)
At some point in your discussion about the alleged universal apostasy of the church, you will want to turn the Mormon’s attention to Hebrews 12:28: “We receiving a kingdom which cannot be moved, let us have grace, whereby we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear” (emphasis added). Since the kingdom these Christians received could never be moved, it is obvious that there couldn’t have been a total apostasy of the church.
• Would you please read aloud from Hebrews 12:28?
• Does it seem to you as if the writer of Hebrews thought there could be a total apostasy?
• How could there be a total apostasy if Christians belong to a kingdom which cannot be moved?
2 Thessalonians 2:3—A Great Rebellion
The Mormon Teaching. In 2 Thessalonians 2:3 we read, “Let no man deceive you by any means: for that day shall not come, except there come a falling away first, and that man of sin be revealed, the son of perdition.”
According to The Great Apostasy by Mormon apostle James E. Talmage, “In his second epistle to the ‘church of the Thessalonians,’ Paul declares that the spirit of iniquity was then already operative . . . predicting the rise of the apostate church, with its blasphemous assumptions of power, as a condition antecedent to the second coming of Christ.”25 Therefore, Paul again foretells the apostasy—pointing to the need for a restored church (namely, the LDS church).26
The Biblical Teaching. Again, you will want to begin by emphasizing what 2 Thessalonians 2:3 does not say. The text does not tell us there would come a total apostasy of the entire church. Mormons are reading something into the text that is not there. By allowing the text to speak for itself, a person would never come to the conclusion that it is referring to a complete apostasy of the entire church.
When you talk to a Mormon about this verse, it is important to stress that Paul is focusing not on a wide-scale apostasy that has occurred throughout the ages, but a specific, distinguishable apostasy that is still to come (see 1 Timothy 4:1–3; 2 Timothy 3:1–5; 4:3–4; James 5:1–8; 2 Peter 2;3:3–6; Jude).27 This is an end-time apostasy that occurs at some point before the second coming of Christ (see verse 1, which sets the context by making specific reference to the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ). Paul is speaking about a distinguishable apostasy headed by a distinguishable “man of sin” (Antichrist), and he says it will take place before the distinguishable second coming of Christ at a specific point in time.
The manifestation of this “man of sin” will be an actual historical event in the future. As Bible expositor Thomas Constable notes, in the original Greek text “Paul used a tense for the verb is revealed which indicates that this revelation will be a decisive act that will take place at a definite moment in history (cf. verses 6, 8). He will be fully associated with and characterized by ‘lawlessness.’ ”28
Your point, of course, is that Mormons abuse this passage when they say that the entire church would be characterized by complete apostasy. This passage refers to an apostasy, yes, but not a total apostasy of the universal church.
You should explain to the Mormon that the apostasy spoken of in 2 Thessalonians 2:3 culminates in the second coming of Christ, not the formation of the Mormon church.
• Would you please read aloud from 2 Thessalonians 2:1–3?
• Does the apostasy spoken of in this passage culminate in the second coming of Christ, or the founding of the Mormon church?
In the course of your discussion, you will want to point out that even Mormon scriptures argue against the idea that there was a complete apostasy of the entire church. Third Nephi 28:1–8, for example, makes reference to three faithful Nephite disciples who have never died. As well, Doctrine and Covenants 7:1–8 teaches that the apostle John never died and will live up to the time that Jesus returns. If these believers are still among us, as Mormon scriptures teach (and extensive modern Mormon folklore would claim), then this means that a total apostasy of the entire church could not have occurred. Christianity could not have vanished from the face of the earth with these individuals still alive on earth.
• Did you know that 3 Nephi 28:1–8 makes reference to three faithful Nephite disciples who have never died?
• Did you know that Doctrine and Covenants 7:1–8 teaches that the apostle John never died?
• If these individuals are still alive, as Mormon scriptures teach, then how can anyone say that a complete apostasy came upon the entire church and Christianity vanished from the face of the earth?
1 Timothy 4:1 – 2—Doctrines of Demons
The Mormon Teaching. In 1 Timothy 4:1–2 we read, “Now the Spirit speaketh expressly, that in the latter times some shall depart from the faith, giving heed to seducing spirits, and doctrines of devils; speaking lies in hypocrisy; having their conscience seared with a hot iron.”
According to Mormon leaders, this passage contains still another prophecy of the great apostasy—foretelling how the true gospel would be lost and doctrines of demons would be substituted for it. Thus a restoration of the church became necessary.29
The Biblical Teaching. This verse does teach that an apostasy of the church would occur, but that is not the issue. The issue is, How extensive will the apostasy be? The text itself gives us the answer. Notice that it does not say, “In the latter times all shall depart from the faith.” Rather, it says, “In the latter times some shall depart from the faith.” Hence, the verse is not teaching that there would come a complete falling away from the truth by the entire Christian church.
• Would you please read aloud from 1 Timothy 4:1?
• According to the verse, how many will abandon the faith?
• Can we agree, then, that this verse does not teach there would be a complete apostasy of the entire Christian church?
We should also note that the apostasy mentioned in 1 Timothy 4:1–3 is a particular kind of apostasy. The context of this passage indicates that this variety of apostasy is related to Gnostic dualism, which draws a distinction between spirit and matter.30 According to dualism, spirit is good and matter is evil.
The false teachers mentioned in 1 Timothy 4 (see especially verse 3) were the kind who “believed all appetites relating to the body are . . . evil and should be rooted out, including normal desires for sex and food.”31 These false teachers forbade people to get married and ordered them to abstain from certain foods.
Even though apostasy has indeed characterized many people in the church throughout the centuries, the evidence of history and Scripture indicate strongly that the apostasy in 1 Timothy is a specific kind with dualistic, matter-versus-spirit roots. That’s why 1 Timothy 4:1–2 cannot be used to allege a complete apostasy of the entire Christian church.
After you have discussed all the above, remind the Mormon that in the introduction to the official LDS History of the Church, we are told in no uncertain terms that “nothing less than a complete apostasy of the Christian religion would warrant the establishment of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints” (emphasis added).32 Since the passages we’ve examined predict not total apostasy but only partial apostasy, does this mean that the establishment of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was not necessary after all?
• Did you know that the introduction to the History of the Church says that “nothing less than a complete apostasy of the Christian religion would warrant the establishment of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints”?
• Since the passages we’ve looked at indicate not total apostasy but only partial apostasy, does this mean that the organization of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was not necessary after all?
Revelation 14:6—The Angel Moroni?
The Mormon Teaching. In Revelation 14:6 we read, “I saw another angel fly in the midst of heaven, having the everlasting gospel to preach unto them that dwell on the earth, and to every nation, and kindred, and tongue, and people.”
According to Mormons, when the angel Moroni appeared to Joseph Smith, it was in direct fulfillment of this prophecy.33 The everlasting gospel was restored, and since that time it has been preached and will be preached until it has been proclaimed to all who dwell on the earth.34
The Biblical Teaching. The reference to “another angel” in Revelation 14:6 seems to indicate an angel in addition to the seven angels introduced in Revelation 8:2 and in contrast to the other angels mentioned in Revelation 8:3 and 10:1. We must ask the Mormon: If you are so sure the angel in Revelation 14:6 is Moroni, then who are all these other angels? If you are not sure who they are, then, to be consistent, shouldn’t you admit that you don’t know who the angel of Revelation 14:6 is?
• Did you know there are seven angels mentioned in Revelation 8:2 and there is reference to “another angel” in both Revelation 8:3 and 10:1?
• If you’re so sure the angel in Revelation 14:6 is Moroni, then who are all these other angels?
• If you are not sure who these other angels are, then, to be consistent, shouldn’t you admit that you don’t know who the angel of Revelation 14:6 is?
It appears that the actual content of the “gospel” proclaimed by the angel in Revelation 14:6 is found in the next verse. This seems to make sense when we read Revelation 14:6–7 as a single unit:
I saw another angel fly in the midst of heaven, having the everlasting gospel to preach unto them that dwell on the earth, and to every nation, and kindred, and tongue, and people, Saying with a loud voice, Fear God, and give glory to him; for the hour of his judgment is come: and worship him that made heaven, and earth, and the sea, and the fountains of waters (emphasis added).
Contextually this interpretation fits quite well.35 And, of course, the Mormon interpretation (that this refers to Moroni appearing to Joseph Smith) does not fit at all. The angel’s message is one of “glory to God” and “judgment is coming,” not a message related to the Mormon gospel of Joseph Smith.
• Would you please read aloud from Revelation 14:6–7?
• According to verse 7, what is the content of the angel’s message?
• Since the primary role of angels in the book of Revelation is to announce or carry out various judgments, doesn’t it make good sense to interpret Revelation 14:6 in the same way—that is, as an angel speaking about God’s judgment?
• With that in mind, does this sound like the Mormon gospel to you?
History Debunks the Mormon Claim
When we trace the history of the Christian church, it becomes clear that the Mormon claim of a “restoration” is pure fiction. As David Reed and John Farkas correctly point out,
With church history so well preserved, it is possible for us today to trace the development of doctrines and practices over the years. We can follow the course of the debates over Gnosticism, Arianism, Sabellianism and so on. Yet the mountains of manuscripts dating back nearly two thousand years, nowhere do we find evidence that the church originally thought anything resembling the “restored gospel” of Mormonism . . . . If it were true that the church fouded by Jesus Christ originally taught such LDS doctrines as the Plurality of Gods, men becoming Gods, celestial marriage, and God the Father having once been a man, and if it were true that those doctrines were later set aside in favor of what is now considered orthodoox Christainity there would certainly be some record of this . . . . But no such evidence is available.36
History, then, is not on the side of the Mormon church. By contrast, history has always been the friend of orthodox Christianity.
Downplaying the Exclusivist Doctrines
In the introduction we noted that in recent years the LDS church has become increasingly involved with the Interfaith movement.37 Of course, Mormons recognize that as long as they aggressively claim that theirs is the only true church, it will be difficult for them to pursue working relationships with Protestants, Catholics, and others. In recent years, the Mormon church has softened its stance on this claim. Indeed, some Mormon leaders are now denying that Mormonism has the harsh view of orthodox Christianity for which it is known.38
In order to make this denial plausible, however, Mormon scholars have had to adopt strained interpretations of founder Joseph Smith’s “only true church” statements.39 For example, according to the canonized version of Joseph Smith’s account of his First Vision (in which he allegedly beheld God the Father and Jesus Christ), Smith reports what he was told in response to his inquiry about which church he should join:
I was answered that I must join none of them, for they were all wrong; and the Personage who addressed me said that all their creeds were an abomination in his sight, that those professors were all corrupt; that: “they draw near to me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me, they teach for doctrines the commandments of men, having a form of godliness, but they deny the power thereof.”40
One conciliatory Mormon leader offered the following explanation of Joseph Smith’s words: “By reading the passage carefully, we find that the Lord Jesus Christ was referring only to that particular group of ministers in the Prophet Joseph Smith’s community who were quarreling about which church was true.”41
Similarly, Brigham Young University professors Daniel Peterson and Stephen Ricks write:
What the Lord told Joseph Smith in the grove was that the churches and creeds of 1820 were defective and distorted by error. He did not say that they were entirely and utterly wrong (since they preserve much truth), nor did he say that each and every Christian church would always be wrong. . . . He did not say that Christianity, as such, is false. There is nothing logically wrong with saying the churches of 1820 were incorrect on many important issues (“corrupt”), and then saying that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (organized in 1830) is true.42
This revisionist line of reasoning fails because, if this were so, all Joseph Smith had to do was move to a neighboring community and seek out a minister who wasn’t corrupt. It wouldn’t have been necessary to completely “restore” the church of Jesus Christ on earth by founding the Mormon church.43
• Did Joseph Smith say that all churches were an abomination in God’s sight and that God instructed him not to join any of them?
• Why, then, is the Mormon church becoming increasingly involved with the Interfaith movement, working with Protestants, Catholics, and others on joint ventures like the VISN Cable Network and disaster aid?
• Does this mean that Protestants and Catholics are less an abomination to God than before, or does it mean that the Mormon church was wrong about the Protestants and Catholics all along?
Mormon Leaders: True Prophets of God?
Mormons claim that God has always used chosen prophets through whom He reveals His instructions, laws, ordinances, and gospel. Since the days of Adam, there have been prophets on the earth who had a testimony of Jesus Christ and were ordained to lead the church in righteousness. When sin became too rampant, Mormons say, the everlasting covenants given through the prophets were taken away or lost, only to leave the people of the earth to grope in spiritual darkness without any revelation from the Lord.
In the “meridian of time,” the Savior—Jesus Christ—came and restored the gospel once again. “It was His will, of course, that it should remain among men as a means of eternal salvation. However, Jesus knew that this would not be the case, and that the time would come when darkness would take the place of gospel light, and the priesthood would be withdrawn from men and the church be driven into the wilderness.”1
The great prophet Joseph Smith, however, came in the fullness of time to restore that which had been lost.
Latter-day Saints call him “the Prophet” because in the tradition of Old and New Testament prophets, he depended on REVELATION from God for his teachings, not on his own learning. They accept his revelations, many of them published as the DOCTRINE AND COVENANTS and as the PEARL OF GREAT PRICE, as scripture to accompany the Bible. As a young man, Joseph Smith also translated a sacred record from ancient America known as the BOOK OF MORMON. These revelations and records restored to the earth the pure gospel of Christ. Joseph Smith’s role in history was to found the Church of Jesus Christ based on this restored gospel in preparation for the second coming of Christ.2
The official church magazine, The Ensign, explains the central role of Joseph Smith:
Joseph Smith, like Adam, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and others, stands as a dispensation head. The dispensation head becomes the means by which the knowledge and power of God are channeled to men and women on earth. He becomes the means by which the gospel of Jesus Christ—the plan of salvation and exaltation—is revealed anew, the means by which divine transforming powers, including saving covenants and ordinances, are extended to people during an age of time called a dispensation.* The dispensation head stands as the preeminent prophetic witness of Christ.3
In the book This Generation Shall Have My Word Through You, apostle Bruce McConkie spoke of the importance of Joseph Smith’s role as God’s prophet:
Every prophet is a witness of Christ; every dispensation head is a revealer of Christ; every dispensation head is a revealer of Christ for his day; and every other prophet or apostle who comes is a reflection and an echo and an exponent of the dispensation head. All such come to echo to the world and to expound and unfold what God has revealed through the man who was appointed for that era to give his eternal word to the world.4
The mantle of “Prophet, Seer, and Revelator” thus fell on Joseph Smith (and continues to apply to his successors in the office of church president).5 And through the restoration of the Aaronic and Melchizedek Priesthoods, all church ordinances could again be performed with the authority that is according to the will and commandments of God.6
After the death of Joseph Smith, Brigham Young—who was president of the Council of the Twelve Apostles—was sustained as church president. “The senior apostle is always chosen and set apart as the President of the Church, and through this system of apostolic succession, the Lord has made provision for the kingdom on earth.”7 Thus, in its president the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has a Prophet, Seer, and Revelator leading the church as the mouthpiece of God at virtually all times.
It is obvious that Mormonism “must stand or fall on the story of Joseph Smith. He was either a true prophet of God—divinely called, properly appointed and commissioned—or he was one of the biggest frauds this world has ever seen. There is no middle ground.”8
In the authoritative Mormon work Doctrines of Salvation, we read:
If Joseph Smith was a deceiver, who willfully attempted to mislead the people, then he should be exposed; his claims should be refuted, and his doctrines shown to be false, for the doctrines of an impostor cannot be made to harmonize in all particulars with divine truth. If his claims and declarations were built upon fraud and deceit, there would appear many errors and contradictions which would be easy to detect. The doctrines of false teachers will not stand the test when tried by the accepted standards of measurement, the scriptures.9
In what follows, then, we shall examine some of the scriptures cited by Mormons in their attempt to validate Joseph Smith and other Mormon leaders as prophets of God.
REASONING FROM THE SCRIPTURES
Amos 3:7—God Reveals His Plans to Prophets
The Mormon Teaching. Amos 3:7 tells us, “Surely the Lord GOD will do nothing, but he revealeth his secret unto his servants the prophets.” This verse makes it clear, Mormons say, that a prophet is needed on the earth today. Without a prophet, who holds the authority of the priesthood, God will not communicate His will for the church, and the world will remain in spiritual darkness.
Human wisdom, they teach, can never lead to a full understanding of eternal truth. God is the only source of truth in regard to the plan of personal salvation. Mormons “testify” that in these last days, there is a prophet on the earth who receives revelation from God and leads the church. Who is this prophet?
Citing Amos 3:7 in support of the Mormon view, Bruce McConkie said, “Any new revelation for the Church would, of course, be presented to the people by the President of the Church, he being the mouthpiece of God on earth”10 (emphasis added). Each Mormon president is viewed as God’s mouthpiece or prophet on the earth.11
The Biblical Teaching. We cannot properly interpret Amos 3 to mean that God will always and perpetually have His prophet on earth, without which the church will remain in darkness. That is a complete distortion of the verse.
In context, God was about to bring judgment against His people because of their disobedience. The stage is set for us in Amos 3:1: “Hear this word that the LORD hath spoken against you, O children of Israel, against the whole family which I brought up from the land of Egypt.” The words that follow through the rest of Amos 3 are words of judgment.
Amos 3:7 simply states that God had warned His people that judgment would follow disobedience, but the people had ignored the prophets. In fact, according to Amos 2:12, the people had told the prophets to keep quiet because they didn’t like what they were hearing.
Bible expositor Donald R. Sunukjian explains Amos 3:7 this way:
Just as one event does not take place unless another necessary event has already happened, so the sovereign Lord does nothing regarding the history of Israel without first revealing His plan to His servants the prophets. But once this revelation has occurred—once the “lion has roared and attacked” (cf. 1:2; Hosea 5:14; 11:10; 13:7), once the sovereign Lord has spoken—Israel’s judgment is sure to follow.12
As we examine the history of Israel, one fact becomes abundantly clear: God often gave revelation to His prophets before a major change took place that related in some way to the Israelites. That’s what is happening in Amos 3:7. God gave revelation to the prophets that judgment was coming. The Mormon church’s use of Amos 3:7 to establish an immutable doctrine that there must be a prophet on the earth today is a gross twisting of Scripture; Amos 3:7 says nothing of the sort.
One point you will want to emphasize to the Mormon is that in Old Testament times the biblical test for a prophet was 100-percent accuracy. Anything less than 100 percent brought death by stoning (Deuteronomy 13:1–8). Do Mormon prophets pass the test? Hardly. You may want to challenge the Mormon about the issue of prophetic accuracy.
• Did you know that Joseph Smith once prophesied that the United States government would be overthrown in the 1800s?
• Did you know that Joseph Smith once prophesied that the New Jerusalem would be built in Missouri in his generation?
• Did you know that Brigham Young once prophesied that the Civil War would fail to end black slavery?
• Did you know that Brigham Young said that both the moon and the sun were inhabited?
If the Mormon tries to argue that the above prophecies were not uttered by these Mormon prophets, then you can point him or her to the appropriate Mormon sources. For example, Joseph Smith’s prophecy of the New Jerusalem being built in Missouri is found in the Doctrine and Covenants:
[The] city shall be built, beginning at the temple lot, which is appointed by the finger of the Lord, in the western boundaries of the State of Missouri, and dedicated by the hand of Joseph Smith, Jun., and others with whom the Lord was well pleased.
Verily this is the word of the Lord, that the city New Jerusalem shall be built by the gathering of the saints, beginning at this place, even the place of the temple, which temple shall be reared in this generation.
For verily this generation shall not all pass away until an house shall be built unto the Lord13 (emphasis added).
What about the overthrow of the United States government? Point the Mormon to Joseph Smith, who, in History of the Church, said this:
I prophesy in the name of the Lord God of Israel, unless the United States redress the wrongs committed upon the Saints in the state of Missouri and punish the crimes committed by her officers that in a few years the government will be utterly overthrown and wasted, and there will not be so much as a potsherd left, for their wickedness in permitting the murder of men, women, and children.14
If the Mormon balks at the false prophecy about the Civil War, point him or her to Brigham Young’s statement in the Journal of Discourses: “Will the present struggle free the slave? No; but they are now wasting away the black race by thousands.”15
Regarding Brigham Young’s affirmation that the moon and the sun were inhabited, point the Mormon to the Journal of Discourses (July 24, 1870):
Who can tell us of the inhabitants of this little planet that shines of an evening, called the moon? . . . When you inquire about the inhabitants of that sphere you find that the most learned are as ignorant in regard to them as the most ignorant of their fellows. So it is with regard to the inhabitants of the sun. Do you think it is inhabited? I rather think it is. Do you think there is any life there? No question of it; it was not made in vain.16
In each of the above cases the Mormon “prophet” was clearly a false prophet. What they predicted simply did not come to pass (or was patently untrue). Do not let Mormons sidestep this important fact!
There are other occasions in which we would expect God to reveal certain things to Mormon “prophets”—if indeed they really were prophets in the first place. One example of this is the Mormon prophet’s remarkable failure in the highly publicized Mark Hofmann case.
In 1980, Hofmann unveiled a manuscript that was supposed to link church founder Joseph Smith to the occult, but the manuscript turned out to be a forgery. Hofmann also ended up killing two innocent people—one was involved in purchasing forged documents for the church, the other was the wife of another person involved in purchasing the forged documents.
• Why didn’t God reveal to the Mormon prophet in the early and mid-1980s that Mark Hofmann’s documents were forgeries? The church paid hundreds of thousands of dollars for those forgeries and announced them as true documents.
• Why didn’t God tell the Mormon prophet that Mark Hofmann was going to murder two innocent people, including one who was a Mormon bishop involved in purchasing the forged documents for the church?
There is another question worth asking about Mormon prophets. When an LDS prophet becomes mentally incapacitated, as was the case with the late Mormon church president (Ezra Taft Benson), how can he possibly know the secrets God is trying to reveal to (and through) him, much less make the day-today decisions needed for the well-being of a growing worldwide church? How can he function as “God’s mouthpiece” on earth?
• When an LDS prophet becomes mentally incapacitated—as happened with Ezra Taft Benson—how can he possibly know the secrets God is trying to reveal to him?
• How can he function as “God’s mouthpiece” on earth?
Mark Cares, a pastor in “Mormon country,” makes an additional point worth noting in regard to Amos 3:7. Whereas in this and other Old Testament passages it is clear that the prophets always warned God’s people prior to judgment, today we have the Bible to warn us. “Since we now have the Bible, we no longer need a continual stream of prophets. The Bible is all we need.”17 As 2 Timothy 3:15–17 tells us,
From a child thou hast known the holy scriptures, which are able to make thee wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus. All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: That the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works.
Back in the days of Amos, they didn’t have the complete written Word of God. Today it is different. Because we have the Bible, and because it is trustworthy and complete (see chapters 8–9 of this book), we have all we need.
1 Corinthians 12:28—God’s Appointment of Prophets
The Mormon Teaching. In 1 Corinthians 12:28 we read, “God hath set some in the church, first apostles, secondarily prophets, thirdly teachers, after that miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, governments, diversities of tongues.”
According to Mormonism, the primitive church on earth was established by Jesus Christ in “the meridian of time.” He appointed the necessary officers to carry out the Father’s plan. But then the church—along with its priesthood authority, which included the divinely mandated church organization—was lost from the world by a universal apostasy. The mark of the only true church on earth today is that it will have the same church officers—including prophets.
Citing 1 Corinthians 12:28 for support, Bruce McConkie proclaimed, “Where there are no apostles and prophets there is no divine Church, but where these officers are found, there is the Church of Christ in all its glory, beauty, and perfection.”18 Since the LDS church is the only church with the proper authority structure, Mormons argue, theirs is the only true church.
The Biblical Teaching. It is true that God gave “the church” apostles, prophets, teachers, workers of miracles, those having gifts of healing, those with gifts of administration, and those who can speak in tongues. But two of these gifts—apostleship and prophecy—were strictly foundational gifts that are no longer extant today in the strict biblical sense.*
We must remember the important principle that Scripture interprets Scripture. When we turn to other passages of the Bible, it becomes clear that the church was built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets (Ephesians 2:20).
Of course, once a foundation is built, it never needs to be built again. Once the foundation of a building is laid, then the foundation is built upon. In like fashion, the “building” of the church rests on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, but we don’t need to build any new foundations.
That’s why in our day we do not have apostles and prophets who give new revelations on the same level of authority as the Bible. There is no need for such apostles and prophets, since they have already (long ago) served their God-ordained function of providing the foundation of the church.
• What do you think Ephesians 2:20 means when it says that God’s household is built on the foundation of the prophets and the apostles?
• Once a foundation is built, does it have to be built again, and again, and again?
Let’s take a closer look at the real nature of apostleship as a foundational gift. According to Scripture, the apostles were the special recipients of God’s self-revelation. They recognized that God was providing revelation through them (1 Corinthians 2:13; 1 Thessalonians 2:13; 1 John 1:1–3). The apostles recognized their divine authority (1 Corinthians 7:10; 11:23ff.). They were also hand-picked by the Lord or the Holy Spirit (Matthew 10:1–4; Acts 1:26).
We already noted that God’s household was founded on the apostles (Ephesians 2:20), and that once a foundation is properly constructed, it never needs to be laid again. Well, Scripture is also clear that, in the true New Testament sense, there can be no apostles today.
An apostle had to be an eyewitness to the resurrected Christ. When Paul was proving his apostleship in 1 Corinthians 9:1, he said, “Am I not an apostle? . . . have I not seen Jesus Christ our Lord?” Later in the same book, Paul said that the resurrected Christ appeared to James, then to all of the apostles, and finally (“last of all”) to Paul himself (1 Corinthians 15:7–8). Obviously, no one living today can truly claim to have witnessed the resurrected Christ, and hence there can be no apostles. Paul was “last.”
Now, any religious group can claim to have apostles in their midst—and they can even claim that their “apostles” have witnessed the resurrected Christ. Predictably, the Mormons speak of their apostles as having had personal visitations of Christ (thereby making them “eyewitnesses” of the resurrected Christ). But there are certain distinctives that were true of the biblical apostles that forever set them apart from mere pretenders.
For example, according to the New Testament, the true biblical apostles were all authenticated by miraculous signs. In 2 Corinthians 12:12 Paul says, “Truly the signs of an apostle were wrought among you in all patience, in signs, and wonders, and mighty deeds.” Pay special attention to the first appearance of the word “signs.” The sign of true apostleship was the ability to do great miracles in God’s power.
The apostle Peter raised a person from the dead in Acts 9:36 – 42. The apostle Paul did likewise in Acts 20:6–12. Our question, then, is this: Can so-called Mormon apostles do the kinds of miracles Peter and Paul did? Do they have the “sign” of true apostleship? When did Mormon apostle Bruce McConkie, for example, ever raise anyone from the dead?
We must also point out that the apostles are utterly unique in that they were granted an eternal place of honor. In the description of the New Jerusalem (God’s eternal city) in Revelation 21, we read that “the wall of the city had twelve foundations, and in them the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb” (Revelation 21:14).
When the uniqueness of the apostles is coupled with the fact that the primary test for a book’s inclusion in the New Testament was apostolicity (which means that the book had to either be written by an apostle or approved by an apostle), it seems clear that the revelatory process is over and done with (cf. Ephesians 2:20; Hebrews 1:1; 2:3 – 4).19 Hence, we can properly conclude that the Book of Mormon is not “new revelation,” and that Mormon “apostles” are not apostles at all. They are false apostles (see 2 Corinthians 11:13–14).20
• Did you know that according to the Bible, an apostle had to be an eyewitness of the resurrected Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 9:1; 15:7–8)?
• Since no one today can honestly claim to have personally witnessed the resurrected Christ in the flesh, doesn’t this mean there can be no apostles today? (The Mormons may claim their apostles have had visitations from Jesus Christ. Keep going . . .)
• Did you know that the words of the biblical apostles were all confirmed by miraculous works (Acts 3:3–11; 5:15–16; 9:36–42; 20:6–12)?
• Second Corinthians 12:12 says, “Truly the signs of an apostle were wrought among you in all patience, in signs, and wonders, and mighty deeds” (emphasis added). What is the “sign” of an apostle?
• Can Mormon apostles do the kinds of miracles, signs, and wonders that the biblical apostles did?
• Did you know that the biblical apostles’ names (twelve in all) will be engraved in the New Jerusalem, God’s eternal city (Revelation 21:14)?
• Why aren’t the Mormon apostles’ names engraved—or anywhere to be found—in the New Jerusalem?
• In view of the Bible’s clear teaching on apostles, is it right to claim that the Mormon church has living apostles who are on a par with the biblical apostles?
That there is no continuing revelation today by “apostles” and “prophets” is also confirmed by the injunction found in Jude 3: “Earnestly contend for the faith which was once [for all] delivered unto the saints” (insert based on the Greek text).
What is “the faith” referred to in Jude 3? In the Greek text, the definite article “the” preceding “faith” points to the one and only faith; there is no other. “The faith” refers to “the apostolic teaching and preaching which was regulative upon the Church” (see Acts 6:7; Galatians 1:23; 1 Timothy 4:1).21 Walter Bauer, William Arndt, and Wilbur Gingrich—in their authoritative Greek lexicon—tell us that “faith” in this verse refers to “that which is believed, [a] body of faith or belief, [a] doctrine.”22
Most significant is the fact that this body of truth was communicated “once for all.” The word translated “once for all” (Greek: apax) refers to something that has been done for all time, something that never needs repeating. The revelatory process was finished after this “faith” had “once for all” been delivered.
It is also important to note that the word “delivered” in Jude 3 is an aorist passive participle. This indicates an act that was completed in the past with no continuing element. There would be no new “faith” or body of truth (such as the Book of Mormon or Pearl of Great Price)!
• Would you please read aloud from Jude 3?
• What do you think “the faith” is referring to? (If they are not sure, explain.)
• Did you know that Greek scholars tell us that the original Greek of this text literally says this “faith”—or body of apostolic truth—was given once for all, never needing to be given again?
• Did you know that Greek scholars say the word for “delivered” is an aorist passive participle, which means the “delivering” was completed in the past?
Now, even if a person hypothetically granted that revelation does continue today (and we emphasize “hypothetically,” since we don’t believe revelation, in the scriptural sense, continues today), any present-day revelation would have to be consistent with the previous revelation because the same Holy Spirit would be its author.
Remember what the apostle Paul said about those who set forth a gospel that contradicts the true gospel: “But though we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed” (Galatians 1:8). We are to reject and condemn any teaching that contradicts previous authoritative teaching from God.
Paul spoke of the importance of making sure that new claims to truth be measured against what we know to be true from Scripture. Paul commended the Berean Christians because they examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true (Acts 17:11). The Bereans set an example for all to follow. Paul warned the Thessalonian Christians to test everything (1 Thessalonians 5:21). Paul taught that all Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training in righteousness (2 Timothy 3:16). Scripture has a corrective nature.
Since “revelations” by Mormon “prophets” and “apostles” do not measure up to Scripture, their revelations are to be rejected. Mormon prophets and apostles are false prophets and apostles.
Now, at some point in your discussion, you will want to challenge the Mormon about the Mormon church’s authority structure.
• Would you please show me in the Bible where the primitive church had the offices of “First Presidency,” “Patriarch to the Church,” and “High Priest,” like the Mormon church presently has?
• How can the Mormon church claim it is restoring the original church structure and organization when such an organizational structure is nowhere to be found in the Bible?
• Is it correct to say that in the Mormon church prophets are first and apostles are second? (Mormonism teaches this.)
• Does not 1 Corinthians 12:28 indicate that the first-century pattern was apostles first and prophets second? How do you explain this?
Ephesians 4:11—God’s Prophets Serve the Body of Christ
The Mormon Teaching. In Ephesians 4:11 we read, “He gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers.” Mormons say their present church structure (with prophets) is the same as the early church, just as God intended. Their Sixth Article of Faith affirms, “We believe in the same organization that existed in the primitive church, namely, apostles, prophets, teachers, evangelists, etc.”
In his book Mormon Doctrine, Bruce McConkie says, “Basically, church organization is the same in all ages; the same organization that existed in the primitive Church prevails now.”23 McConkie says that the offices of apostle and prophet “will remain in the Church ‘till we all come in the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the stature of the fulness of Christ’ (Eph. 4:13).”24
The Biblical Teaching. The office of apostle must meet the qualifications as required in the primitive church (see Acts 1:21–22). Therefore, as noted earlier, there can be no apostles on the earth today, for no one can meet those qualifications.
Further, we noted that the household of faith is “built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief corner stone” (Ephesians 2:20). We repeat: Once the foundation is built (with the apostles and the prophets), it is never built again. It is built upon.
You will want to use the same basic arguments in addressing this passage as were used in answering the Mormon interpretation of 1 Corinthians 12:28. You will find it well worth your time to commit some of those arguments to memory.
At some point in your discussion with the Mormon, you will want to talk about how the Holy Spirit leads believers into truth. Recall that Mormons teach that without a prophet in the church today, the world remains in darkness. This cannot be true for the simple reason that the Holy Spirit is our teacher. Jesus Himself said:
When he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will guide you into all truth: for He shall not speak of himself; but whatsoever he shall hear, that shall he speak: and he will show you things to come. He shall glorify me: for he shall receive of mine, and shall show it unto you. All things that the Father hath are mine: therefore said I, that he shall take of mine, and shall show it unto you (John 16:13–15).
There is no need of a prophet to lead us into all truth when every Christian has personal access to the teaching and illuminating ministry of the Holy Spirit.
The apostle John affirmed this again when he wrote to believers generally: “The anointing which ye have received of him abideth in you, and ye need not that any man teach you: but as the same anointing teacheth you of all things, and is truth, and is no lie, and even as it hath taught you, ye shall abide in him” (1 John 2:27, emphasis added).
• Would you please read aloud from John 16:13–15?
• Next, would you please read from 1 John 2:27?
• According to these verses, what is one of the ministries of the Holy Spirit in our lives today?
• With the Holy Spirit as our teacher, as promised in Scripture, how can anyone say that we remain in darkness (or apostasy) without a prophet of God on the earth?
• Would you say that the Holy Spirit is incapable of keeping us out of darkness?
A Key Consideration: True Today, But Not Tomorrow
Depending on who is leading the Mormon church as Prophet, Seer, and Revelator, that which is true today may literally not be true tomorrow. In fact, Joseph Smith changed theology and doctrine within his own lifetime as president of the church.
For example, Smith went from a clear teaching of only one God in the Book of Mormon25 to an unspecified number of gods in Doctrine and Covenants26 and “Gods” in the Book of Abraham.27 He went from teaching that God is a personage of Spirit in the “Lectures on Faith” (lecture five)28 to teaching that God has a body of flesh and bones in Doctrine and Covenants 130:22—and soon thereafter, to the teaching that we can become gods ourselves in Doctrine and Covenants 132!
Moreover, Joseph Smith first said David and Solomon’s possession of many wives and concubines was abominable in the Book of Mormon.29 Later he said they were justified in the very same behavior in Doctrine and Covenants.30
• Why is it that God’s alleged prophet Joseph Smith went from belief in only one God in the Book of Mormon to an unspecified number of gods in Doctrine and Covenants and Gods in the Book of Abraham?
• Why is it that the prophet Joseph Smith went from teaching that God is a personage of Spirit in the “Lectures on Faith” (lecture five) to teaching that God has a body of flesh and bones in Doctrine and Covenants 130?
• Why is it that Joseph Smith first said David and Solomon’s possession of many wives and concubines was abominable in the Book of Mormon, then later said they were justified in the very same behavior in Doctrine and Covenants?
Brigham Young officially taught the infamous Adam-God doctrine31 while his successors have virtually refused to recognize its existence.* Some Mormons try to claim that it was only a “theory,” or that President Young was misquoted, or that enemies of the church have taken ideas expressed by him on only one occasion out of context. For Mormons who believe that Young was not always speaking as a prophet when he delivered his sermons, they should consider just two of his claims to authority:
• “I have never yet preached a sermon and sent it out to the children of men, that they may not call Scripture.”32
• “I say now, when they [my sermons] are copied and approved by me they are as good Scripture as is couched in this Bible, and if you want to read revelation read the sayings of him who knows the mind of God.”33
• Did you know that Brigham Young repeatedly and officially taught that Adam was literally God the Father?
• Did you know that Brigham Young claimed his sermons were on par with Scripture?
• Did you know Deuteronomy 13:1–5 says that any supposed prophet who seeks to lead God’s people after false gods was to be put to death?
• What do you make of all this?
Related to our present discussion, the prophet-leaders of the Mormon church have made it clear how they expect church members to respond to church leadership:
Any Latter-day Saint who denounces or opposes, whether actively or otherwise, any plan or doctrine advocated by the “prophets, seers, and revelators” of the Church is cultivating the spirit of apostasy . . . Lucifer . . . wins a great victory when he can get members of the Church to speak against their leaders and to do their own thinking? . . .
When our leaders speak, the thinking has been done. When they propose a plan—it is God’s plan. When they point the way, there is no other which is safe. When they give direction, it should mark the end of controversy.34
So, when doctrines change, the Mormon people are not to express concern, for the thinking has been done. By trying to prevent church members from “thinking,” Mormon leaders are essentially hoping to perform a spiritual lobotomy on them.
• Does it bother you when Mormon leaders like Joseph Smith and Brigham Young make major changes in doctrine?
• Does it bother you when certain Mormon church leaders tell you that you are not to express concern about this because the thinking has already been done for you?
It is especially interesting that Joseph Fielding Smith—a senior apostle and leading Mormon doctrinal authority who went on to become the tenth prophet and president of the LDS church—went against the idea of unquestioning obedience and taught that Mormons should check out what the prophets taught:
When prophets write and speak on the principle of the gospel, they should have the guidance of the Spirit. If they do, then all that they say will be in harmony with the revealed word. If they are in harmony then we know that they have not spoken presumptuously. Should a man speak or write, and what he says is in conflict with the standards which are accepted, with the revelations the Lord has given, then we may reject what he has said, no matter who he is.35
In 1980, as the senior apostle who was next in line for the Mormon presidency, Ezra Taft Benson—the prophet of the church from 1985 to 1994—gave a speech entitled “The Fourteen Fundamentals of a Prophet” to a Brigham Young University Devotional Assembly. He virtually contradicted the above-stated teaching of Joseph Fielding Smith by returning to the all-important high authority of the prophet. Among the “Fundamentals” he taught that day (which was later reprinted by the church) was that “the living prophet is more vital to us than the standard works [Mormon Scriptures].”36
This statement implies that if the “living prophet” disagrees with or overrides a doctrine found in the Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, the Pearl of Great Price, or the Bible (“as far as it is translated correctly”), he could set it aside and bring forth his “inspired” doctrine as a revelation. This statement encouraged Mormons to rely on what the current prophet says and not to depend on the “Scripture.”
• Do you believe the proclamations of the Mormon church’s president/prophet are more authoritative than Scripture?
• Which Mormon prophet do you think was right: Joseph Fielding Smith, who said the teachings of the prophet should be tested against Scripture, or Ezra Taft Benson, who elevated the authority of the prophet over Scripture?
• Was one of these Mormon prophets—as “God’s mouthpiece”—in error? Which one?
To emphasize his point, Benson’s third “Fundamental” proclaimed that “the living prophet is more important to us than a dead prophet.” At the time Benson made his proclamations, he was not the prophet of the church. When Spencer W. Kimball died in 1985, the elderly Benson stepped into this lofty position. A few years later, Benson became mentally incapacitated and—though he was still physically alive—he was genuinely incapable of performing his official duties. So until his physical death in 1994, he was a “living prophet” who was virtually nonfunctional.
Steve Benson, a nationally known political cartoonist and the grandson of Ezra Taft Benson, wrote these revealing words:
In the name of maintaining faith, church leaders peddled the myth that the Mormon prophet [Ezra Taft Benson] was actively at the helm when, in fact, he was incapacitated. Propping him up for photo sessions as if he were some kind of storefront mannequin was a calculated, conspiring abuse of power, not to mention disrespectful and undignified for a man we love.
Only later, through a press leak, did Mormons learn that total legal authority to run the church had been secretly transferred years earlier from President Benson to his counselors via his signature machine. Yet the church continued to deceptively preach that he was still in charge and only recently admitted he is, in fact, incapable of meaningful leadership37 (emphasis added).
Howard W. Hunter, 86, became Prophet of the Mormon church after Benson died of heart failure on May 30, 1994. In a newspaper interview, Hunter was asked an important question: “As prophet and seer of the church, do you see yourself as speaking infallibly? And how would you define infallible?”
Hunter responded:
That’s an interesting question. I’ll answer the first part. I would not presume to hold myself [personally] as infallible, except on matters that are clearly defined by Scripture and by revelations. When [infallible] things are defined, we feel that the answer is scriptural and scripturally placed. Then, we take a strong stand. As far as infallibility is concerned, the officers of the church and the Council of the Twelve will support the First Presidency [Hunter and his two counselors] without question or difference of opinion. There would be one opinion. . . . There’s a powerful unity in the leadership of the church that is followed without deviation by the membership.38*
We see, then, that different presidents of the Mormon church have taught different things regarding their personal authority versus the authority of written Scripture. But if they were all prophets speaking as “mouthpieces” for the same God, then why wasn’t there perfect unity among them, as there is among the genuine prophets of the Bible?
In this chapter we looked at many evidences that proved that Joseph Smith and other Mormon leaders were false prophets. We close with one final evidence. Even if Joseph Smith and other Mormon leaders had been flawless in the many predictions they made (which, as we have seen, was not the case), they would still be categorized as false prophets because they set forth a different god than the God of Christianity (Deuteronomy 13:1–3). They also set forth a different Jesus and a different “gospel.” There is no doubt that they were, indeed, false prophets.
How ironic that Joseph Smith himself said:
The only way of ascertaining a true prophet is to compare his prophecies with the ancient Word of God, and see if they agree. . . . When, therefore, any man, no matter who, or how high his standing may be, utters, or publishes, anything that afterwards proves to be untrue, he is a false prophet.39
*Note that references to “dispensation” here do not mean that Mormonism has connections with the orthodox Christian system of thought known as Dispensationalism. See Charles C. Ryrie, Dispensationalism Today (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1975).
*Some people may have a gift of prophecy in the loose sense of “forth-telling” (or speaking forth) God’s inscripturated Word, but there are no “foretelling” prophets on the level of Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel
*This doctrine teaches that Adam (also known as Michael) is God the Father and is literally the father of our premortal spirits, and the literal father of Jesus Christ in the flesh. It was taught by Young on numerous occasions, as early LDS church publications and the private journals of Mormon leaders and eyewitnesses attest. For a fuller explanation and documentation, see Jerald and Sandra Tanner, Major Problems of Mormonism (Salt Lake City, UT: Utah Lighthouse Ministry, 1989), pp. 61–65.
*Howard W. Hunter died on March 3, 1995, and was succeeded by Gordon B. Hinckley on April 1, 1995.
The Book of Mormon—Part 1: Is It “Another Testament” of Jesus Christ?
Joseph Smith said, “I told the brethren that the Book of Mormon was the most correct of any book on earth, and the keystone of our religion, and a man would get nearer to God by abiding by its precepts, than any other book.”1
The Book of Mormon* is an abridged account of God’s dealings with the original inhabitants of the American continent from about 2247 B.C. to A.D. 421. According to the Mormons, the book was originally engraved on gold plates by ancient prophets, deposited in a stone box, and buried in the Hill Cumorah. It is said to be God’s uncorrupted revelation to humankind, the “fulness of the everlasting gospel,”2 and “another Testament of Jesus Christ.”
The record gives an account of two “great civilizations.” One of these, under the leadership of a man named Lehi, came to America from Jerusalem in 600 B.C. and afterward separated into two nations because of sin. Those who obeyed God were known as the Nephites, and those who had fallen into sinful rebellion were known as Lamanites. (Nephi and Laman were sons of Lehi; Nephi chose the righteous path, Laman did not.) Before the Lamanites’ rebellion they were “white, and exceeding fair and delightsome.” But “that they might not be enticing unto my people the Lord God did cause a skin of blackness to come upon them.”3 The Lamanites thus had darkened skin as a result of God’s curse.
The other civilization, we are told in the introduction to the Book of Mormon, “came much earlier when the Lord confounded the tongues at the Tower of Babel. This group is known as the Jaredites. After thousands of years, all were destroyed except the Lamanites, and they are the principal ancestors of the American Indians.”4
Lehi, a prophet in the Book of Mormon, first foretells the coming of the Messiah in clear and concise words in 600 B.C.5 “The crowning event recorded in the Book of Mormon is the personal ministry of the Lord Jesus Christ among the Nephites soon after his resurrection.”6 The Book of Mormon also “puts forth the doctrines of the gospel, outlines the plan of salvation, and tells men what they must do to gain peace in this life and eternal salvation in the life to come.”7
How did the Book of Mormon eventually come into the possession of Joseph Smith? The following account in its introduction tells us:
After Mormon [a Nephite historian-prophet] completed his writings, he delivered the account to his son Moroni, who added a few words of his own and hid up the plates in the hill Cumorah. On September 21, 1823, the same Moroni, then a glorified, resurrected being, appeared to the Prophet Joseph Smith and instructed him relative to the ancient record and its destined translation into the English language.8
The ancient records engraved on the gold plates were allegedly written in the language of the prophet Lehi, “which consists of the learning of the Jews and language of the Egyptians.”9 It was later identified as Reformed Egyptian hieroglyphics, a lost language. Miraculously, deposited with the gold plates was (allegedly) the “Urim and Thummim,”* a divine translating device, so that Joseph Smith, who had very little education, could translate the record “by the gift and power of God.”
How does the Book of Mormon measure up to the Bible? In the book Mormon Doctrine we read:
Almost all of the doctrines of the gospel are taught in the Book of Mormon with much greater clarity and perfection than those same doctrines are revealed in the Bible. Anyone who will place in parallel columns the teachings of these two great books on such subjects as the atonement, plan of salvation, gathering of Israel, baptism, gifts of the Spirit, miracles, revelation, faith, charity, (or any of a hundred other subjects), will find conclusive proof of the superiority of Book of Mormon teachings.10
People who read the Book of Mormon can know that it is true by following the challenge of Moroni 10:4–5 (in the Book of Mormon):
And when ye shall receive these things, I would exhort you that ye would ask God, the Eternal Father, in the name of Christ, if these things are not true; and if ye shall ask with a sincere heart, with real intent, having faith in Christ, he will manifest the truth of it unto you, by the power of the Holy Ghost. And by the power of the Holy Ghost ye may know the truth of all things.
REASONING FROM THE SCRIPTURES
Deuteronomy4:2—Disarming a Christian Objection to the Book of Mormon?
The Mormon Teaching. In Deuteronomy 4:2 we read, “Ye shall not add unto the word which I command you, neither shall ye diminish aught from it, that ye may keep the commandments of the LORD your God which I command you.”
Christians often argue against the idea that God gives additional revelations, such as those found in the Book of Mormon. Often they cite Revelation 22:18 to reinforce their view: “I testify unto every man that heareth the words of the prophecy of this book, If any man shall add unto these things, God shall add unto him the plagues that are written in this book.”
When Christians cite this verse, Mormons typically point to Deuteronomy 4:2, which contains essentially the same warning. Mormons argue that if Revelation 22:18 forbids the Book of Mormon as Scripture, then Deuteronomy 4:2 forbids the rest of the Old Testament as well as the New Testament—that is, “we would be compelled to reject all the books of the Bible from Deuteronomy on.”11 Hence, Revelation 22:18 can’t be cited against the Book of Mormon.
The Biblical Teaching. We will examine Revelation 22:18 later in the chapter. As for Deuteronomy 4:2, the Mormons have clearly twisted the meaning of this verse in favor of the Book of Mormon. A careful reading of the text indicates that the verse is not forbidding further revelation from God. Rather, God was simply forbidding people from adding anything on their own to what God inspired.12
David Reed and John Farkas correctly point out that “when the command came from God to Jeremiah the prophet, saying, ‘Thus speaketh the LORD God of Israel, saying, Write thee all the words that I have spoken unto thee in a book’ (Jer. 30:2), it was proper for Jeremiah to comply. What would have been wrong would have been for Jeremiah to add on his own to what the LORD told him to write.”13
We find this emphasis on not adulterating the Word of God with the words of finite man repeated elsewhere in Scripture. For example:
• Deuteronomy 12:32—“What thing soever I command you, observe to do it: thou shalt not add thereto, nor diminish from it.”
• Deuteronomy 18:20—“The prophet, which shall presume to speak a word in my name, which I have not commanded him to speak, or that shall speak in the name of other gods, even that prophet shall die.”
• Proverbs 30:6—“Add thou not unto his words, lest he reprove thee, and thou be found a liar.”
• Jeremiah 26:2—“Thus saith the LORD; Stand in the court of the LORD’s house, and speak unto all the cities of Judah, which come to worship in the LORD’s house, all the words that I command thee to speak unto them; diminish not a word.”
Again, then, Deuteronomy 4:2 is not forbidding further revelation from God. Rather, it pointedly forbids human beings from adding anything to it on their own.
• Does it make sense to you that God would not want His Word added to or subtracted from by finite and sinful human beings?
(To set the context for the next question, read aloud from Deuteronomy 12:32; 18:20; and Jeremiah 26:2.)
• Interpreted in the larger context of the whole Old Testament, isn’t it clear that Deuteronomy 4:2 was not forbidding further revelation from God, but was rather simply forbidding human beings from adding anything to it on their own?
• For the sake of argument, if the Book of Mormon is not a God-inspired book, but is, in fact, a manmade book, what implications would Deuteronomy 4:2 then have for the Book of Mormon?
(This question will help open the door for you to show the Mormon insurmountable problems in the Book of Mormon [see the next chapter]. You will want to prove to the Mormon that the Book of Mormon is not a God-inspired book but a man-made book.)
Isaiah 29:1–4—A Reference to the Book of Mormon?
The Mormon Teaching. In Isaiah 29:1–4 we read:
Woe to Ariel, to Ariel, the city where David dwelt! add ye year to year; let them kill sacrifices. Yet I will distress Ariel, and there shall be heaviness and sorrow: and it shall be unto me as Ariel. And I will camp against thee round about, and will lay siege against thee with a mount, and I will raise forts against thee. And thou shalt be brought down, and shalt speak out of the ground, and thy speech shall be low out of the dust, and thy voice shall be, as of one that hath a familiar spirit, out of the ground, and thy speech shall whisper out of the dust (emphasis added).
Mormons distort this passage to make it appear that it is speaking about the Book of Mormon. Though the biblical reference concerns only the Jews (in Jerusalem), Mormons say the passage looks beyond the Jews and refers to the so-called Nephites, who allegedly inhabited North America long ago.
Apostle James E. Talmage says, “These predictions of Isaiah could not refer to Ariel of Jerusalem, because their speech has not been ‘out of the ground,’ or ‘low out of the dust’; but it refers to the remnant of Joseph who were destroyed in America upwards of fourteen hundred years ago. The Book of Mormon describes their downfall, and truly it was great and terrible. . . . This remnant of Joseph in their distress became as Ariel.”14
Talmage concludes, “Isaiah’s prediction that the nation thus brought down should ‘speak out of the ground,’ with speech ‘low out of the dust’ was literally fulfilled in the bringing forth of the Book of Mormon, the original of which was taken out of the ground, and the voice of the record is as that of one speaking from the dust.”15
What is incredible is that the Mormons cite the reference to the “familiar spirit” as if this is a good thing. They think the Isaiah passage indicates that the Book of Mormon will have a “familiar spirit” in the sense that Bible readers will see things in the Book of Mormon he or she is already familiar with—that is, the Book of Mormon will have a familiar ring to it.
The ever-popular Mormon book A Marvelous Work and a Wonder by apostle LeGrand Richards draws the following conclusion from the Isaiah passage: “Now, obviously, the only way a dead people could speak ‘out of the ground’ or ‘low out of the dust’ would be by the written word, and this the people did through the Book of Mormon. Truly it has a familiar spirit, for it contains the words of the prophets of the God of Israel”16 (emphasis added).
The Biblical Teaching. Isaiah called Jerusalem “Ariel.” This name probably means “hearth of God.” If so, it is appropriate, since Jerusalem was the location of the altar on which sacrifices were burned. The name Ariel fits the context of judgment as well, for in verse 2 Jerusalem is called “an altar hearth.”
The prophet Isaiah was saying that the coming judgment by God would be so devastating that the bloodshed and flames would make Jerusalem comparable to an altar on which sacrifices were burned. As John A. Martin notes, “Though Jerusalem is where festivals were celebrated before God (Isa. 29:1), the city would be besieged and fighting and bloodshed would turn it into a virtual altar hearth.”17
Isaiah 29:1–4 indicates that just as the altar of burnt offerings in Jerusalem was surrounded daily by the victims that were offered, so the walls of the city would be surrounded by the dead bodies of those who had rebelled against the Lord.18 This is a picture of gruesome judgment.
This judgment against Jerusalem was fulfilled during Sennacherib’s siege of the city in 701 B.C.19 God used Sennacherib (ruler of Assyria from 705–681 B.C.) to punish His own people. During this attack, the fire and bloodshed indeed made the city seem like an altar hearth. God’s fire of judgment “burned” the city.
We can know with certainty that Isaiah meant Jerusalem when he addressed “Ariel” because he called it “the city where David dwelt” (Isaiah 29:1a). We know from Old Testament history that David settled in Jerusalem, which was originally called Jebus, after taking the city from the Jebusites (2 Samuel 5:6–9).
In essence, Isaiah said to Jerusalem’s inhabitants, “Add year to year and let your cycle of festivals go on.” Evidently the people of Jerusalem saw that life was continuing as usual and knew that they were maintaining the outward forms of religion, including the religious festivals. For this reason they did not expect judgment. But Isaiah’s statement implies that a year was coming that would be different from previous years, and that the cycle of religious life would then be broken.
Notice that even though it was the Assyrians who would surround and besiege Jerusalem, the prophecy cites God as saying, “I will distress Ariel” (Isaiah 29:2), and “I will camp against thee round about, and will lay siege against thee with a mount, and I will raise forts against thee” (verse 3). God would work through Assyria to accomplish His purposes for Jerusalem.
As a result of the siege, Jerusalem would be (figuratively speaking) brought down to the ground, as if buried (Isaiah 29:4). From the ground, Jerusalem would mumble or whisper. The word translated “whisper” was often used in Old Testament times to speak of the communication between mediums and spiritists and those who were dead. This indicates that the people of Jerusalem would speak as if from the realm of the dead.20
Bible expositor Albert Barnes explains: “The sense here is that Jerusalem, that had been accustomed to pride itself on its strength, would be greatly humbled and subdued. Its loud and lofty tone would be changed. It would use the suppressed language of fear and alarm as if it spoke from the dust, or in a shrill small voice, like the pretended conversers with the dead.”21
By His great judgment against the Israelites, God would make a mockery of their so-called “covenant of death.” What is the “covenant of death”? Back in Isaiah 28:15 we read, “Because ye have said, We have made a covenant with death, and with hell are we at agreement; when the overflowing scourge shall pass through, it shall not come unto us: for we have made lies our refuge, and under falsehood have we hid ourselves” (emphasis added). The Israelites had apparently made a “covenant with death” in the sense that some of Judah’s leaders had promised to serve the gods of the underworld if those gods would protect them. Apparently some people were involved in necromancy and some form of spiritism.
With misplaced confidence in their own plans and belief in necromancy, these leaders asserted that when an overwhelming scourge sweeps by, it cannot touch them (Isaiah 28:15). They thought they were safe from the Assyrians. But since their covenant with death was a lie, or falsehood, and could not be trusted, Judah was not as safe as its leaders thought. Their refuge, or hiding place, could not protect them, as we see in Isaiah 29:1–4.
Isaiah 29:1–4, then, is actually a pronouncement of horrific judgment against Jerusalem. The purpose of the judgment was to get the nation of Judah to repent and return to God.
Now, recall that apostle James E. Talmage said that “these predictions of Isaiah could not refer to Ariel of Jerusalem, because their speech has not been ‘out of the ground,’ or ‘low out of the dust.’ ”22 There are two points here on which to challenge the Mormon. First, you will want to emphasize that Ariel is clearly identified as “the city where David dwelt” (Isaiah 29:1a). We know from Old Testament history that David settled in Jerusalem, originally called Jebus, after taking the city from the Jebusites (2 Samuel 5:6–9). “Ariel” therefore cannot refer to a location somewhere in North America.
Second, you will want to mention that Talmage was wrong in saying Jerusalem hadn’t been brought low. In fact, Jerusalem had been humbled such that their speech was “out of the ground,” or “low out of the dust.” This horrific judgment against Jerusalem was fulfilled during Sennacherib’s siege of the city in 701 B.C.
• Would you please read aloud from Isaiah 29:1a?
• Ariel is here identified as “the city where David settled.” Where was that city? (David certainly didn’t live anywhere in North America.)
• May I turn to 2 Samuel 5:6–9 and read to you what the Bible says about the city where David settled? (Emphasize that it was Jerusalem, which was originally called Jebus.)
• In context, then, Ariel is referring to Jerusalem, right?
• Can you see that as a result of Sennacherib’s siege of the city in 701 B.C., Jerusalem had been humbled such that their speech was “out of the ground,” or “low out of the dust”?
When talking with a Mormon about this passage, you should focus not only on what the passage really means but also on what a “familiar spirit” is. There are at least 15 Old Testament references to “familiar spirits” and all of them deal with witchcraft or spiritism (see Leviticus 19:31; 20:6, 27; 1 Samuel 28:3–9; 2 Kings 21:6; 23:24; Isaiah 8:19; 19:3; 29:4). Therefore, when the Book of Mormon claims it has a familiar spirit, it is inadvertently claiming a relationship with the demonic.
The word “familiar” is actually from the Latin word familiaris, meaning a “household servant.” The word was apparently intended to express the idea that sorcerers had spirits as their servants ready to obey their every command. “Familiar spirits” are clearly rooted in occultism, and that’s why God condemns anything related to familiar spirits. As Deuteronomy 18:9–12 says,
When thou art come into the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee, thou shalt not learn to do after the abominations of those nations. There shall not be found among you any one that maketh his son or his daughter to pass through the fire, or that useth divination, or an observer of times, or an enchanter, or a witch, or a charmer, or a consulter with familiar spirits, or a wizard, or a necromancer. For all that do these things are an abomination unto the LORD: and because of these abominations the LORD thy God doth drive them out from before thee (emphasis added).
• Did you know that every single reference to a “familiar spirit” in the Old Testament relates to necromancy or spiritism?
• Did you know that in passages like Deuteronomy 18:9–12 God condemns anyone who relates in any way to a familiar spirit?
• In view of this, what do you make of the claim by Mormon leaders that the Book of Mormon has a “familiar spirit”?
Isaiah 29:11–12—The Book of Mormon: A Book Sealed?
The Mormon Teaching. In Isaiah 29:11–12 we read, “The vision of all is become unto you as the words of a book that is sealed, which men deliver to one that is learned, saying, Read this, I pray thee: and he saith, I cannot; for it is sealed: And the book is delivered to him that is not learned, saying, Read this, I pray thee: and he saith, I am not learned.”
Mormons claim these verses refer to the Book of Mormon, or to the gold plates from which Joseph Smith translated the Book of Mormon. We find a reference to these sealed plates in the testimony of Martin Harris, one of the alleged three witnesses to the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith’s “first assistant.”23
Harris took a copy of some of the characters which Joseph had drawn off the plates to a Professor Charles Anthon, a gentleman celebrated for his literary attainments. Here is Harris’s account:
Professor Anthon stated that the translation was correct, more so than any he had before seen translated from the Egyptian. I then showed him those which were not yet translated, and he said that they were Egyptian, Chaldaic, Assyriac, and Arabic; and he said they were true characters. He gave me a certificate, certifying to the people of Palmyra that they were true characters, and that the translation was also correct. . . . He asked me how the young man found out that there were gold plates in the place where he found them. I answered that an angel of God had revealed it unto him. “He then said to me, ‘Let me see that certificate’ ” . . . When he took it, he tore it to pieces, saying there was no such thing now as the ministering of angels, and that if I would bring the plates to him he would translate them. I informed him that part of the plates were sealed, and that I was forbidden to bring them. He replied, “I cannot read a sealed book.” I left him and went to Dr. Mitchell, who sanctioned what Professor Anthon had said respecting the characters and translation24 (emphasis added).
Isaiah 29:11–12 is cited, then, as a prediction that the Book of Mormon would be taken to Professor Anthon at Columbia College, who would refuse to read it (because he couldn’t read a “sealed book”), and that the book would be given to the “unlettered youth,” Joseph Smith.
The Biblical Teachng. The Mormon interpretation of Isaiah 29:11–12 has several problems. One is that the text shows the subject is a vision and not a book. The visions God gave to the prophets of that day had become as meaningless to the people as the words of a book that was sealed. Isaiah was referring to the condition of the people at that time and not of some future era:
The prophet refers not only to his own communications, but to those of his contemporaries, and of all who had gone before him. The sense is, that although they had the communications which God had made to them, yet they did not understand them. They were as ignorant of their true nature as a man who can read is of the contents of a letter that is sealed up, or as a man who cannot read is of the contents of a book that is handed to him.25
When speaking to a Mormon about this passage, you will want to show that there are multiple discrepancies between Isaiah’s account and the Mormon scenario. For example:
• According to Martin Harris, the professor said the translation was correct. But Anthon could have said this only if he read the plates—not just some characters scribbled on a paper by Joseph Smith. Notice, however, that Isaiah said the learned man could not read it because it was sealed. The only way the professor knew the plates were “sealed” was because Harris told him they were.
• In Isaiah 29:11–12, the book went to the learned man first, then to the unlearned. But the Mormon story has the book of gold delivered first to the unlearned Smith, who copied some of the characters (allegedly from the golden plates) on a piece of paper which was then taken by Harris to the “learned” Anthon. In Isaiah the same sealed book was taken to both the learned man and the unlearned man. But Anthon did not receive any book, sealed or unsealed.
• In Isaiah the book was delivered to the unlearned and he simply said, “I am not learned.” He made no effort to read or translate it. But Smith claimed he (Smith) did read the book, even though he was unlearned.
In view of such insurmountable discrepancies, how can Mormons say Isaiah 29:11–12 relates in any way to the Book of Mormon? This is a complete distortion of Scripture.
Amazingly, Mormon apostle LeGrand Richards concluded that “Professor Anthon did not realize that he was literally fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah.”26 The professor, however, certainly didn’t believe he was fulfilling Mormon prophecy. Indeed, in a letter to E.D. Howe, a Painsville, Ohio, newspaper editor, Anthon related the events as a hoax and a scheme to cheat Harris out of money. Instead of fulfilling prophecy, Anthon became somewhat of a prophet himself in that Harris actually did lose money—for Harris sold his farm and gave the money to Joseph Smith to help pay for the publishing costs of the Book of Mormon.
• How could professor Anthon say the translation was correct when all he could assess were some of the characters drawn on a piece of paper by Joseph Smith?
• In Isaiah, the book went to the learned man first and then to the unlearned. But the Mormon story has the book of gold delivered first to the unlearned Smith, and then a paper with characters copied from the plates delivered to the “learned” Anthon. How do you explain this discrepancy?
• In Isaiah, the book was delivered to the unlearned man, who simply said, “I am not learned.” He made no effort to read or translate it. But Smith claimed he did read the book, even though he was unlearned. How do you explain this discrepancy?
Ezekiel 37:16 –17—Is the “Stick of Joseph” the Book of Mormon?
The Mormon Teaching. In Ezekiel 37:16–17 we read, “Moreover, thou son of man, take thee one stick, and write upon it, For Judah, and for the children of Israel his companions: then take another stick, and write upon it, For Joseph, the stick of Ephraim, and for all the house of Israel his companions: And join them one to another into one stick; and they shall become one in thine hand.”
Mormons argue that the ancient prophets wrote on papyrus, leather, or other writing material, and wound this material on a perpendicular piece of wood or stick. These sticks were allegedly also known as scrolls or books. The Mormons say Ezekiel 37:16–17 is hence speaking of the Bible (Judah) and the Book of Mormon (Joseph)—two “sticks.”27 LeGrand Richards says, “Could this promise be fulfilled in a simpler and more perfect manner than it was through the coming forth of the Book of Mormon? . . . The two records have now been joined together, constituting a complete fulfillment of another great prophecy.”28 They were to be joined together and both accepted as Scripture.
The Biblical Teaching. The idea that the two sticks in Ezekiel 37:16–17 refer to the Bible and the Book of Mormon is clearly made impossible by the verses that follow—verses 18 through 28. By reading these verses, and by following the principle that Scripture interprets Scripture, we can learn what the two “sticks” are by letting Scripture define them.
In fact, verse 22 alone clearly identifies the “sticks”: “I will make them one nation in the land upon the mountains of Israel; and one king shall be king to them all: and they shall be no more two nations, neither shall they be divided into two kingdoms any more at all” (Ezekiel 37:22, emphasis added). Obviously the “sticks” are not the Bible and the Book of Mormon; they are two nations, or two kingdoms.
Bible expositor Charles H. Dyer explains the context of Ezekiel 37 this way:
After Solomon died the nation of Israel split asunder, in 931 B.C. The Southern Kingdom was known as Judah because Judah was its larger tribe and because the country was ruled by a king from that tribe (cf. 1 Kings 12:22–24). The Northern Kingdom was called Israel, or sometimes Ephraim (e.g., Hosea 5:3,5,11–14) either because Ephraim was the strongest and most influential tribe or because the first king of Israel, Jeroboam I, was an Ephraimite (1 Kings 11:26). Israel was taken into captivity by Assyria in 722 B.C., and Judah was taken into exile by Babylon in 605, 597, and 586 B.C.29
Ezekiel 37:18 –28 clearly shows that the uniting of the “sticks” pictures God’s restoring and reuniting His people in the land as a single nation (see Hosea 1:11). They would be cleansed of their backsliding and God would “be their God” (cf. Ezekiel 11:20; 14:11; 36:28; 37:27).
• Wasn’t the Book of Mormon written on golden plates and not on papyrus that could be wound around a stick?
• Doesn’t it make sense that we should let Scripture interpret Scripture? That is, shouldn’t we let Scripture define its own words for itself?
• Please read aloud from Ezekiel 37:22, and tell me what this verse says about the true identity of the two sticks.
• Will you admit that the Mormon church is reading something into this passage that is not there?
You will also want to explain to the Mormon that in ancient times, when parchments were wrapped around sticks, they were called scrolls, not sticks. The Hebrew word for “sticks” (’es) is typically used to refer simply to wood, tree, or timber, not scrolls (Numbers 15:32; see also 1 Kings 17:10; 2 Kings 6:6; Lamentations 4:8). If Ezekiel had meant to talk about two scrolls in Ezekiel 37, there was a perfectly good word he could have used (Hebrew: saipher). But he chose a different word, and for a reason: He wasn’t talking about scrolls or books.
Emphasize that in verse 16 the Lord told Ezekiel precisely what to write on the two sticks, and it was not “the Bible” on one and the “Book of Mormon” on the other. Rather, he was told, “Take thee one stick, and write upon it, For Judah, and for the children of Israel his companions: then take another stick, and write upon it, For Joseph, the stick of Ephraim, and for all the house of Israel his companions” (emphasis added). Then point out that many times in Old Testament history, sticks, rods, and staffs were used by the children of Israel to write their tribes and genealogy upon.30 That is certainly the case in Ezekiel 37.
2 Corinthians 13:1–2—The Book of Mormon a Second “Witness” to the Bible?
The Mormon Teaching. Second Corinthians 13:1 tells us, “This is the third time I am coming to you. In the mouth of two or three witnesses shall every word be established.”
According to Mormons, the Bible is one witness of Jesus Christ and the Book of Mormon is another testament of Him. Thus, as Mormon apostle LeGrand Richards affirms, “two witnesses” have been established in regard to the mission of Jesus Christ in the world.31
The Biblical Teaching. In this passage the apostle Paul is simply warning the Corinthian church—a carnal church—about the consequences of their continuing to remain in sin. As theologian Charles Ryrie points out, “Paul warned that, if necessary, trials were going to be held when he came, in which Jewish rules of evidence-giving would be applied (Deut. 19:15).”32
What do these “rules of evidence” entail? Deuteronomy 19:15 tells us one such rule: “At the mouth of two witnesses, or at the mouth of three witnesses, shall the matter be established.” Jesus had drawn from this verse when He gave instructions to the disciples about church discipline (see Matthew 18:16; cf. John 8:17; 1Timothy 5:19; Hebrews 10:28; 1John 5:8)
You will want to mention to the Mormon that the Bible already contains multiple witnesses to Christ and His gospel. After all, the Bible is made up of 66 books written by some 40 authors. So even if we conceded that 2 Corinthians 13:1–2 demanded more than one written “witness” of Jesus Christ, there are plenty of such witnesses in the individual books of the Bible. These books were not compiled into a single volume (the Bible) until years later. Hence, their individual “testimonies” carry great weight.
• Did you know that the Bible is actually a collection of 66 different books written by dozens of writers?
• Can you see, then, that in terms of the gospel of Christ alone, we already have multiple witnesses—such as Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John?
After making this point, you will then want to emphasize that 2 Corinthians 13:1–2 has nothing to do with the Bible as a “witness” anyway. Explain the proper context: Paul was dealing with a problem in Corinth and warning certain church members that if they did not turn from their sin, they would face trials based upon Jewish rules of evidence.
James 1:5—Praying About the Book of Mormon
The Mormon Teaching. In James 1:5 we read, “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him.” This is the verse Joseph Smith claims he was reading when he decided to go out in the woods to pray and ask God which church he should join.
Mormon missionaries frequently urge the non-Mormon to pray about the Book of Mormon and ask God if it is true. When the Christian refuses to do this, the missionaries can become insistent to the point of laying a “guilt trip” on those who are reluctant to agree to their challenge.
The Mormons will inevitably appeal to Moroni 10:4 (in the Book of Mormon) to support the idea of praying about the Book of Mormon:
And when ye shall receive these things, I would exhort you that ye would ask God, the Eternal Father, in the name of Christ, if these things are not true; and if ye shall ask with a sincere heart, with real intent, having faith in Christ, he will manifest the truth of it unto you, by the power of the Holy Ghost.
The Biblical Teaching. In a moment we will talk about the contextual meaning of James 1:5 in a “mock dialogue.” But for now you might begin your discussion with the Mormon by asking him, Does a person have to pray whether to commit murder? Commit adultery? Commit incest? Terrorize a playground? Use cocaine?33 Obviously, a person does not need to pray about whether to carry out such actions because Scripture has already given us biblical commands and principles that tell us God’s thoughts about them.
So it is with the Book of Mormon. We don’t need to pray about whether to accept it because God has already made clear His feelings on the matter. Where so? you might ask. In Galatians 1:6–8 we read, “I marvel that ye are so soon removed from him that called you into the grace of Christ unto another gospel: Which is not another; but there be some that trouble you, and would pervert the gospel of Christ. But though we, or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed” (emphasis added).
What are some of the doctrinal perversions in the Book of Mormon? One of the more significant ones is the heresy known as modalism—the view that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are simply three modes of manifestation (as opposed to three Persons in the one Godhead). Ether 3:14a (in the Book of Mormon) tells us, “Behold, I am he who was prepared from the foundation of the world to redeem my people. Behold, I am Jesus Christ. I am the Father and the Son” (see also Mosiah 15:1–5). Trinitarianism, in contrast, holds that the Father and the Son are eternally distinct.
The Book of Mormon also teaches baptismal regeneration—the idea that baptism is an absolute necessity for salvation. Second Nephi 9:23–24 tells us, “He commandeth all men that they must repent, and be baptized in his name, having perfect faith in the Holy One of Israel, or they cannot be saved in the kingdom of God. And if they will not repent and believe in his name, and be baptized in his name, and endure to the end, they must be damned; for the Lord God, the Holy One of Israel, has spoken it” (cf. Ether 4:18; 3 Nephi 3:37–38; 18:16; 21:20–22; Mormon 3:2; Moroni 7:34).
In view of the above, the gospel of the Book of Mormon clearly constitutes “another gospel” as defined in the book of Galatians (that is, the Book of Mormon teaches another God and imposes conditions on salvation). We therefore need not pray about whether the Book of Mormon is true.
• Does a person have to pray about whether to commit murder? Commit adultery? Commit incest? Terrorize a playground? Use cocaine? (They’ll say no.)
• Why not?
• And so it is with the Book of Mormon. We don’t have to pray about it because God has already given us His wisdom on the matter in Galatians 1:6–8. (Explain the verse.)
Pastor Mark Cares suggests a strategy similar to the above:
You might pose the question: If a Muslim asked them to pray about the truthfulness of the Koran, would they do so? Most whom I have asked that said they shouldn’t because they already knew it couldn’t be true. You could then tell them that neither do you have to pray about the Book of Mormon because God has already revealed to us that it isn’t true. If they say how has God revealed that, point to Galatians 1:8,9 and get the discussion back on how to live eternally with the Heavenly Father.34
• If a Muslim asked you to pray about the truthfulness of the Koran, would you do so? (The Mormon will say no.)
• Why not?
• Neither do we have to pray about the Book of Mormon, because God has already revealed that it isn’t true (Galatians 1:6–8).
(You could also ask: If a “Moonie” asked you to pray about the truthfulness of Reverend Moon’s book The Divine Principle, would you do so? If a Satanist asked you to pray about the truthfulness of The Satanic Bible, would you do so?)
Supplement your comments on Galatians 1:6–8 with some other key verses. For example, 1 Thessalonians 5:21 instructs us to test all things (not “pray to see if something is true”).* Acts 17:11–12 encourages us to follow the example of the Bereans by testing religious claims against the Bible. The Bereans were certainly believers in prayer, but that was not the measuring stick for truth. They knew that the Bible alone was the measuring stick for truth, and hence it was the sole standard for testing religious claims. Also, we are instructed in 1 John 4:1 to test the spirits. As Bill McKeever puts it, “As Christians we are to test the spirits, not pray over them.”35
Here’s another strategy: When asked to pray about the Book of Mormon, you might respond, Which Book of Mormon do you want me to pray about? The 1830 edition? The 1921 edition? Or today’s edition, which has over 4,000 changes from the original 1830 edition? Then use this as a launch pad to point out some of the specific changes that have been made in the Book of Mormon over the years.36
• Which Book of Mormon do you want me to pray about? The 1830 edition? The 1921 edition? Or today’s edition, which has over 4,000 changes from the original 1830 edition?
Furthermore, even if you did pray about the Book of Mormon and receive confirmation that it is true, then which church would you join? Virtually dozens (over 100) of different churches have been founded which use the Book of Mormon and claim Joseph Smith as a prophet of God.
Besides all the above reasons for not praying about the Book of Mormon, we also need to emphasize that it can actually be dangerous for a naive Christian to accept the Mormon’s challenge to pray “with a sincere heart, with real intent, having faith in Christ.” Satan—the great counterfeiter, father of lies, and god of confusion—will do all he can to confirm in a person’s heart that the Book of Mormon is true. Christian beware!
A Mock Dialogue
Following is a mock dialogue that illustrates one way you might deal with a Mormon who asks you to pray about the Book of Mormon. This approach focuses on the context of James 1.37
Mormon: I’d like you to read and pray about the Book of Mormon, asking God if it’s true.
Christian: Can you show me in the Bible where we are told to pray about a book or a prophet to find out the truth?
Mormon: James 1:5 says, “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him.”
Christian: That passage is not speaking about praying about a book or a prophet. The context deals with testings and trials and temptations (verses 2,3,12).
Mormon: That is your interpretation!
Christian: That is what the passage says in context. There seems to be a clear connection between this verse and the preceding ones. James had been talking about the purpose of trials (verses 2–4). He anticipates that some of his readers will say they cannot discover any divine purpose in their trials. In that case, he says, they are to ask God for wisdom.
Thus, it is up to you to demonstrate that this verse applies to praying about a book in order to discover whether it is true or not. Show me from the context how such an interpretation is possible.
Mormon: I know the Book of Mormon is true because I prayed about it.
Christian: Acts 17:11–12 gives us an example of how to test a teaching or a doctrine, which would include a religious book. Paul and Silas went to the synagogue of the Jews in Berea and preached the gospel of Jesus Christ. The passage states that the Bereans received the word with all readiness of mind, which means that they were open to accept the word which was preached to them. But first they searched the Scriptures daily to determine if what they were being told was scriptural and therefore true. The Scripture calls them noble for responding in this way. You will notice that they didn’t test Paul’s teaching through prayer, but by putting it to the test of Scripture. When they saw that the teaching accorded with Scripture, then many of them believed.
Mormon: But I prayed, and I have a burning in my bosom that confirms my belief in the Book of Mormon. Don’t you believe in prayer? Do you think our Heavenly Father would allow me to be deceived when I prayed to Him?
Christian: Have you considered the possibility that the “burning” in your bosom might have occurred because you were hit by a fiery dart of the wicked one (Ephesians 6:16)?
Mormon: Do you mean Satan?
Christian: Yes!
Mormon: No, I haven’t considered that.
Christian: Let me ask you a question: Where did you get the idea to pray about the Book of Mormon?
Mormon: Well, we are exhorted to pray with a sincere heart and receive a testimony from the Holy Ghost in Moroni 10:4–5.
Christian: So the idea to pray about the Book of Mormon came from the Book of Mormon itself, right? Suppose for a moment that the Book of Mormon is not true. Now, I know that you believe that it is, but just for the sake of argument suppose that it is not a historical document, but rather a counterfeit not inspired by the God who inspired the Bible. Who, then, would be the real inspiration behind a counterfeit book that claims to be from God?
Mormon: Satan?
Christian: Right! Now, since the admonition to read and pray about the Book of Mormon comes from the Book of Mormon itself, if its author is in reality Satan, who do you think would give the answer that the Book of Mormon is true?
Mormon: Well, if Satan were the author, which he isn’t, he would have to be the one who gives the answer that the Book of Mormon is true.
Christian: That is correct, and that is why it is spiritually dangerous to pray about whether the Book of Mormon is true. The Bible makes it clear that the Book of Mormon is false (take a look at Galatians 1:6–8). To pray for an answer about it is to ignore what God has already said, which is to dishonor Him. We have only ourselves to blame, then, if Satan comes and answers such an irresponsible prayer. You must rely on the authority of the Bible itself to prove all things.
Revelation 22:18—Disarming a Christian Objection to the Book of Mormon?
The Mormon Teaching. In Revelation 22:18 we read, “I testify unto every man that heareth the words of the prophecy of this book, If any man shall add unto these things, God shall add unto him the plagues that are written in this book.”
Mormons say they have not added either to the book of Revelation or to the Bible. God knew there would be lost books and corrupted text in the Bible. Therefore, He preserved the true doctrine in the Book of Mormon and continues to give revelation today through His prophet as He did in former times. LeGrand Richards says that Revelation 22:18 does not “prevent the Lord from adding to what he had revealed.”38
The Biblical Teaching. The warning in Revelation 22:18 is against the willful distortion of the message of the book of Revelation itself. In some ways it is similar (at least in tone and spirit) to Paul’s stern words about false gospels in Galatians 1:6–8.39
We suggest you point out three key facts to Mormons in regard to this verse:
1. The contents of the book of Revelation are from God. In Revelation 1:1, for example, we read, “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave unto him, to show unto his servants things which must shortly come to pass” (emphasis added).
2. God’s words are faithful and true. In Revelation 19:9 we read, “And he saith unto me, These are the true sayings of God.” In Revelation 21:5 John said, “And he said unto me, Write: for these words are true and faithful.” And in Revelation 22:6 we read, “He said unto me, These sayings are faithful and true.”
3. Therefore, we cannot tamper with the book of Revelation. The injunction in Revelation 22:18 specifically addresses adding to or subtracting from the book of Revelation. Other biblical books are not included in the picture here. But Revelation 22:18 definitely has implications for Joseph Smith, for he added to and subtracted from the Bible—including the book of Revelation—to produce the Inspired Version of the Bible. Joseph Smith violated the injunction in Revelation 22:18. And modern LDS authorities are Smith’s accomplices—and are therefore subject to the curse themselves—by actively publishing and propagating Smith’s corruptions in the book of Revelation. (Smith’s material is included in the official LDS edition of the Bible.)
We are not talking about minor changes. For example, Revelation 19:15 in the King James Version says, “And out of his mouth goeth a sharp sword, that with it he should smite the nations: and he shall rule them with a rod of iron. . . .” But Joseph Smith changed this to say, “And out of his mouth proceedeth the word of God, and with it he will smite the nations; and he will rule them with the word of his mouth. . . .”
Revelation 5:6 in the King James Version says, “And I beheld, and, lo, in the midst of the throne and of the four beasts, and in the midst of the elders, stood a Lamb as it had been slain, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God sent forth into all the earth.” But Joseph Smith changed this to read, “. . . having twelve horns and twelve eyes, which are the twelve servants of God, sent forth into all the earth.” These are clearly substantive changes that significantly alter the meaning of the text.
• Since Revelation 22:18 commands against adding to or subtracting from the book of Revelation—and since Joseph Smith, in fact, did add to and subtract from the book of Revelation to produce his so-called Inspired Version—then hasn’t Joseph Smith violated this stern injunction?
• Do you really want to place your eternal destiny in the hands of a man who so blatantly violated this injunction?
* The Book of Mormon is one of the Mormons’ four “standard works” of Scripture. The other three are the Bible, the Pearl of Great Price, and Doctrine and Covenants. See Bruce McConkie, Mormon Doctrine, p. 764.
* Joseph Smith’s “Urim and Thummim” should not be confused with the Urim and Thummim mentioned in the Bible (Exodus 28:30). Though biblical scholars are unsure what they were, it seems likely that they were precious stones kept in a pouch that were used on occasion to determine God’s will. They were never used as (nor were they designed to be) translation devices. See The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, ed. Merrill C. Tenney, vol. 5 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1978), pp. 850–52.
* If the Mormon should try to argue that praying is a test, go straight to Acts 17, where the Bereans are shown utilizing the proper test—the Word of God. Mention that the Bereans were specifically commended (in contrast with the Thessalonians, who were told to test all things).
The Book of Mormon—Part 2: Insurmountable Problems
In this chapter we will focus our attention on some of the major problems with the Book of Mormon. We will take a look at . . .
• how thousands of changes have been made in it over the years;
• how it is permeated with plagiarisms;
• how there is no archaeological support for its people and places;
• how current Mormon doctrine directly contradicts the Book of Mormon.
Taken together, the cumulative weight of these problems is utterly damning.
We urge you to keep in mind that this chapter contains only summaries of these important issues. Since the primary thrust of this book is limited to helping you reason with Mormons from the Bible, you may want to consult some of the excellent books that specialize in the insurmountable problems in the Book of Mormon.1 Then you will be thoroughly equipped when a Mormon shows up on your doorstep.
Changes in the Book of Mormon
There were more than 3,913 changes between the original edition of the Book of Mormon published in 1830 and the ones printed and issued through the mid-1970s. The 1981 edition introduced between one and two hundred additional word changes.2
The Ensign (an official LDS church magazine) defends the many changes this way: “Most changes correct typographical errors, misspellings, matters of grammar or style—such as changing singular to plural—and incorporate corrections made by the Prophet Joseph Smith.”3 In fact, many of the changes are related to spelling and grammar, though some are quite substantial (as we will see in a moment). But that doesn’t solve the Mormon dilemma.
The problem is, the Mormon account of how Joseph Smith went about translating the Book of Mormon would seem to disallow any possibility of any errors or the need for changes—even relating to misspellings and grammar mistakes. David Whitmer, one of the three witnesses to the Book of Mormon, gives the following details on the translation process:
I will now give you a description of the manner in which the Book of Mormon was translated. Joseph Smith would put the seer stone into a hat, and put his face in the hat, drawing it closely around his face to exclude the light; and in the darkness the spiritual light would shine. A piece of something resembling parchment would appear, and on that appeared the writing. One character at a time would appear, and under it was the interpretation in English. Brother Joseph would read off the English to Oliver Cowdery, who was his principal scribe, and when it was written down and repeated to Brother Joseph to see if it was correct, then it would disappear, and another character with the interpretation would appear. Thus the Book of Mormon was translated by the gift and power of God and not by any power of man.4
According to the History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, following the translation of the Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith said he heard a voice from out of a bright light above him that said, “These plates have been revealed by the power of God, and they have been translated by the power of God. The translation of them which you have seen is correct, and I command you to bear record of what you now see and hear” (emphasis added).5
Oliver B. Huntington recorded in his journal that in 1881, Joseph F. Smith, who later became the sixth president of the Mormon church, taught that the Lord gave Joseph Smith the exact English wording and spelling that should be used in the Book of Mormon:
Saturday Feb. 25, 1881 . . . Heard Joseph F. Smith describe the manner of translating the Book of Mormon . . . Joseph did not render the writing on the gold plates into the English language in his own style of language as many people believe, but every word and every letter was given to him by the gift and power of God. . . . The Lord caused each word spelled as it is in the book to appear on the stones in short sentences or words, and when Joseph had uttered the sentence or word before him and the scribe had written it properly, that sentence would disappear and another appear. And if there was a word wrongly written or even a letter incorrect the writing on the stones would remain there. . . . and when corrected the sentence would disappear as usual.6
In view of this precise process—a process that involved individual characters and specific words—it would seem there is room for no human error. (Joseph Smith went on to boast that the Book of Mormon is the “most correct of any book on earth.”7) But the 4,000-plus changes that have been made in the Book of Mormon since 1830 are clearly impossible to reconcile with the Mormon account of how the Book of Mormon was translated.
• Did you know that following the translation of the Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith said: “We heard a voice from out of the bright light above us, saying, ‘These plates have been revealed by the power of God, and they have been translated by the power of God. The translation of them which you have seen is correct’ ”?8 (emphasis added).
• Did you know that over 4,000 changes have been made in the Book of Mormon since its original publication in 1830? Even articles in your own Ensign magazine concede that changes have been made.
• How do you reconcile these many changes with the testimony that the heavenly messenger speaking to Joseph Smith said the original translation was done by the power of God and was “correct”?
• How do you reconcile these many changes with the testimony that the translation process—utilizing a “seer stone”—involved individual characters and specific words?
We must conclude that Mormon leaders are not being honest. How can they claim that the Book of Mormon is the “most correct book on earth,”9 knowing full well that many thousands of changes have been made in it through the years?10
Steve Benson, the grandson of the late Mormon church president and propet Ezra Taft Benson,11 wrote the following indictment in a newspaper article: “Troubling to us was the pathological unwillingness of the Mormon Church to deal forthrightly with its doctrine and history. Our personal study revealed that church canon, history, and scripture had been surreptitiously altered, skewed, rewritten, contradicted, and deleted.”12
Lest some people think that only minor grammatical and punctuation changes have been made in the Book of Mormon, consider the following chart:
You will find it beneficial to obtain photocopies of these passages from the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon. Then you can prove to the Mormon that substantial changes have, in fact, been made. It is not difficult to obtain photocopies of these passages and other important documents that are useful for witnessing to Mormons.*
• Did you know that the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon had the following words at 1 Nephi 11:21: “And the angel said unto me, Behold the Lamb of God, yea, even the eternal Father”? (emphasis added).
• Yet later editions of the book read, “And the angel said unto me: Behold the Lamb of God, yea even the son of the eternal Father” (emphasis added).
• Did you know that the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon had the following words at Mosiah 21:28: “. . . King Benjamin had a gift from God, whereby he could interpret such engravings”? (emphasis added).
• Yet later editions of the book read, “. . . King Mosiah had a gift from God, whereby he could interpret such engravings” (emphasis added).
• How do you explain these major changes in the Book of Mormon?
Emphasize that these are not mere grammatical or punctuation changes, but are changes of substance that affect doctrine. Do not let the Mormon avoid or sidestep the damaging implications of this.13
Plagiarisms in the Book of Mormon
The Book of Mormon has not only seen thousands of changes over the years, the book is also undermined by the many plagiarisms it contains from the King James Version of the Bible. In fact, there are whole chapters that have been lifted from the book of Isaiah.
Now, here is a thorny problem for Mormons: The Book of Mormon has some 27,000 words that were taken directly from the King James Version of the Bible. There are whole verses lifted right out of the King James Version.* The problem, then, is this: If the Book of Mormon was first penned between 600 B.C. and A.D. 421, as claimed, how could it contain such extensive quotations from the A.D. 1611 King James Version, which was not written for another 1200 to 2000 years?14 This is not a subject most Mormons like to talk about.
You will want to show the Mormon some specific examples of plagiarisms in the Book of Mormon. Place a King James Version of the Bible and the Book of Mormon right next to each other and look up a few of the following passages. This may seem like a tedious process, but the point you make by going through it is one the Mormon will not soon forget.
After going through some of the above . . .
• The Book of Mormon was written sometime between 600 B.C. and A.D. 421, right?
• The King James Version was first published in A.D. 1611, right?
• If the Book of Mormon was written between 600 B.C. and A.D. 421, how could it contain such extensive quotations from the A.D. 1611 King James Version, which was not to come for another 1200 to 2000 years?
It is highly significant that in the many King James plagiarisms in the Book of Mormon, even the italicized words from the King James Version were plagiarized. This is relevant because, as noted in the preface of the King James Version, the italicized words were not in the original languages but were added by the King James translators to provide clarity. How could the Book of Mormon, which was written long before the King James Version, happen to include “inserted clarifying words” from the King James translators?
Archaeology and the Book of Mormon
Down through the years, Mormons have claimed that archaeological finds have proven the veracity and reliability of the Book of Mormon. But is there support for such claims?
We must keep in mind that according to the Mormon Scriptures, the Nephite and Lamanite nations had huge populations that lived in large, fortified cities. They allegedly waged large-scale wars with each other for hundreds of years, culminating in a conflict in which hundreds of thousands of people were killed in A.D. 385 near Hill Cumorah in present-day New York State (see Mormon 6:9–15).
If all this really happened, you would think we’d find archaeological evidence to support it. But no evidence has ever surfaced. While there is massive archaeological evidence to support the people and places mentioned in the Bible, such evidence is completely missing in regard to the Book of Mormon and other Mormon Scriptures.16
• If there were large-scale wars, culminating in a conflict in which hundreds of thousands of people were killed in A.D. 385 near Hill Cumorah in present-day New York State, wouldn’t we find some archaeological evidence—from non-Mormon archaeologists—that such a conflict occurred?
You must emphasize to the Mormon that Mesoamerica has been studied so thoroughly by non-Mormon archeologists that one of them certainly would have come forward by now with evidence in support of the Book of Mormon if what is in the Book of Mormon is really true. But that has not happened. The evidence is completely lacking from non-Mormon archaeologists.
Let us consider a case in point: Prestigious non-Mormon archaeological institutions deny any evidence of a “Reformed Egyptian” language. For many years the National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institute, in Washington, D.C. has sent this response to inquiries about the Book of Mormon:
Reports of findings of ancient Egyptian, Hebrew, and other Old World writings in the New World in pre-Columbian contexts have frequently appeared in newspapers, magazines, and sensational books. None have been shown to have occurred in any part of the Americas before 1492 except for a few Norse rune stones which have been found in Greenland17 (emphasis added).
So, one of the most prestigious of all archaeological institutions does not agree that any writings such as those Joseph Smith claimed was written on the plates have been found on American soil. There is virtually no evidence that a “Reformed Egyptian” language ever existed on the American continent.
The Institute also affirmed, “Smithsonian archaeologists see no direct connection between the archaeology of the New World and the subject matter of the book [of Mormon].”18 Similarly, the Bureau of American Ethnology asserts, “There is no evidence whatever of any migration from Israel to America, and likewise no evidence that pre-Colombian Indians had any knowledge of Christianity or the Bible.”19
• Do you find it curious that archaeologists at one of the most respected institutions in the world—the Smithsonian Institution—see no archeological support for the Book of Mormon, or for a migration from Israel to America?
During 1987, Ray Matheny, a professor of anthropology at Brigham Young University, wrote an article about his dig in El Mirador. His article was published in National Geographic magazine. After reading the article, Mormonism researcher Jerry Bodine (at Christian Research Institute) wrote a letter to Dr. Matheny in December 1987 and asked him if he had found any evidence in El Mirador supporting the Book of Mormon. Dr. Matheny replied:
At present we have no proof identification of any important site by name except the ancient city Teotihuacan in the Valley of Mexico. We know this particular identification only because the Aztecs of the 16th century told the Spaniards its name. There are other similar cases of the 16th century but these only identify a handful of minor sites.
I would not dare make a claim for anything about ancient cultures unless there was ample evidence to back it up. To do otherwise would be to deceive and be intellectually dishonest, misusing my position as an investigative scientist. While some people choose to make claims for the Book of Mormon through archaeological evidences, to me they are made prematurely, and without sufficient knowledge.
I do not support the books written on this subject . . . I believe that the authors are making cases out of too little evidence and do not adequately address the problems that archaeology and the Book of Mormon present. I would feel terribly embarrassed if anyone sent a copy of any book written on this subject to the National Museum of Natural History—Smithsonian Institute, or other authority, making claims that can not as yet be substantiated.
This may sound very negative to you, but my intent is to let you know that there are very severe problems in this field in trying to make correlations with the scriptures. Simply put, there is not enough of a science base to make a case. Speculation, such as practiced so far by Mormon authors, has not given church members credibility. Much more research, both in the field and in laboratories, must be carried out before such correlations can ever be attempted.20
• Did you know that even a Mormon scholar at Brigham Young University—Dr. Ray Matheny—said there is a great lack of archaeological evidence for historical accounts in the Book of Mormon?
In a letter dated February 4, 1982, the National Geographic Society denied that archaeologists placed any weight on the Book of Mormon: “Neither the Society nor any other institution of equal prestige has ever used the Book of Mormon in locating archaeological sites. Although many Mormon sources claim that the Book of Mormon has been substantiated by archaeological findings, this claim has not been verified scientifically.”21
In another letter, Dr. Chris Moser—of the Mesoamerican Archaeology Study Unit—answered a reply to questions about the Book of Mormon. One of the points he made was that “while I have several Mormon friends, some of them are archaeologists, and as I admire their moral code and way of life, I am afraid that the Book of Mormon has no basis in fact”22 (emphasis added).
In an article published in Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, Dee Green, Assistant Professor of Anthropology at Weber State College, said,
The first myth we need to eliminate is that Book of Mormon archaeology exists. . . . If one is to study Book of Mormon archaeology, then one must have a corpus of data with which to deal. We do not. . . . No Book of Mormon location is known with reference to modern topography. Biblical archaeology can be studied because we do know where Jerusalem and Jericho were and are, but we do not know where Zarahemla and Bountiful (nor any other location for that matter) were or are.23
In view of the above, if some Mormon missionaries show up on your doorstep and claim that the Book of Mormon has archaeological support, put the burden of proof on them. Ask for hard documentation from non-Mormon sources that you can examine. If they have no such documentation, the case is closed. Unsubstantiated claims cannot be accepted!
• You say the Book of Mormon has archaeological support. Prove it. I would like to see hard evidence from non-Mormon archaeologists. (You must insist on non-Mormon archaeological evidence.)
• While we’re at it, can we also look at the hard evidence in support of the Bible? (See chapters 8 and 9 of this book for a summary of evidence.)
Over the years, many Mormon scholars have tried hard to find Book of Mormon lands somewhere in Central America. These scholars, however, disagree amongst themselves about where in Central America the Book of Mormon lands may be (some say the Costa Rica area, others say the Yucatan peninsula, and still others say the Tehuantepec area). While the Tehuantepec theory is currently favored by most Mormon scholars, even these scholars disagree about how the Book of Mormon fits the Tehuantepec area. There is so much conjecture among Mormon scholars! But the hard facts remain:
No one had ever heard of Zarahemla, Nephi, Manti, Cumorah, or Mormon until 1830, and still none of the Book of Mormon place names can be positively identified. None of the persons described in the Book of Mormon is known from other sources to have actually existed, except certain figures in the Bible (Isaiah, Malachi, Christ). In every way the evidence for the basic authenticity of the Bible is direct, tangible, and undisputed even by knowledgeable unbelievers. By contrast, the alleged “evidence” for the Book of Mormon is all indirect, hypothetical, and convincing only to Mormons.24
Current Mormon Doctrine and the Book of Mormon
The Book of Mormon, the keystone of the Mormon religion, contains very little in terms of the “Mormonism” as taught by the Mormon church today. Among other things, the Book of Mormon says nothing about . . .
• Mormon church organization
• the Aaronic priesthood
• the “plurality of Gods” doctrine
• the “God is an exalted man” doctrine
• the doctrine that men may become gods
• the doctrine of three degrees of glory, or three kingdoms
• the “plurality of wives” doctrine
• the “celestial marriage” doctrine with all the elaborate temple ceremonies and oaths
• baptism for the dead
• the “word of wisdom” doctrine
• the doctrine of preexistence
• the doctrine of eternal progression
Some of these Mormon doctrines may be unfamiliar to you. Don’t be concerned; we will address them later in the book. Suffice it to say at this point that these doctrines—all of them central to Mormon theology—are nowhere to be found within the pages of the Book of Mormon.
• How can the Mormon church claim that the Book of Mormon is the “fullness of the everlasting gospel” when so much important Mormon doctrine is missing from it?*
It is also interesting that some of the teachings found in the Book of Mormon are not followed in present-day Mormonism. These are documented in the following chart:
Of course, Mormons do not like to talk about this. But the reality is that the Book of Mormon has many ideas in it that directly contradict present-day Mormon beliefs. We recommend that you go through the chart above and ask these questions:
• Why do so many present-day Mormon beliefs contradict the Book of Mormon?
• Are we to conclude that the Book of Mormon is wrong? Or is present-day Mormon leadership in error? Which is it?
By bringing up the issues we’ve discussed in chapters 5 and 6 on the Book of Mormon, you may succeed in undermining the Mormon’s faith in it. But don’t stop there. You will also want to show the Mormon why he or she should trust the Bible. The next four chapters will help you accomplish this.
*Jerald and Sandra Tanner write, “From chronology found in the Book of Mormon (see Mosiah 6:3–7 and 7:1), it would appear that king Benjamin should have been dead at this time. The name, therefore, was changed to Mosiah.” (See Jerald and Sandra Tanner, Major Problems of Mormonism (Salt Lake City, UT: Utah Lighthouse Ministry, 1989), p. 160.
*For photocopies of these verses in the original 1830 version of the Book of Mormon, contact Utah Lighthouse Ministry, Box 1884, Salt Lake City, UT, 84110.
*An excellent resource you may want to consult is The Use of the Bible in the Book of Mormon by H. Michael Marquardt. Contact Utah Lighthouse Ministry, Box 1884, Salt Lake City, UT, 84110.
*Possible Mormon comeback: Some Mormons may attempt to argue that the Book of Mormon only seeks to lead people to belief in Christ. The writers of the Book of Mormon—including Nephi, Jacob, Mormon, and Moroni—allegedly did not intend to communicate all the teachings and ordinances of the gospel (see A Sure Foundation: Answers to Difficult Gospel Questions [Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret, 1988], p. 13). But if this is the case, why is the Book of Mormon said to contain the “fullness” of the everlasting gospel? The fact remains, many key elements in the Mormon system of salvation are missing from the Book of Mormon.
What Mormons Say About the Bible
The Mormons’ eighth “Article of Faith” affirms, “We believe the Bible to be the word of God, as far as it is translated correctly.”1 Ask a Mormon what is meant by this, however, and he or she will typically launch into the Mormon belief that because of poor transmission,* large portions of the Bible have been lost down through the centuries. They also feel that the portions of the Bible that have survived have become corrupted because of faulty transmission.2
Hence, while Mormons acknowledge that the original manuscripts penned by the biblical authors were the Word of God, what passes as “the Bible” today is corrupt. It can only be trusted insofar as “it is translated correctly.”
Mormons find support for their view in the Book of Mormon. According to 1 Nephi 13:38, the Bible is incomplete: “Wherefore thou seest that after the book hath gone forth through the hands of the great and abominable church, that there are many plain and precious things taken away from the book, which is the book of the Lamb of God” (emphasis added). Since Mormons believe the Book of Mormon is the Word of God, personally translated by the prophet Joseph Smith, the implication is given that the Book of Mormon is more reliable than the Bible.
When were these “plain and precious things” taken out of the Bible? Brigham Young University professor Robert J. Matthews tells us the corruption took place before the end of the first century.
Soon after the New Testament was written there were persons among the Gentiles who systematically, with wicked motives and evil intent, removed portions of the sacred word, and took from the Bible much very important doctrinal information. . . . In order to do this effectively two things were necessary: (1) It had to be done early, before there were multiple copies of the various books; and (2) It had to be an inside job by someone near the source, who had access to the original or earliest copies. . . . In other words, the process began early, by the end of the first century, and continued in the second and third centuries A.D.3
How Was the Bible Corrupted?
What kinds of corruptions has the Bible suffered? Mormon apostle Mark E. Petersen tells us: “Many insertions were made, some of them ‘slanted’ for selfish purposes, while at times deliberate falsifications and fabrications were perpetrated.”4 Petersen claims that “the Bible as we know it is a different volume from what it was—and would have been—had it not been changed so much by those with selfish interests.”5 Mormon apostle Orson Pratt once went so far as to ask, “Who, in his right mind, could, for one moment, suppose the Bible in its present form to be a perfect guide? Who knows that even one verse of the Bible has escaped pollution?”6
Pratt also said:
The Hebrew and Greek manuscripts of the Bible from which translations have been made, are evidently very much corrupted. . . . The learned are under the necessity of translating from such mutilated, imperfect, and, in very many instances, contradictory copies as still exist. This uncertainty, combined with the imperfections of uninspired translators, renders the Bibles of all languages, at the present day, emphatically the words of men, instead of the pure word of God.7
This is one of the main reasons why modern revelation—and the Book of Mormon in particular—is so necessary. Robert J. Matthews stated, “Many important concepts once in the Bible but now missing from it have been restored through the Book of Mormon and other Latter-day revelations.”8
Can’t Rely on a Single Verse?
The above statements by Mormon leaders contain a fatal flaw, and you can use this to your advantage when witnessing to a Mormon. As Jerald and Sandra Tanner cogently point out,
Pratt’s statement that the Bible may have been changed so much that we can’t even rely upon one verse sounds very strange in light of the fact that the Book of Mormon quotes hundreds of verses from the Bible. In almost all cases these verses carry the same meaning as they do in the Bible. . . . The Bible cannot be discredited without casting doubt on the Book of Mormon also. If the Bible is all wrong, then the Book of Mormon is also.9
• Do you read the Bible? Why?
• Mormon apostle Orson Pratt said, “Who, in his right mind, could, for one moment, suppose the Bible in its present form to be a perfect guide? Who knows that even one verse of the Bible has escaped pollution?”10 Do you agree with Pratt that the Bible has been changed so much that we may not be able to rely upon a single verse?
(If he or she says yes, ask:)
• How can the Mormon church in good conscience publish its own version of the Bible—the King James Version—for use by church members?
(If he or she disagrees with Orson Pratt, say:)
• So you as a Mormon have the freedom and prerogative to disagree with your own general authorities?
(The Mormon will probably hedge here. If he or she says they can disagree with the teachings of a Mormon general authority, say:)
• Based on Doctrine and Covenants, Bruce McConkie concluded that “men are saved by giving heed to the words of the prophets and apostles sent among them and are damned for failure to heed the inspired testimony.”11 Do you agree with that statement?
(The above questions will cause conflict in the mind of the Mormon. These questions will likely unsettle him or her. At this point, you might bring up the Book of Mormon in the following way:)
• Since the Book of Mormon quotes virtually hundreds of verses directly from the King James Version of the Bible, what does Orson Pratt’s statement about not being able to rely upon a single verse of the Bible say about the Book of Mormon? Do you see any conflict here?
• Is it possible to say what Pratt said about the Bible without saying something negative about the Book of Mormon? Please explain.
Wesley P. Walters, who had many years of experience in witnessing to Mormons, tells us about a great strategy he picked up from missionary Ira Ransom:
Pastor Ira Ransom, a longtime missionary to the Mormons . . . hit on the idea of beginning any discussion by asking the Mormon, “How reliable is the Bible?” He had them tell him where they thought the Bible text was unreliable, and he promised to avoid those passages. Usually the Mormon was unable to cite a single reference, but if he or she could think of one or two, he simply noted them down and agreed to avoid them. This enabled him to get directly to the Bible without a lengthy argument.12
• How reliable is the Bible?
(After he or she mentions any specific verses that “aren’t reliable,” say:)
• Can we just avoid those verses then, and continue our discussion from the rest of the Bible?
By using this approach, you can effectively eliminate a key Mormon argument from his or her apologetic arsenal. We recommend that you do this as close to the beginning of your witnessing encounter as possible.
Lost Books of the Bible?
Some Mormons try to make much of the fact that the Bible mentions specific books that are not contained in the Bible as Scripture. Luke 1:1, for example, says that “many have taken in hand to set forth in order a declaration of those things which are most surely believed among us” (emphasis added). There is also a reference to the book of Jasher (Joshua 10:13; 2 Samuel 1:18) and the “book of the wars of the LORD” (Numbers 21:14). Mormons thus conclude that these are lost books of the Bible, when, in fact, there is no evidence that these books were ever intended to become a part of the canon of Scripture.
Simply because a book is cited in the Bible does not mean that the book belongs in the Bible. If the Mormon brings up this argument, you might point out that if these books belonged in the Bible, then God could have restored them when Joseph Smith—under “divine inspiration”—corrected the King James Version of the Bible.13 But Smith did not “restore” these lost books.
• If these books cited in Scripture represent lost books of the Bible, as the Mormon church claims, then why weren’t they restored to the Bible when Joseph Smith—under “divine inspiration”—corrected the King James Version of the Bible?
• If Joseph Smith did not restore these books to the Bible, does that mean Mormon authors are wrong in saying that they are lost books of the Bible?
• Where are the lost books of the Bible found in the Book of Mormon, the “most correct of any book on earth”?
Joseph Smith’s “Inspired Version” of the Bible
Mormon founder Joseph Smith is credited with the “translation” of the Inspired Version of the Bible. Actually, Smith did not come up with a new translation at all. Rather, he took the King James Version of the Bible and added to and subtracted from it—not by examining Bible manuscripts, but allegedly by “divine inspiration.”
Bruce McConkie says that “at the command of the Lord and while acting under the spirit of revelation, the Prophet [Joseph Smith] corrected, revised, altered, added to, and deleted from the King James Version of the Bible to form what is now commonly referred to as the Inspired Version of the Bible.”14 Virtually thousands of changes were introduced into the King James Version by Joseph Smith.15
We must emphasize that Smith didn’t do any manuscript study whatsoever. Rather he simply rewrote certain Bible passages in the light of supposed new revelations from God.16 This means that we cannot verify Smith’s “translation” by any objective means.
It is also worth noting that while it took a large group of the world’s greatest Bible scholars (who knew Hebrew and Greek) years to finish their work on the King James Version, it took Joseph Smith a mere three years to complete his work—despite the fact that he had virtually no knowledge of the biblical languages. You might ask the Mormon about this.
• Does it strike you as odd that while it took a large group of the world’s greatest Bible scholars years to finish their work on the King James Version, it took Joseph Smith a mere three years to complete his work—despite the fact that he had no knowledge of the biblical languages?
A significant passage that was added by Joseph Smith in Genesis 50 predicts Smith’s own coming: “And that seer will I bless . . . and his name shall be called Joseph, and it shall be after the name of his father . . . for the thing which the Lord shall bring forth by his hand shall bring my people unto salvation.”17
• Does it strike you as being even slightly suspect that Joseph Smith inserted a passage into the King James Version of the Bible that predicted his own coming?
The Mormon Dilemma
David A. Reed and John R. Farkas, authors of several Christian books on Mormonism, note that the Joseph Smith translation has apparently put the Mormon church in somewhat of a dilemma:
Some of Smith’s revisions to the King James text fail to agree with the same passages as quoted in the Book of Mormon. Other portions contradict current Mormon doctrine. Therefore, fully endorsing it could prove embarrassing, but flatly rejecting it as erroneous would discredit Smith as a prophet. Instead, LDS leaders have sidestepped the issue by alleging that the work Smith began in 1831 was left unfinished at his untimely death in 1844; numerous errors remain in the uncorrected portions of the King James text, and therefore publication would be inappropriate. However, in a letter Smith wrote dated July 2, 1833 at Kirtland, Ohio, he states that he “this day finished the translating of the Scriptures” (History of the Church, vol. 1, p. 368).18
• Since in your own History of the Church it says that Joseph Smith claimed in July 1833 to have completed “the translating of the Scriptures,” why hasn’t the Mormon church ever published the Inspired Version?
While the Mormon church has never officially canonized the Inspired Version, it has bestowed a “high status” on it by including excerpts from it in the notes of their version of the King James Bible.19 This was a “compromise” solution no doubt designed to avoid or at least minimize embarrassment to the church.20
The Authority of Scripture
When speaking to a Mormon about the changes Joseph Smith made to the King James Version, you might point out that Smith claimed an authority that was not even claimed by Jesus Christ Himself—namely, the authority to alter the text of Scripture.21
Remind the Mormon of what Jesus said in Matthew 5:18: “Verily I say unto you, Till heaven and earth pass, one jot [the smallest letter] or one tittle [the least stroke of a pen] shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled” (inserts added). Jesus considered the Word of God as absolutely authoritative. He dared not change it. How, then, could Joseph Smith claim to have an authority to do something that even Christ could not do?
You will want to point out that when Jesus was tempted by the devil during His 40 days in the wilderness, the devil misquoted Scripture in an attempt to thwart Christ. Christ responded, however, by affirming the absolute authority of Scripture by saying, “It is written . . .” (Matthew 4:4,7,10).
• How could Joseph Smith claim the authority to do something that Christ could not—namely, the authority to change the text of Scripture?
• Why was it necessary for Joseph Smith to make changes in the Bible when Jesus said, “Verily I say unto you, Till heaven and earth pass, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be fulfilled” (Matthew 5:18)?
You will want to emphasize that some of the changes Joseph Smith made to the Bible were in the book of Revelation. Revelation 19:15 in the King James Version says, “And out of his mouth goeth a sharp sword, that with it he should smite the nations: and he shall rule them with a rod of iron. . . .” But Joseph Smith changed this to say, “And out of his mouth proceedeth the word of God, and with it he will smite the nations; and he will rule them with the word of his mouth . . . .”
Revelation 5:6 in the King James Version says, “And I beheld, and, lo, in the midst of the throne and of the four beasts, and in the midst of the elders, stood a Lamb as it had been slain, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God sent forth into all the earth.” But Joseph Smith changed this to read, “. . . having twelve horns and twelve eyes, which are the twelve servants of God, sent forth into all the earth.” These are substantive changes that significantly alter the meaning of the text.
Joseph Smith’s work, then, brings him under the judgment described in Revelation 22:18–19: “I testify unto every man that heareth the words of the prophecy of this book, If any man shall add unto these things, God shall add unto him the plagues that are written in this book: And if any man shall take away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God shall take away his part out of the book of life, and out of the holy city, and from the things which are written in this book.”
• What do you think Revelation 22:18 –19 tells us in regard to Joseph Smith adding to and subtracting from the book of Revelation?
You will also want to emphasize to the Mormon how Scripture attests to its enduring nature. For example, Isaiah 40:8 tells us, “The grass withereth, the flower fadeth: but the word of our God shall stand for ever.” Matthew 24:35 quotes the words of Jesus: “Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words shall not pass away.”
• How do you reconcile Jesus’ statement in Matthew 24:35—“Heaven and earth shall pass away, but my words shall not pass away”—with Joseph Smith’s work on the Inspired Version?
* The word transmission, as used here, refers to the process by which the biblical manuscripts have been copied and recopied down through the ages.
The Inspiration, Inerrancy, and Authority of the Bible
When you engage in discussions with Mormons, it is critical that you be prepared to affirm the inspiration, inerrancy, and authority of the Bible. This is important because, as we have seen earlier, the Mormons place faith in their own latter-day “Scriptures”—the Book of Mormon, for example—and trust the Bible only insofar as it is “translated correctly.”
In this chapter you will find a brief defense of the Bible’s inspiration, inerrancy, and authority. We recommend that you memorize some of the Bible references in this chapter so that when God brings a Mormon to your doorstep, you will be prepared to defend the Bible as His Word to humankind.
What Is Inspiration?
We can define biblical inspiration as God’s superintending of the human authors so that, using their own individual personalities (and even their writing styles), they composed and recorded without error His revelation to man in the words of the original autographs. Inspiration means that “the Holy Spirit of God superintended the human writers in the production of Scripture so that what they wrote was precisely what God wanted written.”1
Another way to define inspiration is suggested by Norman Geisler and William Nix: “Inspiration is that mysterious process by which the divine causality worked through the human prophets without destroying their individual personalities and styles, to produce divinely authoritative writings.”2
When you break the doctrine of inspiration down to its essential elements, there are seven key factors:
1. Divine origin and causality;
2. Human agency;
3. Written verbally (in words);
4. Plenary (all of Scripture is inspired, not just parts of it);
5. Only the “autographs” (the original documents penned by the biblical authors) are inspired;
6. Because Scripture is inspired, it is inerrant; and
7. Because Scripture is inspired and inerrant, it alone has final authority.
The word inspiration literally means “God-breathed” in the Greek text. And because Scripture is breathed out by God, it is true and inerrant. Consider the following syllogism*:
As illustrated above, the inerrancy of Scripture can be inferred by premises that are themselves taught by Scripture. We read in Scripture that truth is an attribute of God (Jeremiah 10:10; John 1:14; 14:6; 17:3), and that God speaks truthfully—that is, He does not lie (Numbers 23:19; 1 Samuel 15:29; Romans 3:3–4; Titus 1:2). We also are told that Scripture is “breathed out” by God (2 Timothy 3:16). The Word of God, then, is true (John 17:14,17; cf. Psalm 119:142,151,160; Revelation 21:5; 22:6).
The Holy Spirit Is the Agent of Inspiration
Second Peter 1:21 tells us that “prophecy came not in old time by the will of man: but holy men of God spake as they were moved by the Holy Ghost.” The word “moved” in this verse means to be “borne along” or “carried along.”
Even though human beings were used in the process of writing down God’s Word, they were all literally “borne along” by the Holy Spirit. Commenting on this verse, theologian Charles Ryrie says “the human wills of the authors were not the originators or the carriers of God’s message. . . . God did not permit the will of sinful man to divert, misdirect, or erroneously record His message.”4 Geisler and Nix explain that “God moved and the prophet mouthed these truths; God revealed and man recorded His word.”5
Interestingly, the Greek word for “moved” in 2 Peter 1:21 is the same word found in Acts 27:15–17. There, we read that a group of experienced sailors could not navigate their ship because the wind was so strong. The ship was being driven, directed, and carried about by the wind. This is similar to the Spirit’s driving, directing, and carrying the human authors of the Bible as He wished. The word “moved,” then, is a strong one, indicating the Spirit’s complete superintendence of the human authors. Yet, just as the sailors were active on the ship (though the wind, not the sailors, controlled the ship’s movement), so also were the human authors active in writing as the Spirit directed.
Hence, as theologian Robert Lightner concludes, “the Holy Spirit of God was the divine author of Scripture. Though he used erring humans as penmen, he supernaturally (miraculously) superintended them as they wrote, keeping them from all error and omission.”6
Edward J. Young, in his book Thy Word is Truth, explains inerrancy this way: “The Scriptures possess the quality of freedom from error. They are exempt from the liability to mistake, incapable of error. In all their teachings they are in perfect accord with the truth.”7 And this “quality of freedom from error” is a direct result of the Holy Spirit’s superintendence of the human authors of Scripture.
In Explaining Inerrancy: A Commentary, produced by the International Council of Biblical Inerrancy, we read that inspiration
involves a divine superintendence which preserved the writers in their word choices from using words that would falsify or distort the message of Scripture. . . . Evangelical Christians have wanted to avoid the notion that biblical writers were passive instruments like pens in the hands of God, yet at the same time they affirm that the net result of the process of inspiration would be the same. Calvin, for example, says that we should treat the Bible as if we have heard God audibly speaking its message. That is, it carries the same weight of authority as if God himself were heard to be giving utterance to the words of Scripture. . . . That does not mean that Calvin believed or taught that God did in fact utter the words audibly. . . . But we are saying that inspiration, however God brought it about, results in the net effect that every word of Scripture carries with it the weight of God’s authority.8
Inspiration in the Old Testament
The Old Testament recognized that it was the Holy Spirit who spoke through its writers (2 Samuel 23:2–3). Indeed, many Old Testament passages quoted in the New Testament are said to have the Holy Spirit as their author, even though a human prophet actually spoke the words in the Old Testament (see Mark 12:36; Acts 1:16; 28:25; Hebrews 3:7; 10:15–16).
Acts 1:16 is an excellent example. There we read, “Men and brethren, this scripture must needs have been fulfilled, which the Holy Ghost by the mouth of David spake before concerning Judas, which was guide to them that took Jesus” (emphasis added). Likewise, we read in Acts 4:2–25: “When they heard that, they lifted up their voice to God with one accord, and said, Lord, thou art God, which hast made heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all that in them is: Who by the mouth of thy servant David hast said, Why did the heathen rage, and the people imagine vain things?” (emphasis added). And again, we read in Acts 28:25: “When they agreed not among themselves, they departed, after that Paul had spoken one word, Well spake the Holy Ghost by Isaiah the prophet unto our fathers” (emphasis added).
God’s Words in the Mouths of the Prophets
In 2 Samuel 23:2 we read the following words from the mouth of David: “The Spirit of the LORD spake by me, and his word was in my tongue.” Here is a clear reference to a human being used as a mouthpiece for the spirit of God. Similarly, we read in Isaiah 59:21, “As for me, this is my covenant with them, saith the LORD; My spirit that is upon thee, and my words which I have put in thy mouth . . .” (emphasis added). Though God used people in the process of communicating His words, it is clear that the Holy Spirit was in charge of the process so that no human error or opinion entered into the picture.
Turning to Jeremiah 1:9 we read, “The LORD put forth his hand, and touched my mouth. And the LORD said unto me, Behold, I have put my words in thy mouth.” Again, we see that God is in control of the process of communicating His word to man.
Speaking of the Old Testament prophets in general, Zechariah 7:12 tells us, “Yea, they made their hearts as an adamant stone, lest they should hear the law, and the words which the LORD of hosts hath sent in his spirit by the former prophets: therefore came a great wrath from the LORD of hosts” (emphasis added).
Inspiration in the New Testament
Jesus promised His followers that the Holy Spirit would work through them to provide an accurate recounting of the events of His life (John 14:26). And because of this, you and I can trust the Bible as the Word of God. The Holy Spirit superintended the process from beginning to end. Let’s look at more details of this doctrine in the New Testament.
The New Testament Books Are “Scripture”
2 Timothy 3:16. Here we read that “all scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness.”
When Paul said that “all scripture” is inspired, did he have in mind just the Old Testament (which is a common New Testament usage of the word “scripture”), or did he have a larger grouping in mind—a grouping that included some New Testament books?* This is an important question, and we think the latter option is the case for at least two reasons:
1. The apostle Paul had already described a specific New Testament book as “scripture” in his first letter to Timothy (see 1 Timothy 5:18, where the Gospel of Luke is called Scripture). It therefore makes sense that when Paul used the term “scripture” in his second letter to Timothy, he was thinking not just of Old Testament books but also of New Testament books that had been written up to that time.
2. The apostle Peter uses the same Greek word for “scripture” to describe the writings of the apostle Paul (2 Peter 3:16).
These observations help us to realize that by the time 2 Timothy 3:16 was written, all of the New Testament books had already been written except for 2 Peter, Hebrews, Jude, and the apostle John’s writings. In view of this, Paul was surely including these books in the phrase “all Scripture is given by inspiration” in 2 Timothy 3:16 (emphasis added). And since the remaining books were later acknowledged as belonging to the canon of Scripture, we may safely say that 2 Timothy 3:16 speaks about all 66 books of the Bible.
Now, the word “inspiration” in 2 Timothy 3:16 comes from a Greek word meaning “God-breathed.” The Greek form is passive. This means the Bible is the result of the “breath of God.” If the word form were active, then the verse would be saying that all the Bible breathes or exudes God. But here we are told that God breathed out something—namely, the Scripture. The Bible, then, originated from God.
1 Timothy 5:18. Here, the apostle Paul joins an Old Testament verse and a New Testament verse and calls them both (collectively) Scripture (Deuteronomy 25:4 and Luke 10:7). It is not unusual that—in the context of first-century Judaism—an Old Testament passage was called Scripture in the New Testament. But it is highly significant that a New Testament verse was called Scripture so soon after it was written.9
Only three to six years had elapsed between the time Luke was written and 1 Timothy was written (Luke is dated around A.D. 60; 1 Timothy is dated around A.D. 63). Yet, despite this, Paul does not hesitate to place Luke on the same level as the Old Testament (the book of Deuteronomy).
We must also note that Jesus Christ consistently emphasized His very high view of Scripture. You’ll find it worthwhile to look up the passages in the following chart and even commit some of them to memory.
New Testament Claims About Scripture’s Origin
1 Corinthians 2:13. The apostle Paul said he spoke “not in the words which man’s wisdom teacheth, but which the Holy Ghost teacheth; comparing spiritual things with spiritual.”
In this passage Paul (who wrote a large portion of the New Testament) affirms that his words were authoritative because they were rooted not in fallible man but infallible God (the Holy Spirit). The words were taught by the Holy Spirit. The Spirit here is the Spirit of truth, who was promised to the apostles to teach and guide them into all the truth (see John 16:13).
1 Corinthians 14:37. In this verse Paul says, “If any man think himself to be a prophet, or spiritual, let him acknowledge that the things that I write unto you are the commandments of the Lord.” Paul’s writings have divine authority because they are “commandments of the Lord,” not the words of fallen man.
1 Thessalonians 2:13. Paul says, “For this cause also thank we God without ceasing, because, when ye received the word of God which ye heard of us, ye received it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, which effectually worketh also in you that believe.”
Again, the reason that Paul’s words were authoritative is that they were rooted in God, not in man. God used Paul as His instrument to communicate His word to man. Regarding this, note the following summary formulated by the Synod of the Christian Reformed Church in 1961:
It is significant that Paul, while holding to the view of a canon of God-breathed writings which constitute “the oracles of God,” claims for his own teaching, either oral or written, equal status. The word that he preached was not “the word of men” but “the word of God” (1 Thess. 2:13). That which he wrote was “the commandment of the Lord” (1 Cor. 14:37). He that does not obey the writing of the apostle is to be disciplined (2 Thess. 3:14). If any man preach or teach any other gospel than that which Paul proclaimed, he is to be accursed (Gal. 1:8-9). When Paul speaks as an apostle of Jesus Christ to the churches it is “Christ that speaketh” in him (2 Cor. 13:3). Paul did not learn his gospel at the feet of men but rather received it “through revelations of Jesus Christ,” Gal. 1:12, some of which were “exceeding great” (2 Cor. 12:7).11
Fulfilled Prophecy: A Proof of Divine Inspiration
From the book of Genesis to the book of Malachi, the Old Testament abounds with anticipations of the coming Messiah. Numerous predictions—fulfilled to the “crossing of the t” and the “dotting of the i” in the New Testament—relate to His birth, life, ministry, death, resurrection, and glory. These fulfilled prophecies constitute a powerful apologetic for the inspiration of Scripture.*
The New Testament writers often pointed to how Christ was the specific fulfillment of a messianic prophecy in the Old Testament. Below is a sampling of these prophecies.
MESSIANIC PROPHECIES FULFILLED BY JESUS CHRIST
It is only logical to conclude that if these prophecies were written many hundreds of years before they were fulfilled—and if they could never have been foreseen and depended upon factors outside human control for their fulfillment—and if all of these prophecies were, in fact, fulfilled correctly—then clearly the Scriptures are divine in origin and not manmade.
Archaeological Support for the Bible
Unlike the Book of Mormon, the Bible’s accuracy and reliability has been proved and verified over and over again by archaeological finds produced by both believing and nonbelieving scholars and scientists. This includes verification for numerous customs, places, names, and events mentioned in the Bible.12 Nelson Glueck, a specialist in ancient literature, said, “It can be stated categorically that no archaeological discovery has ever controverted a biblical reference.”13
As noted in an earlier chapter, the Book of Mormon makes reference to numerous places, cities, and sites, and not a single one has ever—we repeat, ever—been located. This is completely unlike the situation with the Bible. Indeed, Bible scholar Donald J. Wiseman said, “The geography of Bible lands and visible remains of antiquity were gradually recorded until today more than 25,000 sites within this region and dating to Old Testament times, in their broadest sense, have been located. . . .”14 Twenty-five thousand sites is a lot! Well-known Bible scholar William F. Albright said, “Discovery after discovery has established the accuracy of innumerable details, and has brought increased recognition of the value of the Bible as a source of history.”15 Archaeological studies have been a true friend to the Christian Bible, but are a total nightmare to the Book of Mormon (see chapter 6).
Early Literary Evidence in Support of the Bible
Support for the authenticity and reliability of the New Testament Gospels is found in many, many quotations from both Christian and secular sources that date close to the time of Christ.
Christian Sources
Christian leaders who lived between A.D. 95 and 170 consistently pointed to the reliability of the New Testament Gospels. For example:
1. Clement was a leading elder in the church at Rome. In his epistle to the Corinthians (c. A.D. 95), he cites portions of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and introduces them as the actual words of Jesus. He speaks of these citations as a unit, using the singular Gospel to refer to their combined testimony.16
2. Papias, the bishop of Hierapolis in Phrygia and author of Exposition of Oracles of the Lord (c. A.D. 130), cites the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, presumably as canonical. He specifically refers to John’s Gospel as containing the words of Jesus.17
3. Justin Martyr, the foremost apologist of the second century (A.D. 140), considered all four Gospels to be Scripture.18
4. The Didache, an ancient manual of Christianity that dates between the end of the first century and the beginning of the second century, cites portions of the three synoptic Gospels and refers to them as the words of Jesus. This manual quotes extensively from Matthew’s Gospel.19
5. Polycarp, a disciple of the apostle John, quotes portions of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, and refers to them as the words of Jesus (c. A.D. 150).20
6. Irenaeus, a disciple of Polycarp (c. A.D. 170), quoted from 23 of the 27 New Testament books, omitting only Philemon, James, 2 Peter, and 3 John.21
Clearly, not only were Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John accepted as Scripture as they were written (see 1 Timothy 5:18; 2 Peter 3:16), there are also many early sources dating between A.D. 95 and 150 that refer to these Gospels as containing the actual words of Christ. History, then, is on the side of the New Testament Gospels.
Non-Christian Sources
Besides Christian witnesses in the early centuries of Christianity, there were also non-Christian sources who were alive near the time of Christ and who corroborate Christ as a historical figure. For example, Jewish historian Flavius Josephus (born A.D. 37) made reference to “Jesus, the so-called Christ.” Roman historian Cornelius Tacitus (born A.D. 52) wrote of “Christus,” who was “put to death by Pontius Pilate.” Pliny the Younger (A.D. 112) spoke of the “troublesome sect of Christians.” Suetonius (A.D. 120) spoke of disturbances over “Chrestus” (Christ).22 All in all, the “external evidence” for the reliability of the Bible is overwhelming.
The Divine Authority of the Bible
The authority of the Bible is a natural outgrowth of the Bible as inspired revelation from God. As Robert Lightner says,
When the questions of revelation and inspiration with regard to the Bible have been answered, the issue of authority will have been settled. In other words, how one views revelation and inspiration will determine how he views the Bible’s authority. . . . Since the written revelation from God has been recorded under the Spirit’s superintendence and is “the very breath of God,” it is therefore authoritative—just as authoritative as the One who gave it.23
According to the International Council on Biblical Inerrancy, “the authority of Scripture cannot be separated from the authority of God. Whatever the Bible affirms, God affirms. And what the Bible affirms (or denies), it affirms (or denies) with the very authority of God.”24 Theologian Rene Pache agrees, noting that “if God entirely inspired Scripture (as we have seen that He did), then Scripture is vested with His authority.”25
The Mormon must come to see that the Bible is, in fact, the Word of God and therefore carries the authority of God over his or her feelings, any other purported scripture, and indeed, his or her very life. For the Mormon (or anyone else) to disdain the Bible is equivalent to disdaining God Himself.
* A syllogism is a form of deductive reasoning consisting of a major premise, a minor premise, and a conclusion.
* For explanations as to why the Book of Mormon is not true revelation and is not Scripture, see chapters 4–6 of this book.
* Of course, Mormons will try to argue that the Book of Mormon is a fulfillment of Bible prophecy. See chapter 5 of this book for information on how to respond to this claim.
Manuscript Support for the Bible’s Reliability
One of the most significant contrasts between the Book of Mormon and the Bible is that the Book of Mormon lacks any manuscript evidence whatsoever, and the Bible is supported by virtually thousands upon thousands of reliable manuscripts. It is therefore the height of folly for Mormons to suggest that the Book of Mormon is more reliable than the Bible.
It is beyond the scope of this chapter to present a full treatise on the manuscript support for the Bible’s reliability. Other good sources are available for this.1 However, what follows in this chapter will help you show the Mormon that the Bible has solid objective evidence on its side, whereas the Book of Mormon does not.
Manuscript Evidence for the New Testament
Unlike the Book of Mormon’s complete lack of manuscript evidence, there are more than 24,000 partial and complete manuscript copies of the New Testament. These manuscript copies are very ancient and they are available for inspection now. There are also some 86,000 quotations of the New Testement from the early church fathers* and several thousand lectionaries (church-service books containing Scripture quotations used in the early centuries of Christianity).2 The bottom line is this: The New Testament has an overwhelming amount of evidence supporting its reliability.
• There are 24,000 partial and complete manuscript copies of the New Testament. Is there even a single extant plate supporting the Book of Mormon?
• What do you think this says about the Bible as opposed to the Book of Mormon?
The Variants in the Manuscripts Are Minimal
In the many thousands of manuscript copies we possess of the New Testament, scholars have discovered that there are some 150,000 “variants.”3 This may seem like a staggering figure to the uninformed mind. Mormons like to cite such numbers to make it appear that the Bible is untrustworthy.4 But to those who study the issue, the numbers are not as serious as they may initially appear. Indeed, a look at the hard evidence shows that the New Testament manuscripts are amazingly accurate and trustworthy.
When we assess these 150,000 variants, we discover that 99 percent hold virtually no significance whatsoever.5 Many of them simply involve a missing letter in a word; some involve reversing the order of two words (such as “Christ Jesus” instead of “Jesus Christ”); some may involve the absence of one or more insignificant words. Ultimately, only about 50 of the variants have any real significance—and even then, no doctrine of the Christian faith or any moral commandment is affected by them.6
In Explaining Inerrancy: A Commentary, published by the International Council on Biblical Inerrancy, we read the following words about the reliability of the New Testament text:
For more than ninety-nine percent of the cases the original text can be reconstructed to a practical certainty. Even in the few cases where some perplexity remains, this does not impinge on the meaning of Scripture to the point of clouding a tenet of the faith or a mandate of life. Thus, in the Bible as we have it (and as it is conveyed to us through faithful translations) we do have for practical purposes the very Word of God, inasmuch as the manuscripts do convey to us the complete vital truth of the originals.7
By practicing the science of textual criticism—comparing all the available manuscripts with each other—we can determine what the original document said. Perhaps an illustration will help here.
Let us suppose we have five manuscript copies of an original document that no longer exists. Each manuscript copy is different. Our goal is to compare the copies and ascertain what the original said. Here are the five copies:
Manuscript #1:
Jesus Christ is the Savior of the whole world.
Manuscript #2:
Christ Jesus is the Savior of the whole world.
Manuscript #3:
Jesus Christ s the Savior of the whole world.
Manuscript #4:
Jesus Christ is the Savior of the whole world.
Manuscript #5:
Jesus Christ is the Savor of the whole world.
Could you, by comparing the manuscript copies, determine what the original document said . . . with a high degree of certainty that you are correct? Of course you could.
This illustration may be overly simplistic, but a great majority of the 150,000 variants are solved by using this methodology. By comparing the various manuscripts, all of which contain very minor differences like the above, it becomes fairly clear what the original must have said. As Anthony Hoekema has pointed out, “most of the manuscript variations concern matters of spelling, word order, tenses, and the like; no single doctrine is affected by them in any way.”8
We must also emphasize that the enormous number of manuscripts we possess greatly narrows the margin of doubt regarding what the original biblical document said. As New Testament scholar F.F. Bruce says, “If the number of [manuscripts] increases the number of scribal errors, it increases proportionately the means of correcting such errors, so that the margin of doubt left in the process of recovering the exact original wording is not so large as might be feared; it is in truth remarkably small.”9
• Would it surprise you to learn that—according to Bible scholars—out of the 150,000 variations that exist in the thousands of New Testament manuscripts, only about 50 have any real significance, and even those don’t affect a single doctrine?
• Would you mind if I gave you an illustration to demonstrate the insignificance of most of the variations?
(If the Mormon agrees, then go over the illustration mentioned above: “Jesus Christ is the Savior of the whole world.” Then ask:)
• Since scholars tell us that 99 percent of the variations are just like this, do you think it’s possible that Mormon leaders have overexaggerated their claims about the unreliability of the New Testament?
The New Testament Versus Other Ancient Books
By comparing the manuscript support for the Bible with manuscript support for other ancient documents and books, it becomes overwhelmingly clear that no other ancient piece of literature can stand up to the Bible. Manuscript support for the Bible is unparalleled!
Norman Geisler tells us, “There are more [New Testament] manuscripts copied with greater accuracy and earlier dating than for any secular classic from antiquity.”10 Rene Pache adds, “The historical books of antiquity have a documentation infinitely less solid.”11 Dr. Benjamin Warfield concludes, “If we compare the present state of the text of the New Testament with that of no matter what other ancient work, we must . . . declare it marvelously exact.”12
In regard to the chart on the previous page, Norman Geisler makes three key observations for our consideration:
(1) No other book is even a close second to the Bible on either the number or early dating of the copies. The average secular work from antiquity survives on only a handful of manuscripts; the New Testament boasts thousands. (2) The average gap between the original composition and the earliest copy is over 1,000 years for other books. The New Testament, however, has a fragment within one generation from its original composition, whole books within about 100 years from the time of the autograph [original manuscript], most of the New Testament in less than 200 years, and the entire New Testament within 250 years from the date of its completion. (3) The degree of accuracy of the copies is greater for the New Testament than for other books that can be compared. Most books do not survive with enough manuscripts that make comparison possible.14
From this documentary evidence, then, we can see that the New Testament writings are superior to comparable ancient writings. “The records for the New Testament are vastly more abundant, clearly more ancient, and considerably more accurate in their text.”15
• The Bible has more manuscript support than any other ancient document. What does this say to you?
• Is it not clear that the Bible is the best-attested ancient piece of literature in existence anywhere?
• Did you know that—according to scholars—the time span between the writing of the original biblical documents and the manuscript copies was very short? What does this say to you?
The Church Fathers and the New Testament
As noted at the beginning of this chapter, in addition to the many thousands of New Testament manuscripts, there are over 86,000 quotations of the New Testament in the works of the early church fathers. There are also New Testament quotations in thousands of early church lectionaries (worship books).
Dan Story, in his excellent book Defending Your Faith, is right when he says that “there are enough quotations from the early church fathers that even if we did not have a single copy of the Bible, scholars could still reconstruct all but 11 verses of the entire New Testament from material written within 150 to 200 years from the time of Christ.”16 Consider the following chart, which includes just a sampling of the early church fathers.
As this chart indicates, we have over 36,000 quotations from a mere seven church fathers alone. Can any other ancient document boast of such widespread and reliable support?
• Did you know that there are enough quotations from the early church fathers that even if we did not have a single manuscript copy of the Bible, scholars could reconstruct all but 11 verses of the entire New Testament?
Manuscript Evidence for the Old Testament
The Dead Sea Scrolls prove the accuracy of the transmission of the Bible. In fact, in these scrolls discovered at Qumran in 1947, we have Old Testament manuscripts that were written about 1,000 years earlier (150 B.C.) than the previous manuscripts we possessed (which dated to A.D. 900).18 What’s amazing is that when we compare the two sets of manuscripts, it is clear that they are essentially the same, with very few changes. The fact that manuscripts separated by 1,000 years are essentially the same indicates the incredible accuracy of the Old Testament’s manuscript transmission.
One example of how the Dead Sea Scrolls compare to other manuscripts is the book of Isaiah. Dr. Gleason Archer said, “Even though the two copies of Isaiah discovered in Qumran Cave 1 near the Dead Sea in 1947 were a thousand years earlier than the oldest dated manuscript previously known (A.D. 980), they proved to be word for word identical with our standard Hebrew Bible in more than 95 percent of the text. The 5 percent of variation consisted chiefly of obvious slips of the pen and variations in spelling”19 (emphasis added).
Apologist Dan Story concludes, “From manuscript discoveries like the Dead Sea Scrolls, Christians have undeniable evidence that today’s Old Testament Scripture, for all practical purposes, is exactly the same as it was when originally inspired by God and recorded in the Bible.”20 Combine this with the massive amount of manuscript evidence we have for the New Testament, and it is clear that the Christian Bible—unlike the Book of Mormon—is a trustworthy and reliable book.
It is ironic to note that some Mormons had thought they would find support for the Book of Mormon in the Dead Sea Scrolls. However, not only did the Dead Sea Scrolls not restore the allegedly lost “plain and precious things” to the Bible (as they were hoping), the scrolls also added weighty support for the reliability and authenticity of the Bible.21
Jerald and Sandra Tanner make this observation:
The Dead Sea Scrolls . . . should provide a great deal of evidence for the Book of Mormon if it is really an ancient record. The Isaiah scroll found at Qumran Cave 1 should have caused a great deal of joy among Mormon scholars, for here is a manuscript of Isaiah which is hundreds of years older than any manuscript previously known. Surely, if the Book of Mormon were true, this manuscript would be filled with evidence to support the text of Isaiah in the Book of Mormon and thus prove that Joseph Smith was a prophet of God. Instead of proving the Book of Mormon, however, it has turned out to be a great disappointment to Mormon scholars.22
The Dead Sea Scrolls prove that the copyists of biblical manuscripts took great care in going about their work. “These copyists knew they were duplicating God’s Word, so they went to incredible lengths to prevent error from creeping into their work . . . the scribes carefully counted every line, word, syllable, and letter to ensure accuracy.”23
• Did you know that the Dead Sea Scrolls, discovered in 1947 at Qumran, contained a copy of almost every Old Testament book?
• Did you know that the Old Testament manuscripts discovered at Qumran date 1,000 years earlier than the previous manuscripts we possessed?
• Did you know that when scholars compared the two sets of manuscripts—one set dating around A.D. 900, the other around 150 B.C.—they found almost no differences?
• What does this tell you about the reliability of how the biblical manuscripts were transmitted?
God’s Preservation of the Bible
The Westminster Confession declares, “The Old Testament in Hebrew and the New Testament in Greek, being immediately inspired by God and, by His singular care and providence kept pure in all ages, are therefore authentical; so in all controversies of religion, the Church is finally to appeal unto them”24 (emphasis added).
The Westminster Confession* makes an important point here: The God who had the power and sovereign control to inspire the Scriptures is surely going to continue to exercise His power and sovereign control in the preservation of Scripture.
One vivid example of how God has preserved the Scriptures appears in the text of the New Testament. Christ Himself had full confidence that the Old Testament passages He quoted had been faithfully preserved through the centuries. Greg L. Bahnsen comments on this:
Because Christ raised no doubts about the adequacy of the Scripture as His contemporaries knew them, we can safely assume that the first-century text of the Old Testament was a wholly adequate representation of the divine word originally given. Jesus regarded the extant copies of His day as so approximate to the originals in their message that He appealed to those copies as authoritative. The respect that Jesus and His apostles held for the extant Old Testament text is, at base, an expression of the confidence in God’s providential preservation of the copies and translations as substantially identical with the inspired originals.25
Hence, Bahnsen concludes, “the Bible itself indicates that copies can faithfully reflect the original text and therefore function authoritatively”26 (emphasis added).
• Christ Himself used manuscript copies of the Old Testament—copies that were far removed from the original biblical documents. Yet He clearly trusted their reliability. What does this tell you about Christ’s attitude toward manuscript copies?
• Does this not indicate that manuscript copies can faithfully reflect the original text and therefore function authoritatively?
*Men in the early centuries of Christianity who were the orthodox champions of the church and exponents of its faith.
* A systematic exposition of Calvinist orthodoxy formulated in A.D. 1646.
Rightly Interpreting the Bible
In your discussions with Mormons, you will want to demonstrate 1) the inspiration, inerrancy, and authority of the Bible, 2) the reliable transmission of the Bible through biblical manuscripts, 3) problems with the Book of Mormon, and 4) how to rightly interpret the Bible. In this chapter, we will briefly look at the proper method for interpreting the Bible.*
The word method comes from the Greek word methodos, which means “a way or path of transit.” Methodology in Bible study is therefore concerned with “the proper path to be taken in order to arrive at Scriptural truth.”1 This clearly implies that people can take improper paths. The errant Bible interpretations offered by the Mormon church are an illustration of that.
Of course, proper methodology is essential to many fields of endeavor. A heart surgeon does not perform open heart-surgery without following proper, objective methodology. (Would you trust a heart surgeon to operate on you if he said he intended to discard objective methodology and instead opt for the subjective approach of cutting you where he feels like cutting you?)
Improper methodology in interpreting Scripture is nothing new. Even in New Testament times, the apostle Peter warned that there were teachings in the inspired writings of Paul “which they that are unlearned and unstable wrest [distort], as they do also the other scriptures, unto their own destruction” (2 Peter 3:16, insert added). This verse tells us that mishandling the Word of God is dangerous. Indeed, mishandling the Bible is a path to destruction. Such is the case with the Mormon church: If a person follows its biblical interpretations, he is on the road to destruction—eternal destruction.
Contrary to the practices of some false teachers in Corinth, the apostle Paul handled the Word of God faithfully (2 Corinthians 4:2). Paul admonished young Timothy to follow his example: “Study to show thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15, emphasis added).
God Created Language for a Purpose
A plain reading of Genesis indicates that when God created Adam in His own rational image (Genesis 1:26), He gave Adam the gift of intelligible speech. This enabled Adam to communicate objectively with his creator (and with other human beings) via sharable linguistic symbols called words. Indeed, God sovereignly chose to use human language as a medium of revelational communication.2
If the primary purpose of God’s gift of language was to make it possible for Him to communicate with human beings, then we can conclude that He would reveal Himself via language and expect man to accept His words in a literal, normal, and plain sense. This view of language is a prerequisite to understanding not only God’s spoken word but His written Word (Scripture) as well.
The Bible as a body of literature exists because human beings need to know certain spiritual truths that they cannot attain by themselves. Thus these truths must come to them from without—that is, via objective, special revelation from God (Deuteronomy 29:29). And the only way to understand these revelations is if we interpret the words of Scripture according to God’s original design for language—that is, according to the ordinary, plain, literal sense of each word.
The Keys to Interpreting Scripture
Seeking the Author’s Intended Meaning
Instead of superimposing a meaning on the biblical text, the objective interpreter seeks to discover the author’s intended meaning (the only true meaning). We must recognize that the meaning of a passage is fixed by the author and is not subject to alteration by readers. Meaning is determined by the author; it is discovered by readers.3
Our goal must be exegesis (drawing the meaning out of the text) and not eisogesis (superimposing a meaning onto the text). By using eisogesis instead of exegesis, a Marxist interpreter could, for example, so skew the meaning of the U.S. Constitution that it ends up reading like a socialistic document. Mormon teachers have done the same type of thing with the Holy Scripture. They so skew the meaning of the biblical text that it comes out saying something entirely different than what was intended by the author. (The book you are holding in your hands is filled with examples!)
Only by objective methodology can we bridge the gap between our minds and the minds of the biblical writers. Indeed, our method of interpreting Scripture is valid or invalid to the extent that it really unfolds the meaning a statement had for the author and the first hearers or readers.
For a good illustration of how important it is to seek the author’s intended meaning, see the discussion on Revelation 14:6 in chapter 3.
Examining the Full Context
A woman entered the Democratic primary for governor of the state of Texas. She was convinced that the Bible had told her she would win the nomination. When she received the official list of names from the primary she saw her name printed last. Then she read in her Bible, “Many that are first will be last, and the last first” (Matthew 19:30). On the basis of that verse she thought God was telling her she would win. But she lost.4
This amusing story, told by theologian Paul Enns, illustrates the need for interpreting Scripture in its proper context. Taken out of context, the Scriptures can be twisted to say just about anything.
Seeking the biblical author’s intended meaning necessitates interpreting Bible verses in context. Every word in the Bible is part of a verse, and every verse is part of a paragraph, and every paragraph is part of a book, and every book is part of the whole of Scripture.5
No verse of Scripture can be divorced from the verses around it. Interpreting a verse apart from its context is like trying to analyze a Rembrandt painting by looking at only a single square inch of the canvas, or trying to analyze Handel’s “Messiah” by listening to a few short notes. The context is absolutely critical to properly interpreting Bible verses. (You will notice in this book that most Mormon misinterpretations of Scripture are corrected by consulting the context.)
In interpreting Scripture, there is both an immediate context and a broader context. The immediate context of a verse is the paragraph (or paragraphs) of the biblical book in question. The immediate context should always be consulted when interpreting Bible verses.
The broader context is the whole of Scripture. As Bernard Ramm has noted, “the entire Holy Scripture is the context and guide for understanding the particular passages of Scripture.”6 We must keep in mind that the interpretation of a specific passage must not contradict the total teaching of Scripture. Individual verses do not exist as isolated fragments, but as parts of a whole. The exposition of these verses, therefore, must involve exhibiting them in right relation both to the whole and to each other. Scripture interprets Scripture. As J.I. Packer says, “if we would understand the parts, our wisest course is to get to know the whole.”7
The Westminster Confession likewise affirms, “The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself; therefore, when there is a question about the true and full sense of any Scripture, it must be searched and known by other places that speak more clearly”8 (emphasis added).
The International Council on Biblical Inerrancy explains it this way: “One passage sheds light on another. Hence the first commentary the interpreter should consult on a passage is what the rest of Scripture may say on that text.”9 Indeed, “we should look to Scripture to interpret Scripture and deny as a matter of method that particular texts, all of which have the one Holy Spirit as their source, can be genuinely discrepant with each other.”10
For an illustration of how important it is to consult the context, see the discussion on Isaiah 29:1–4 in chapter 5.
Taking into Account Historical Considerations
Historical considerations are especially important in properly interpreting the Word of God. The Christian faith is based on historical fact. Indeed, Christianity rests on the foundation of the historical Jesus whose earthly life represents God’s full and objective self-communication to humankind (John 1:18).
Jesus was seen and heard by human beings as God’s ultimate revelation (1 John 1:1–3). This is why He could forcefully claim, “If ye had known me, ye should have known my Father also” (John 14:7).
When the apostle Paul spoke with the religious men of Athens, he affirmed that the reality of the future judgment of all humanity rests on the objective, historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus (Acts 17:16f.). This evidence is recorded for us in the New Testament Gospels—documents that are based on eyewitness testimony and written very close in time to the events that they report. Based on how people respond to God’s objective, historical revelation contained in Scripture, they will spend eternity in a real heaven or a real hell.
For an illustration of the importance of historical considerations, see the discussion on Acts 20:29–31 in chapter 3.
Making Correct Genre Judgments
A literal approach to Scripture recognizes that the Bible contains a variety of literary genres, each of which has certain characteristics we must recognize before we can interpret the text properly. Biblical genres include the historical (for example, Acts), the dramatic epic (Job), poetry (Psalms), wise sayings (Proverbs), and apocalyptic writings (Revelation).
Making an incorrect genre judgment will lead a person far astray when interpreting Scripture. A parable should not be treated as history, nor should poetry or apocalyptic literature (both of which contain many symbols) be treated as straightforward narrative. The wise interpreter allows his knowledge of genres to control how he approaches each individual biblical text. In this way, he can accurately determine what the biblical author intended to communicate to the reader.11
Now, even though the Bible contains a variety of literary genres and many figures of speech, the biblical authors most often employed literal statements to convey their ideas. And where they used a literal means to express their ideas, the Bible expositor must employ a corresponding means to explain those ideas—namely, a literal approach. A literal method of interpreting Scripture gives to each word in the text the same basic meaning it would have in normal, ordinary, customary usage—whether employed in writing, speaking, or thinking. Without such a method, communication between God and man is impossible.
For an illustration showing the importance of making a correct genre judgment, see the discussion of Psalm 82:1,6 in chapter 14. (The Psalms often use metaphors. In this passage, the word “god” is used metaphorically.)
Interpreting the Old Testament in Light of the New Testament
God gave revelation to humankind progressively throughout Old and New Testament times. He didn’t just give His entire revelation for all time to our first parents, Adam and Eve, or to Moses, the Lawgiver. Rather, as time went on—as the centuries slowly passed—God progressively gave more and more revelation so that by the time the New Testament was complete, He had told us everything He wanted us to know.*
In view of this, a key interpretive principle is that we should always interpret the Old Testament according to the greater light of the New Testament. Theologian Benjamin Warfield illustrates this principle:
The Old Testament may be likened to a chamber richly furnished but dimly lighted; the introduction of light brings into it nothing which was not in it before; but it brings out into clearer view much of what is in it but was only dimly or even not at all perceived before. . . . The Old Testament revelation of God is not corrected by the fuller revelation which follows it, but only perfected, extended and enlarged.12
The Old Testament, then, is much clearer when approached through the lens of the New Testament.
For an illustration demonstrating the importance of interpreting the Old Testament according to the greater light of the New Testament, see the discussion of Genesis 14:18 in chapter 12.
Depending on the Holy Spirit
Scripture tells us that we are to rely on the Holy Spirit’s illumination to gain insights into the meaning and application of Scripture (John 16:12–15; 1 Corinthians 2:9–11). It is the Holy Spirit’s work to throw light upon the Word of God so that the believer can assent to the meaning intended and act on it.13
The Holy Spirit, as the “Spirit of truth” (John 16:13), guides us so that “we might know the things that are freely given to us of God” (1 Corinthians 2:12). This is quite logical: Full comprehension of the Word of God is impossible without prayerful dependence on the Spirit of God, for He who inspired the Word (2 Peter 1:21) is also its supreme interpreter.
Illumination is necessary because man’s mind has been darkened through sin (Romans 1:21), preventing him from properly understanding God’s Word. Human beings cannot understand God’s Word apart from God’s divine enablement (Ephesians 4:18).15
It is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide a full discussion of the Holy Spirit’s ministry of illumination. Other good sources are available for this.16 However, we do want to emphasize that this aspect of the Holy Spirit’s ministry operates within the sphere of man’s rational capacity, which God Himself gave man (see Genesis 2–3). James Sire comments that “illumination comes to the ‘minds’ of God’s people—not to some nonrational faculty like our ‘emotions’ or our ‘feelings’ [like a ‘burning in the bosom’]. To know God’s revelation means to use our minds. This makes knowledge something we can share with others, something we can talk about. God’s Word is in words with ordinary rational content”17 (insert added).
Related to this, theologian Roy Zuck reminds us that the Holy Spirit’s role in interpretation does not mean interpreters can ignore common sense and logic. Since the Holy Spirit is “the Spirit of truth” (John 14:17; 15:26; 16:13), He does not teach concepts that fail to meet the tests of truth. In other words, “the Holy Spirit does not guide into interpretations that contradict each other or fail to have logical, internal consistency.”18
We must also keep in mind that the Holy Spirit will never communicate to us any doctrine or meaning of Scripture that is not contained already in Scripture itself. The Holy Spirit makes men “wise up to what is written, not beyond it.”19 Indeed, “the function of the Spirit is not to communicate new truth or to instruct in matters unknown, but to illuminate what is revealed in Scripture.”20
Following the Example of Jesus Christ
Jesus consistently interpreted the Old Testament literally, and this includes the Creation account of Adam and Eve (Mark 10:6), Noah’s Ark and the flood (Matthew 24:38–39; Luke 17:26–27), Jonah and the great fish (Matthew 12:39–41), Sodom and Gomorrah (Matthew 10:15), and the account of Lot and his wife (Luke 17:28–29). In his book The Saviour and the Scriptures, theologian Robert P. Lightner notes—following an exhaustive study—that Jesus’ interpretation of Scripture “was always in accord with the grammatical and historical meaning. He understood and appreciated the meaning intended by the writers according to the laws of grammar and rhetoric.”21
Jesus affirmed the Bible’s divine inspiration (Matthew 22:43), its indestructibility (Matthew 5:17–18), its infallibility (John 10:35), its final authority (Matthew 4:4,7,10), its historicity (Matthew 12:40; 24:37), its factual inerrancy (Matthew 22:29–32), and its spiritual clarity (Luke 24:25). Moreover, He emphasized the importance of each word of Scripture (Luke 16:17). Indeed, He sometimes based His argumentation on a single expression of the biblical text (Matthew 22:32,43–45; John 10:34).
Is the Bible Alone Sufficient?
That the average person can understand Scripture without having to rely upon a church (like the Mormon church22) for the “authoritative teaching” is evident in the fact that Jesus taught openly and with clarity, and expected His followers to understand His meaning.23 Recall that following His arrest, Jesus was questioned by the High Priest about His disciples and His teaching. Jesus responded:
I spake openly to the world; I ever taught in the synagogue, and in the temple, whither the Jews always resort; and in secret have I said nothing. Why askest thou me? ask them which heard me, what I have said unto them: behold, they know what I said (John 18:20–21, emphasis added).
According to Jesus, those who heard Him could clearly enunciate what He had openly communicated. There were no confusing or obscure meanings in His words that required an “authoritative interpretation” by a (Mormon) church.
Notice what the apostle Paul said about the Scriptures to young Timothy: “From a child thou hast known the holy scriptures, which are able to make thee wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 3:15). This verse points to the complete sufficiency of Scripture in the life of a believer.
In Timothy’s day, Jewish boys formally began studying the Old Testament Scriptures when they were five years of age. Timothy had been taught the Scriptures by his mother and grandmother beginning at that age. Clearly, 2 Timothy 3:15 indicates that the Scriptures alone are sufficient to provide the necessary wisdom that leads to salvation through faith in Christ. The Scriptures alone (not the authoritative teaching of the Mormon church) are the source of spiritual knowledge.
Then, 2 Timothy 3:16–17 tells us that all Scripture is “profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: That the man of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works.”* This verse does not say that Scripture as seen through the lens of the Mormon church is “profitable for doctrine, for reproof,” and so on. It is Scripture that does these things. And the reason Scripture can do these things is because all Scripture is inspired by God (verse 16a). The word inspiration means “God-breathed.” Scripture is sufficient because its source is God.
It is noteworthy that the phrase “throughly furnished” in verse 17 means “complete, capable, fully furnished, proficient in the sense of being able to meet all demands.”24 Scripture alone makes a person complete, capable, and proficient. God’s Word furnishes all that we must know to become saved and to grow in grace. Dependence on the Mormon church (or any other church) is out of the question.
Correctly Handling the Word of Truth
Jesus said His words lead to eternal life (John 6:63). But for us to receive eternal life through His words, they must be taken as He intended them to be taken. A cultic (Mormon) reinterpretation of Scripture that yields another Jesus and another gospel (2 Corinthians 11:3–4; Galatians 1:6–9) will yield only eternal death (Revelation 20:11–15). Our prayer is that through this chapter and the rest of this book you will become equipped to help the Mormon understand the true Gospel and meet the true Jesus of Scripture.
* For a more detailed treatment on interpreting the Bible, see Robert A. Traina, Methodical Bible Study (Wilmore, KY: Asbury Theological Seminary, 1952); Norman L. Geisler, Explaining Hermeneutics: A Commentary, with Exposition by J.I. Packer (Oakland, CA: International Council on Biblical Inerrancy, 1983); and Bernard Ramm, Protestant Bible Interpretation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1978).
* You must be careful here. The Mormon may try to turn the tables on you and attempt to use the argument for “progressive revelation” to support the idea of “continuing revelations” from God. See chapter 4 for arguments that refute continuing revelations.
* The Mormon may try to tell you that “all Scripture” includes Mormon latter-day revelations. This is not the case; see chapters 5–9 for evidences against the Book of Mormon and evidences for the Bible.
The Alleged Migration to Ancient America
Mormons tell us that when God confounded the language of the people at the Tower of Babel, there was a particular group of people—Jared and his brother, with their family and friends—who sought refuge. Jared’s brother was “a large and mighty man, and a man highly favored of the Lord.” Jared said to his brother: “Cry unto the Lord, that he will not confound us that we may not understand our words.”1 So, the Lord had compassion on them and did not confound their words, but instead led them to cross the great ocean to a promised land that was more choice than any other in all the world. This took place around 2250 B.C.
Following the Lord’s instructions, they prepared eight vessels and took with them birds, animals, fish, and bees. Their vessels were blown across the ocean by a fierce wind, and in 344 days they arrived at the promised land—the American continent. God promised that here, He would make them the greatest nation on earth.
After this relatively small group of people arrived, they multiplied exceedingly over all the face of the land. However, disputes—and eventually wars—broke out among the people, and they divided into two nations. Things continued to worsen until eventually everyone was killed, down to the last two generals—Coriantumr and Shiz. According to Mormon records, Shiz was killed by Coriantumr, who also died on that very day, “destroyed by the hand of the Lord.”2
According to the Book of Mormon, there was another great (and more important) migration to America under the leadership of a Jewish prophet named Lehi. Here’s how it allegedly came about:
Sometime around 600 B.C., just before the children of Israel were taken captive into Babylon, the Lord gave the prophet Lehi a vision of what was going to happen as a result of the sins of Israel. Lehi went out and preached to the Jews, but they mocked him and sought to take his life. The Lord then spoke to Lehi in a dream and told him to take his family and depart into the wilderness.
Lehi did as he was commanded and left Jerusalem with his family, taking none of his gold, silver, or precious things, but only provisions and tents. He traveled along the river that emptied into the mouth of the Red Sea. However, the Lord then spoke to Nephi, the youngest son of Lehi and Sariah, and told him to go back to Jerusalem and get the brass plates from Laban that contained the record of the Jews and the genealogy of their forefathers.
Nephi and his brothers—Laman, Lemuel, and Sam—went back to Jerusalem, and Nephi was constrained by the hand of the Lord to slay Laban to get the plates because the record needed to be preserved in their hands. Zoram, the servant of the deceased Laban, decided to join Nephi and the others.
When they arrived back at the tent of their father Lehi, he took the plates, searched them, and discovered that they contained the five books of Moses and a record of the Jews from the beginning—down to the reign of Zedekiah, King of Judah, and the prophecies of Jeremiah. He also found his genealogy on the plates and discovered that his family had descended from Joseph of old through Manasseh.
The Lord spoke again to Lehi and told him that his sons needed wives so they could “raise up seed unto him” in the land of promise. So Nephi and his brothers went back to the house of Ishmael. Ishmael’s wife, unmarried daughters, married sons, and their families went with Nephi and his brothers. They finally arrived back at the tent of their father, Lehi.
After about seven years in the wilderness, God commanded Nephi to build a ship. Now, over the years Laman and Lemuel had grown to hate Nephi, but the Lord changed their hearts and together they built the ship.
Lehi’s family, friends, and children loaded the ship with heavy provisions, entered the craft, departed, and were driven forth by a strong wind. They finally arrived at the promised land—the American continent—in about 589 B.C.
They multiplied rapidly, and ended up splitting into two main nations. The righteous people were called the Nephites, which included Nephi and most likely Sam, Jacob, and Joseph, and they remained an “exceedingly fair and delightsome people” (4 Nephi 1:10).
In contrast, Laman and Lemuel and their families—known as the Lamanites—rebelled against the Lord, and God punished them by giving them dark skin.3 They warred continually over hundreds of years, and the Nephites eventually became more unrighteous than the Lamanites. Finally, the Lamanites killed off all the Nephites. And, according to Mormon history, the Lamanites—the only survivors of this ancient migration to America—are the ancestors of the American Indians.
The above history was allegedly written on plates by a prophet named Mormon. This “history” chronicled his people from around 600 B.C. to A.D. 385, the time of the final battles that wiped out the Nephites. When Mormon finished his work, he is said to have entrusted the plates to his son Moroni, who supposedly finished the history and then hid the plates in the Hill Cumorah around A.D. 421. Fourteen hundred years later, the prophet Joseph Smith was led to the hill by the “angel” Moroni to retrieve the plates. (This is the same Moroni, only now he is said to be an angel.)
REASONING FROM THE SCRIPTURES
Genesis 11:8–9—A Migration to America?
The Mormon Teaching. According to Genesis 11, God had to judge humankind because of their prideful rebellion against Him. Genesis 11:8–9 tells us, “The LORD scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all the earth: and they left off to build the city. Therefore is the name of it called Babel; because the LORD did there confound the language of all the earth: and from thence did the LORD scatter them abroad upon the face of all the earth.”
According to Mormons, Genesis 11:8–9 tells of the scattering of mankind all across the earth—and among those who were scattered (allegedly) were the Jaredites, who were blown by a mighty wind during their voyage to the American continent. As explained by James E. Talmage,
Amidst the confusion of Babel, Jared and his brother importuned the Lord that they and their associates be spared from the impending disruption. Their prayer was heard, and the Lord led them with a considerable company, who, like themselves, were free from the taint of idolatry, away from their homes, promising to conduct them to a land choice above all other lands. . . . They reached the ocean and there constructed eight vessels, called barges, in which they set out upon the waters. . . . After a passage of three hundred and forty-four days, the colony landed on the American shores.4
The Biblical Teaching. Answering the Mormon view is rather simple—at least from a biblical perspective. Read the text carefully: “The LORD scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all the earth: and they left off to build the city. Therefore is the name of it called Babel; because the LORD did there confound the language of all the earth: and from thence did the LORD scatter them abroad upon the face of all the earth” (emphasis added).
There were no exceptions to God’s work of “confounding languages.” All the earth was affected. The Mormon interpretation of this passage is thus impossible; it flatly contradicts what Scripture says in Genesis 11:9.
• Would you please read aloud from Genesis 11:8–9?
• Does this passage say the language of most of the people was confounded, or does it say the language of all the people of the earth was confounded?
• Did you know that Joseph Smith’s Inspired Version says “all” the people were confounded in Genesis 11:8?
• If the language of all the people was confounded, how can the Book of Mormon claim that God made an exception with Jared and his brother? Please explain.
The Hebrew word for “all the earth” (‘erets) is one which, in the present context, points to all the inhabitants of the earth.5 It is the exact same word that is used in Genesis 6:11–12: “The earth also was corrupt before God, and the earth was filled with violence. And God looked upon the earth, and, behold, it was corrupt; for all flesh had corrupted his way upon the earth” (emphasis added). Clearly the phrase “the earth” is pointing not to the physical planet but to all the inhabitants of the planet. Notice also that in this verse “the earth” is parallel to “all flesh.” This is the sense of the phrase in Genesis 11:8–9.
Matthew 15:24—The Lost Sheep of Israel
The Mormon Teaching. Jesus said in Matthew 15:24, “I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” In Doctrines of Salvation, by Joseph Fielding Smith, we read, “He [Jesus] must have referred to Israelites who were not in Palestine, and the visitation must have been one after his resurrection.”6
In other words, Mormons relate the “lost sheep of the house of Israel” to Israel’s scattering, and they believe Jesus was speaking of a visit to those representatives of Joseph’s tribe who had migrated to America. These “lost sheep” are supposedly displaced Israelites on the American continent to whom Jesus appeared.
The Biblical Teaching. Mormons are again practicing eisegesis (reading a meaning into the text) as opposed to exegesis (drawing the meaning out of the text). Jesus isn’t talking in Matthew 15:24 about “lost sheep” in America; rather, He was simply referring to “the Israelites to whom he was preaching in Judah and in Galilee who were in a ‘lost’ condition in God’s eyes.”7 This is the plain and simple meaning of the text.
Craig S. Keener provides a helpful insight for understanding the backdrop to Jesus’ statement in Matthew 15:24 by pointing back to Jesus’ role as the prophesied “servant” in the book of Isaiah: “Jesus’ statement in verse 24 does not preclude a later mission to Gentiles. The servant of Isaiah 53:6–8 suffers on behalf of the lost sheep of Israel (cf. 40:11; 56:11), but the servant’s mission was ultimately to reconcile all nations to God (42:6; 49:6–7).”8 This view is consistent with the Abrahamic covenant in Genesis 12, which says that because of the Messiah, “all families of the earth” would be blessed (verse 3).
Now, earlier in the book of Matthew, Jesus gives His disciples instructions regarding this very same group of “lost sheep of the house of Israel”: “These twelve Jesus sent forth, and commanded them, saying, Go not into the way of the Gentiles, and into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not: But go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 10:5–6). Here we see a clear contrast between “Gentiles” and the “lost sheep of the house of Israel” (that is, Gentiles and Jews). The disciples were sent forth to minister to Jews.
Now, the disciples fulfilled Christ’s instructions not by traveling to America to share with any alleged “lost sheep of the house of Israel” there, but rather the “lost sheep” were in cities in the immediate proximity of the disciples. The disciples proclaimed the good news of Jesus Christ with “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (unsaved Jews) throughout Palestine. This is the only possible meaning that fits the context. And this is the same group Jesus speaks of in Matthew 15:24.
In the outworking of God’s plan of salvation, then, the good news of the kingdom of God was apparently to be preached first to the Jews—God’s covenant people. But the Gentiles would not be excluded. God’s offer was ultimately for all humankind, as we see in Christ’s “Great Commission” to share the good news with all people everywhere (Matthew 28:19–20).
• Would you please read aloud from Matthew 10:5–6?
• Who were the disciples to proclaim the good news to?
• Is it not clear from the context that the disciples fulfilled Christ’s instructions not by traveling to America to preach to “lost sheep” there, but rather to the “lost sheep of the house of Israel” (lost Jews) in Palestine?
• Can you see that these “lost sheep of the house of Israel” are the same “lost sheep” Jesus mentions in Matthew 15:24?
John 10:16—The Migration of the “Other Sheep” to Israel
The Mormon Teaching. In John 10:16 Jesus said, “And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold: them also I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall be one fold, and one shepherd.”
Mormons tell us that the “other sheep” mentioned in this verse are the Nephites (displaced Israelites) in America. In their three-volume set Doctrines of Salvation, we read, “When the Savior visited the Nephites, he told them plainly that this reference to other sheep was a reference to them; but because of the hardness of the hearts of the disciples in Jerusalem, his Father commanded him to make no further reference to the nation of Nephites while instructing the Jews.”9
The Biblical Teaching. It is clear from the context of John 10:16 that the phrase “other sheep” is referring to Gentile believers, not Jewish believers. In our endeavor to understand this passage, it is critical to recognize that in the Gospels the Jews were called “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 10:6; 15:24), and those Jews who followed Christ were called His “sheep” (John 10).
Jesus often referred to His Jewish disciples as sheep in His flock. For example, when Jesus was giving the twelve instructions for their future service, He said, “Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves: be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves” (Matthew 10:16, emphasis added). Later, Jesus told the disciples that at His crucifixion they would scatter: “All ye shall be offended because of me this night: for it is written, I will smite the shepherd, and the sheep of the flock shall be scattered abroad” (Matthew 26:31, emphasis added).
Now, when Jesus said “other sheep I have, which are not of this fold,” He was clearly referring to non-Jewish, Gentile believers.10 When Jesus said these other sheep were “not of this fold,” He was saying they were outside of Judaism. But because of what Christ accomplished, the Gentile believers, along with the Jewish believers, “shall be one fold,” under “one shepherd” (John 10:16, emphasis added).
This is in perfect accord with Ephesians 2:1–22, where we are told that in Christ, Jews and Gentiles are reconciled in one body. Galatians 3:28 tells us that “there is neither Jew nor Greek [Gentile], there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus” (emphasis added). Likewise, Colossians 3:11 speaks of a renewal in which there is no distinction between Gentiles and Jews, circumcised and uncircumcised, slave and freeman, but Christ is all, and in all.
When Jesus said He had “other sheep” in John 10:16, then, He was indicating that salvation was not for the Jews only but for all people—including the Gentiles. We find this supported in a number of Scripture passages. In addition to the passages we’ve already looked at, Isaiah 49:6 makes specific reference to a “light to the Gentiles,” and Luke 2:32 applies this verse to the person and work of Jesus Christ (cf. Acts 13:47; 26:23). These verses alone shows that Christ’s mission extended even to the Gentiles and was not limited to just the Jews (see John 11:51–52; Acts 13:26; 28:28; and Romans 11:11,25).
• Would you please read aloud from John 10:16?
• Since Jesus’ words in John 10:16 were addressed specifically to Jews, does it not make sense that when He referred to “other sheep” who were “not of this fold,” He was talking about non-Jews who were not of the “fold” of Judaism?
• Please demonstrate from the context of John 10 that the reference in verse 16 deals with “sheep” in America.
The Lack of Archaeological Support
We noted in chapter 6 that there is no archaeological proof to support the Mormon claim of one or more migrations from Israel to America. We do not want to repeat all that we said in that chapter; however, here are the pertinent facts:
• According to the Book of Mormon, the Nephite and Lamanite nations had huge populations that lived in large, fortified cities.
• They allegedly waged large-scale wars with each other for hundreds of years, culminating in a conflict in which hundreds of thousands of people were killed in A.D. 385 in a restricted area near Hill Cumorah in present-day New York State (see Mormon 6:9–15).
• Yet there is no evidence that any of this ever happened.
• If the Nephite and Lamanite nations really had huge populations that lived in large, fortified cities, don’t you think there would be substantial archaeological evidence for their existence? Can you show me such evidence from non-Mormon archaeologists?
• If there were large-scale wars, culminating in a conflict in which hundreds of thousands of people were killed in A.D. 385 near Hill Cumorah in present-day New York State, wouldn’t we find some archaeological evidence—heaps of skeletons, human remains, ancient weapons—that such a conflict occurred?
It is noteworthy that the Smithsonian Institution emphatically states, “There is no evidence whatever of any migration from Israel to America, and likewise no evidence that pre-Columbian Indians had any knowledge of Christianity or the Bible.”11 Likewise, Mesoamerican archaeologist Michael Coe wrote in Biblical Archaeology Review, “It would be difficult to find a trained archaeologist who is not a Mormon who believes that the Mesoamerican Indians are descendants of the Israelites.”12 This, of course, is not welcome news to Mormons.
• Do you find it curious that archaeologists at one of the most respected institutions in the world—the Smithsonian Institution—see no archaeological support for the Book of Mormon or for a migration from Israel to America?
The “Restoration” of the Aaronic and Melchizedek Priesthoods
The Aaronic priesthood was originally conferred on Aaron and his sons. God said, “Take thou unto thee Aaron thy brother, and his sons with him, from among the children of Israel, that he may minister unto me in the priest’s office, even Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar, Aaron’s sons” (Exodus 28:1). Later on, the tribe of Levi was chosen to assist Aaron in the priestly functions. Therefore, the Aaronic priesthood is synonymous with the Levitical priesthood.1
According to Mormon history, in May 1829 Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery were in the midst of working on the translation of the alleged gold plates of the Book of Mormon into English. They decided to go into the woods to pray about baptism for the remission of sins, which they found mentioned on the gold plates. As they were praying, “a messenger from heaven descended in a cloud of light.”2 The messenger laid his hands upon them and said:
Unto you my fellow servants in the name of Messiah, I confer the Priesthood of Aaron, which holds the keys of the ministering of angels, and of the gospel of repentance, and of baptism by immersion for the remission of sins; and this shall never be taken again from the earth until the sons of Levi do offer again an offering unto the Lord in righteousness.
He said this Aaronic Priesthood had not the power of the laying on hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost, but this should be conferred on us hereafter; and he commanded us to go and be baptized, and gave us directions that I should baptize Oliver Cowdery, and that afterwards he should baptize me.3
Thus, Joseph Smith baptized Oliver Cowdery, and afterward, Cowdery baptized Smith—and they ordained each other to the priesthood of Aaron. This is what the heavenly messenger—who, we are told, was John the Baptist4—commanded them to do.
John the Baptist also informed them that he was acting under the direction of Peter, James, and John, who held the keys of the Melchizedek priesthood. That higher priesthood would soon be conferred on Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery.
According to Mormon authorities, the Melchizedek priesthood—with all the authority and keys of the kingdom of God—was lost from the earth. “After the apostles ceased to minister among mortals, there was no one left holding the keys to authorize a person to be ordained to any priestly office, and in this manner the Lord took the priesthood from the earth”5 after the death of the last apostle.
A darkness persisted as a result of the great apostasy that soon came upon the church. But Joseph Smith had been promised that the Lord would restore the priestly authority through him in the near future. After all, the priesthood is eternal in nature:
The Priesthood is everlasting. The Savior, Moses, and Elias, gave the keys to Peter, James, and John, on the mount, when they were transfigured before him. The priesthood is everlasting—without beginning of days or end of years; without father, mother, etc. If there is no change of ordinances, there is no change of Priesthood. Wherever the ordinances of the Gospel are administered, there is the Priesthood.6
Sometime between May 15 and June 30, 1829, Peter, James, and John allegedly came down from heaven and restored the Melchizedek priesthood to Joseph Smith. And by divine revelation, the Lord said this to Joseph Smith:
And this greater priesthood administereth the gospel and holdeth the key of the mysteries of the kingdom, even the key of the knowledge of God. Therefore, in the ordinances thereof, the power of godliness is manifest. And without the ordinances thereof, and the authority of the priesthood, the power of godliness is not manifest unto men in the flesh; for without this no man can see the face of God, even the Father, and live.7
Mormons say there is only one true church that has been given the priesthood authority to baptize, lay hands on for the reception of the Holy Spirit, and to administer the sacraments. “Thus,” Bruce McConkie states, “as far as all religious organizations now existing are concerned, the presence or the absence of this priesthood establishes the divinity or falsity of a professing church.”8 Indeed, “if there is no Melchizedek priesthood on earth, the true Church is not here and the gospel of Christ is not available to men. But where the Melchizedek priesthood is, there is the kingdom, the Church, and the fulness of the gospel.”9
Of course, we are told that the Mormon church does have this priesthood: and consequently, it is the only true church. James E. Talmage says, “The Latter-day Saints declare their high claim to the true Church organization, similar in all essentials to the organization effected by Christ among the Jews.”10 Bruce McConkie, in Mormon Doctrine, thus declares: “This priesthood—with all its powers, parts, keys, orders, and ramifications—is now fully operative among men. Again there is a kingdom of priests on earth, and the divine promise is that this situation will continue, the priesthood never again being lost.”11
What Mormons presently teach is that male members of the church may first progress up a ladder through the Aaronic priesthood—which includes 1) deacon, 2) teacher, and 3) priest.12 Then they can become ordained in the Melchizedek priesthood and move up to 4) elder, 5) seventies, 6) high priest, 7) patriarch, and 8) apostle.13 These various offices in the priesthood include nearly every male member over the age of twelve.14
REASONING FROM THE SCRIPTURES
There is a big problem in the above-stated Mormon account that you should point out to the Mormon missionary on your doorstep. It has to do with being baptized by a person who has the authority to do so.
According to Mormon theology, unless a person is properly baptized by someone who has the authority to baptize, that person is improperly baptized and that baptism is of no effect. The person who is improperly baptized, we are told, remains unsaved.15
So, Joseph Smith—who had not yet been baptized by someone who had the proper authority—had no authority himself to baptize Oliver Cowdery. And Cowdery—thus improperly baptized—subsequently went on to improperly baptize Joseph Smith.
• Is it true that, according to Mormon theology, unless a person is properly baptized by someone who has the authority to baptize, then that baptism is of no effect?
• Since Joseph Smith had not yet been baptized, how could he have had the authority to baptize Oliver Cowdery?
• Since Oliver Cowdery was improperly baptized, how then could he have had the authority to baptize Joseph Smith?
• If the priesthood in modern times came down to us through two improperly baptized men, then how can any Mormon claim to have the restored priesthood?
Genesis 14:18—The Melchizedek Priesthood
The Mormon Teaching. In Genesis 14:18 we read that “Melchizedek king of Salem brought forth bread and wine: and he was the priest of the most high God.”
According to Mormons, Melchizedek had the honor of having his name used to identify “the Holy Priesthood, after the Order of the Son of God”—thus enabling men “to avoid the too frequent repetition” of the name of Deity.16 In other words, “out of respect or reverence to the name of the Supreme Being, to avoid the too frequent repetition of his name, they, the Church, in ancient days, called that priesthood after Melchizedek.”17
Of all God’s ancient high priests, Mormons say, “none were greater” than Melchizedek (Alma 13:19). His position in the priestly hierarchy of God’s earthly kingdom was like that of Abraham (Hebrews 7:4–10), whom he blessed (Genesis 14:18–20) and upon whom he allegedly conferred the priesthood.18 This priesthood is supposedly eternal. And even though it was lost from the earth from the time of the last apostle, it has been restored through Joseph Smith.
The Biblical Teaching. So that we can better understanding Melchizedek and his significance, let us first point out that Bible scholars have long recognized that some Old Testament persons or things foreshadow the person or work of Christ in the New Testament. That is, in the revelatory process, God in His sovereignty so arranged the outworking of history so that certain individuals, things, events, ceremonies, and institutions served as types that foreshadowed Christ in His person or ministry.
According to Webster, a type is “a figure or representation of something to come.”19 Theologian Donald K. Campbell defines a type as “an Old Testament institution, event, person, object, or ceremony which has reality and purpose in biblical history, but which also by divine design foreshadows something yet to be revealed.”20 Types are therefore prophetic in nature, and many of the types we find in the Old Testament speak prophetically of Christ in some way.21
Of course, it is important to distinguish types and prophecies in their respective forms. Paul Lee Tan explains that “a type prefigures coming reality; a prophecy verbally delineates the future. One is expressed in events, persons, and acts; the other is couched in words and statements. One is passive in form, the other active.”22
Types in the Old Testament are types not because man has said so but because God is sovereign in the revelatory process. The reason some Old Testament persons or things foreshadow Christ in the New Testament is that God planned it that way. As Bible scholar A. Berkeley Mickelsen says, “The correspondence is present because God controls history, and this control of God over history is axiomatic with the New Testament writers. It is God who causes earlier individuals, groups, experiences, institutions, etc., to embody characteristics which later he will cause to reappear.”23
Now, all of this is simply to say that the reference to Melchizedek in Genesis 14 is a type of Christ. Melchizedek foreshadows or points forward to the person of Christ in some way.
We find affirmation of this in Hebrews 7:3, which tells us this about Melchizedek: “Without father, without mother, without descent, having neither beginning of days, nor end of life; but made like unto the Son of God; abideth a priest continually.”
How, you may wonder, does this relate to Melchizedek being a “type” of Christ? Hebrews 7:3 is not telling us that the historical Melchizedek had no mother or father, or no beginning of days, but simply saying that the Old Testament Scriptures have no record of these events—and the record of these events is missing by design. Renowned Bible scholar F.F. Bruce provides us with some helpful insights here:
When Melchizedek is described as being “without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of days nor end of life,” it is not suggested that he was a biological anomaly, or an angel in human guise. . . . If this point had been put to our author [that is, the author of Hebrews], he would have agreed at once, no doubt; but this consideration was foreign to his purpose. The important consideration was the account given of Melchizedek in holy writ; to him the silences of [Old Testament] Scripture were as much due to divine inspiration as were its statements. In the only record which Scripture provides of Melchizedek—Gen. 14:18–20—nothing is said of his parentage, nothing is said of his ancestry or progeny, nothing is said of his birth, nothing is said of his death. He appears as a living man, king of Salem and priest of God Most High; and as such he disappears. In all this—in the silences as well as in the statements—he is a fitting type of Christ24 (inserts added).
Old Testament scholar Gleason Archer agrees with Bruce, noting that “the context makes clear that Melchizedek was brought on the scene as a type of the Messiah, the Lord Jesus. In order to bring out this typical character of Melchizedek, the biblical record purposely omits all mention of his birth, parentage, or ancestors.”25 As noted earlier, this is not to say that Melchizedek had no father or mother. Rather, “this verse simply means that none of those items of information was included in the Genesis 14 account and that they were purposely omitted in order to lay the stress on the divine nature and imperishability of the Messiah, the Antitype.”26
It’s also significant that Melchizedek’s name is made up of two Hebrew words meaning “king” and “righteous.” In addition, Melchizedek was a priest. Thus, Melchizedek foreshadows Christ as a righteous King/Priest.
We are also told that Melchizedek was the king of “Salem”—which, in Hebrew, means “peace.” Bringing all this together, then, Melchizedek points forward to Jesus Christ as the righteous King/Priest of peace. Of course, these things were true of Melchizedek only in a finite sense (remember, he was a human being), whereas for Christ they are true in an infinite sense. Nevertheless, we can say that in a finite way, Melchizedek foreshadows Christ.
After explaining all this to the Mormon, you will want to challenge him or her on a key teaching of the Mormon church. Mormons claim that Melchizedek conferred his priesthood on Abraham when Abraham paid a tithe to him. However, this idea finds no support in the Bible. As Walter Martin said, “Mormons should be pressed at this juncture for the biblical evidence, the absence of which affords further opportunity to undercut their already weakened position.”27
• Where in the Bible do we find that Melchizedek conferred the priesthood on Abraham?
• If that is not in the Bible, then doesn’t that mean the Mormon church’s position is unbiblical?
• Since the name “Melchizedek” indicates an individual who is a righteous King/Priest of peace, we must conclude that anyone who claims to be in the Melchizedek priesthood is in fact a righteous King/Priest of peace—just like Jesus Christ is described in Hebrews 7. Tell me, do you think you are a righteous King/Priest of peace?
Psalm 110:4; Hebrews 5:6—The Mormons: Successors to Melchizedek’s Priesthood?
The Mormon Teaching. In Psalm 110:4 we read, “The LORD hath sworn, and will not repent, Thou art a priest for ever after the order of Melchizedek.” We find these same words repeated in Hebrews 5:6.
According to the Mormons, the Melchizedek priesthood is an eternal priesthood that existed before creation. Bruce McConkie says, “Its institution was prior to ‘the foundation of this earth, or the morning stars sang together, or the sons of God shouted for joy,’ and is the highest and holiest priesthood, and is after the order of the Son of God.”28 Indeed, “the priesthood is an everlasting principle, and existed with God from eternity, and will to eternity, without beginning of days or end of years.”29 This priesthood was first given to Adam in mortality (Moses 6:67–68).
The Melchizedek priesthood was an order, Mormons say, and many worthy men held it down to the time of Moses, but then God had to take it from men. “Israel rebelled, rejected the higher law, and the Lord took Moses and the fulness of the priesthood from them.”30 From that time until the personal ministry of our Lord among men, the Aaronic priesthood was the most prevalent authority of God on earth.31
The Biblical Teaching. Psalm 110 is a messianic psalm that prophetically points forward to the person and work of Jesus Christ. Hebrews 5–8 and other New Testament passages apply Psalm 110 to Christ alone, not to human pretenders to the divine priesthood. (Remember, Jesus Himself quoted Psalm 110 when demonstrating that He—as the Messiah—was David’s Lord [Mark 12:36].) As a messianic psalm, it points to Jesus Christ as a King (verses 1–3), Priest (verse 4), and victorious Warrior (verses 5–7).
When Psalm 110:4 says that Christ is a “priest for ever, after the order of Melchizedek,” all it is saying is that—like Melchizedek—Christ combines the offices of priest and king (see our earlier discussion of Genesis 14:18). The word “for ever” simply indicates that Christ’s priesthood is permanent and irrevocable.
Commenting on this verse, Hebrew authority and Bible scholar Allan P. Ross said, “As a Priest Jesus sacrificed Himself by His death on the cross (Heb. 7:27–28; 10:10). Not in Aaron’s line (cf. Heb. 7:11–18), He is the eternal High Priest (cf. Heb. 7:21–26, 28) of the New Covenant (cf. Heb. 8:13; 9:15). Because He is also the promised Davidic King, both offices are united in one Person.”32
Now, by citing Psalm 110:4 and other passages out of context, the Mormon church hopes to build a case that the Melchizedek priesthood is for today because it is an “eternal” or “everlasting” priesthood. As demonstrated above, however, the Mormons are reading something into the text that is not there.
The fact is, there is not a single example anywhere in the New Testament of a believer ever being ordained to the Melchizedek priesthood—other than the single exception of the God-man, Jesus Christ. None of the disciples or apostles were ever ordained to this priesthood. Nor is there a single command or injunction anywhere in the New Testament instructing believers to seek ordination in this priesthood.
• Where does the New Testament say that Peter, James, and John held the Melchizedek priesthood?
• Where does the Bible say that any of the disciples or apostles ever held the Melchizedek priesthood?
• Where does the Bible say that anyone but Melchizedek and Jesus ever held the Melchizedek priesthood?
During your discussion, you may want to raise the point that women are not permitted to be ordained in the priesthood in the Mormon church. What this ultimately means is that a woman who has faithfully served the Mormon church throughout her life can suddenly be surpassed in authority by her own 12-year-old son (and her son’s playmates!).33
There’s another sensitive issue you may want to bring up. Before 1978, Mormon males of African descent were denied the priesthood. They were considered “cursed” by God because of their dark skin. This is clearly a racist doctrine. Bruce McConkie, in the 1958 edition of his book Mormon Doctrine, said, “Negroes in this life are denied the priesthood; under no circumstances can they hold this delegation of authority from the Almighty. The gospel message of salvation is not carried affirmatively to them. . . . Negroes are not equal with other races where the receipt of certain spiritual blessings are concerned . . .”34
Over the years, people both inside and outside the LDS church—including those involved in the civil rights movement—put a lot of pressure on the Mormon leadership for their racist position. Finally, on June 9, 1978, the church announced that its leaders had received a revelation from God permitting “all worthy males” to participate in its priesthood.35
• Why were Mormon males of African descent not allowed in the priesthood up until 1978?
(Don’t let the Mormon sidestep this issue. Force him or her to admit that Mormon leaders once taught that black skin was an evidence of God’s curse.)
• Does it make you at all uncomfortable being part of a church that taught this horrendous and hurtful doctrine for so long?
At some point you’ll want to take the Mormon to Hebrews 7:23–24, which tells us, “And they truly were many priests, because they were not suffered to continue by reason of death: But this man [Jesus Christ], because he continueth ever, hath an unchangeable priesthood” (insert and emphasis added).
You’ll want to emphasize that Christ’s priesthood is eternal because Christ Himself is an eternal being. Unlike humans who perish and die, Christ exists eternally, and therefore His priesthood by its very nature is different than anything a man could offer. He is our eternal High Priest who lives forever.
Hebrews 7:24 tells us that Christ’s priesthood is “unchangeable.” This is an important word. New Testament scholar Edgar J. Goodspeed translates the verse as saying that Christ’s priesthood is “untransferable.”36 The Greek word, aparabatos, indicates finality. Joseph Thayer’s widely respected Greek Lexicon defines it this way: “Priesthood unchangeable and therefore not liable to pass to a successor.”37
The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, edited by Gerhard Kittel, tells us, “In the New Testament Hebrews 7:24 says that Christ has an eternal and imperishable priesthood, not just in the sense that it cannot be transferred to anyone else, but in the sense of ‘unchangeable.’”38 The Complete Word Study Dictionary likewise says this Greek word means that “Christ’s priesthood cannot be transferred to another; it is final.”39
Don’t allow the Mormon to escape the importance of Hebrews 7:24. It clearly teaches us that Christ’s priesthood is “unchangeable” in the sense that it is “without successors,” “intransmissible,” and “untransferable.”*
• Would you please read aloud from Hebrews 7:23–24?
• Did you know that the Greek word for “unchangeable” in Hebrews 7:24 literally means “without successors,” “intransmissible,” and “untransferable”?
• What is Hebrews 7:24 telling us when it says that Christ’s Melchizedek priesthood is “without successors,” “intransmissible,” and “untransferable”?
• Isn’t it clear from Hebrews 7:24 that Christ’s Melchizedek priesthood is “unchangeable”—and therefore unattainable by you and me—because “he continueth [for]ever”?
• How do you explain the absolute lack of Old or New Testament references to any ordination to, offices in, or duties of the Melchizedek priesthood (or to anyone else’s holding it but Melchizedek and Jesus)?
You will also want to quote Hebrews 7:11–12 to the Mormon to prove the “passing away” of the Aaronic priesthood:
If therefore perfection were by the Levitical priesthood, (for under it the people received the law,) what further need was there that another priest should rise after the order of Melchizedek, and not be called after the order of Aaron? For the priesthood being changed, there is made of necessity a change also of the law (emphasis added).
Here is a crystal-clear statement from Scripture that there was a change in the priesthood. The Aaronic priesthood was done away with and replaced with something better—the priesthood of Jesus Christ, our eternal priest. This passing away of the Aaronic or Levitical priesthood was symbolized by the tearing of the veil leading to the Holy of Holies in the temple at the crucifixion (see Matthew 27:51).
• In Hebrews 7:11–12, what does the text mean when it says the priesthood was “changed”?
• Doesn’t a plain reading of the text indicate that the Aaronic priesthood was superseded by something better—the eternal priesthood of Jesus Christ?
Acts 3:20–21—The Restoration of the Priesthoods
The Mormon Teaching. In Acts 3:20–21 we read, “He shall send Jesus Christ, which before was preached unto you: Whom the heaven must receive until the times of restitution of all things, which God hath spoken by the mouth of all his holy prophets since the world began.”
We’ve already discussed Acts 3:20–21 in response to the Mormon church’s claim that it is God’s restored church (see chapter 3). But we need to look at the passage again while we are on the subject of the Aaronic and Melchizedek priesthoods.
According to Mormons, the so-called “restitution” or “restoration” of all things could not have happened if the priesthoods had not also been restored to the earth. The true church, complete with the authority of the Melchizedek priesthood, is allegedly a fulfillment of the prophecy given in Acts 3:20–21.
As LeGrand Richards says in his book A Marvelous Work and a Wonder, “In order that there might be a ‘restitution of all things, which God hath spoken by the mouth of all his holy prophets since the world began’ (see Acts 3:21), it was necessary that these two priesthoods be restored again to men upon this earth.”40
The Biblical Teaching. It is amazing that the Mormon church claims to have “restored” the priesthoods because their so-called priesthoods bear no resemblance to the priesthoods found in Scripture. Let us consider the Aaronic priesthood as a case in point.
First, Mormons are not descendants of Aaron (a key requirement—see Numbers 3:6–12). Moreover, the duties in the Mormon version of the Aaronic priesthood bear no resemblance to the duties of the priesthood as outlined in Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy (such as offering sacrifices—see Exodus 29:38–44).
In addition, the Aaronic priests of the Bible served the one true God of the Bible. They were monotheists, not polytheists (like the Mormons). Clearly, the Mormon version of the Aaronic priesthood is entirely different than that of the Bible.41
It is ironic that a church that spends so much time doing genealogical work claims to have a restored Aaronic priesthood. The Aaronic priesthood was reserved solely for Aaron and his physical descendants—no exceptions! Not even Christ could be in the Aaronic priesthood: “For it is evident that our Lord sprang out of Judah; of which tribe Moses spake nothing concerning priesthood” (Hebrews 7:14).
• Did you know that, according to the Bible, all those who were ordained to the Aaronic priesthood had to be physical descendants of Aaron (Numbers 3:6–12)?
• Since Mormons are not physical descendants of Aaron, how can they possibly be ordained to the Aaronic priesthood?
• Allow me to read to you from Numbers 3:10: “Thou shalt appoint Aaron and his sons, and they shall wait on their priest’s office: and the stranger that cometh nigh shall be put to death” (emphasis added). Does this divine rule permit anyone else to enter this exclusive priesthood—then or now? Does this verse concern you?
There is another important point to make. Bill McKeever and Eric Johnson tells us,
Leviticus chapter 8 gives elaborate details as to how the priest was to be consecrated for service. This complex rite included ceremonial washings, corporate prayer over the head of the sacrificial bullock, the slaying of the bullock, the sprinkling of its blood, and the burning of the sacrifice. This was followed by the sacrifice of two rams and the offering of bread. The initiates were then separated from the people for seven days in which they would perform numerous animal sacrifices. On the eighth day, they would again emerge to offer sacrifices and bless the people. If the Mormon priesthood is a restoration of the ancient priesthood, why are their priests not set apart in a similar fashion?42
• Did you know that according to the Bible, those who became Levitical priests were all required by explicit divine command to submit to ceremonial washings, the slaying of a bullock, the sprinkling of its blood, the burning of a sacrifice, separation from people for seven days, and other ceremonial rites?
• If the LDS church has “restored” the Aaronic (Levitical) priesthood—meaning that it claims to have the exact same priesthood—why are their priests not “set apart” in a similar fashion?
• Does this sound like a real “restoration” to you? Please explain.
Hebrews 5:1,4—Priests Among Men
The Mormon Teaching. In Hebrews 5:1,4 we read, “Every high priest taken from among men is ordained for men in things pertaining to God, that he may offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins. . . . And no man taketh this honor unto himself, but he that is called of God, as was Aaron.”
According to Mormons, Hebrews 5:1,4 tells us that no man can arbitrarily assume that he has the authority to act for God. He must be properly appointed and ordained by someone who already has the authority of the priesthood. That is the way God has chosen to “call” men to specific areas of service.
Because Mormons believe they have a living “prophet” and “apostles” at the head of their church—and because they have the restored priesthoods—Mormons often challenge Christians with the question, “Where do you get your authority?”
Mormons believe that authority is a serious matter. They think the priesthood “is the authority of God given to men to act in all things for the salvation of mankind”43 (emphasis added). Indeed, “the priesthood is the greatest power on earth. It is not only the power of God given to men on the earth to do his work, but it is the same power by which our Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ perform their work”44 (emphasis added).
This emphasis on authority has tremendous ramifications in the Mormon church. Mormons believe that because their church has the only legitimate priesthood, then only baptisms (and other religious rites) performed in a Mormon church are valid. The question of authority, then, is very important.
The Biblical Teaching. In Hebrews 5:1–4, the writer of Hebrews is setting forth the qualifications for being a Levitical priest. The first qualification required the ability to sympathize with the weakness of people. The second, more important qualification was that the priest had to be chosen by God. F.F. Bruce elaborates:
If one qualification in a high priest is his ability to sympathize, another is his being called by God to this honorable service. No man can of his own accord set himself up as high priest, nor can he hold office validly by the gift of any earthly authority. . . . Aaron, the first of Israel’s high priests, occupied his office by divine appointment (Ex. 28:1ff.; Lev. 8:1ff.; Num. 16:5; 17:5; 18:1ff.; Ps. 105:26), and so did his heirs and successors (Num. 20:23ff.; 25:10ff.). . . . If our author is to sustain his thesis that Jesus is His peoples’ great high priest, he must produce comparable evidence of a divine call in His case.45
And that is exactly what the writer of Hebrews does in the next six verses (see Hebrews 5:5–10). So, in context, the whole point of Hebrews 5 is that Christ is qualified as our High Priest—our sole, lone, unique High Priest. This passage provides no support for the idea that other people can become priests (as Mormons would like to have it). Rather, it provides strong argumentation that Christ alone is our High Priest.
Going back to the question, “Where do you get your authority?” you will want to make several points to the Mormon. First, you will want to share the scriptural doctrine that all who personally place their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ are “priests” unto God. There are New Testament passages that make this clear beyond dispute. For example:
• Revelation 1:5–6 tells us, “Unto him that loved us, and washed us from our sins in his own blood, and hath made us kings and priests unto God and his Father; to him be glory and dominion for ever and ever. Amen” (emphasis added).
• 1 Peter 2:5 tells us, “Ye also, as lively stones, are built up a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ” (emphasis added).
Citing such passages will help to nullify the Mormons’ view that their church holds all authority because it is in sole possession of the so-called restored priesthood. You—as a “priest” of God—have authority to speak the things of God.
Moreover, John 1:12 tells us that “as many as received him [Jesus Christ], to them gave he power to become the sons of God, even to them that believe on his name” (emphasis added). Believers have authority as God’s sons—that is, as members of God’s family.
Romans 8:14–17 tells us likewise:
For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are the sons of God. For ye have not received the spirit of bondage again to fear; but ye have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father. The Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are the children of God: And if children, then heirs; heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ; if so be that we suffer with him, that we may be also glorified together.
To help you see how you can respond to a Mormon in a discussion about authority, we’ve provided the following mock dialogue between a Mormon and a Christian. This dialogue brings up a number of the points we’ve emphasized in this chapter as well as a few new ones.
Mormon: By what authority do you (or, your pastor) preach, baptize, and, in general, act for God?
Christian: By the authority of Jesus Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit (John 1:12–13; Acts 1:8).
Mormon: But the authority to act for God comes through the Melchizedek priesthood. This was given to me by the laying on of hands by someone who has this authority.
Christian: Can you show me from the Bible where it states that the authority to preach the gospel, to baptize, and to offer the sacraments comes from being a member of the Melchizedek priesthood? In fact, can you show me in the New Testament where anyone but Jesus Christ ever held the Melchizedek priesthood?
Mormon: In Hebrews 5:4 it tells us that no one takes this honor unto himself, but he that is called of God, as was Aaron.
Christian: The very next verses in the book of Hebrews tell us that God called Jesus, and no one else, to the honor of holding the Melchizedek priesthood (Hebrews 5:5–10). Once again I must ask: Where does the New Testament state that the apostles or anyone else but Jesus ever held the Melchizedek priesthood, which Mormonism teaches is the authority to act for God?
Mormon: John 15:16 tells us that Jesus laid hands on His disciples and ordained them. This is where He gave them the Melchizedek priesthood.
Christian: The word “ordained” in John 15:16 means “to appoint.” The verse tells us that Jesus appointed His disciples to go and bring forth fruit. John 15:16 does not mention the Melchizedek priesthood, nor does it say that Jesus laid hands upon them. Nowhere do the Gospels have Jesus laying hands on anyone to ordain them! In the book of Acts there are several scriptures that mention the laying on of hands for a person’s ordination to service, but none speak of an ordination to the Melchizedek priesthood.
Mormon: By modern-day revelation we know that Peter, James, and John came down from heaven and ordained Joseph Smith to the Melchizedek priesthood, thereby once again restoring the church and the true authority to the earth.
Christian: In order to bestow the Melchizedek priesthood, Peter, James, and John would have to possess it. Where does the New Testament state that they or anyone but Jesus ever held the Melchizedek priesthood?
Mormon: We know this by modern-day revelation. And besides, the Bible does not state that the disciples did not hold the Melchizedek priesthood.
Christian: Please turn in your Bible to Hebrews 7:1–3. This passage tells us the qualifications for a priest in the order of Melchizedek. Let’s determine whether you or anyone in your church meets these qualifications. The name “Melchizedek” means “king of righteousness.” Who is the King of Righteousness?
Mormon: Jesus, the Christ.
Christian: Correct! Now, Hebrews 7:26 gives us a key qualification for a Melchizedek priest: “For such a high priest became us, who is holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners, and made higher than the heavens.” Are you holy, harmless, undefiled, separate from sinners, and made higher than the heavens?
Mormon: No.
Christian: Therefore, you do not possess the Melchizedek priesthood nor the authority you presume to hold. However, when you have believed and received the genuine Jesus Christ of the Bible you will have the authority (John 1:12) and the correct priesthood (1 Peter 2:9–10).46
A Problem with Lineage
There is one final problem we want to make you aware of. In the Mormon Book of Abraham,47 we are told that all Egyptians were cursed and could not hold the priesthood. Now, here’s the problem this poses for Mormonism: Joseph Smith claimed he was from the tribe of Ephraim,48 and the Book of Mormon people were from the tribe of Manasseh.49
Who were Ephraim and Manasseh? Well, the Egyptian Pharaoh gave Asenath—daughter of Potiphera, Priest of On—to Joseph of old as a wife. She bore him two sons: Ephraim and Manasseh.50 They were half-Egyptian! Hence, descendants from Ephraim and Manasseh are automatically disqualified from the priesthood.
Occasionally, Mormons try to get around this by saying that the Hyksos people who were of Semitic origin were in power when Joseph of old was in Egypt. They claim that Asenath was not Egyptian, but was of Hyksos lineage.
However the name Asenath is an Egyptian name,51 and her father Potiphera’s name is an Egyptian derivative of Potiphar, who was an Egyptian.52 Clearly they were Egyptians. Hence according to the Morman’s own Book of Abraham, Joseph Smith could not possibly hold the priesthood.
• Were you aware that the Book of Abraham said all Egyptians were cursed and could not possibly hold the priesthood (1:21,22,27)?
• Since Joseph Smith claimed he was a descendant of Ephraim—and since Ephraim was half-Egyptian—doesn’t that disquality Joseph Smith from the priesthood?
• Since the Book of Mormon people were from the tribe of Manasseh (Alma 10:3), doesn’t that mean they could not possibly hold the priesthood either?
*Possible Mormon comeback: Some Mormons may attempt to argue that the Greek word aparabaton has no genuine scholarly support for the meaning, “cannot pass from one to another” (see A Sure Foundation: Answers to Difficult Gospel Questions [Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret, 1988], p. 218). Of course, the citations in this chapter show there is scholarly support for defining aparabaton in this way. You will also want to point out that Bauer, Arndt, and Gingrich’s authoritative Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature gives the meaning “without a successor” for aparabaton in Hebrews 7:24 (p. 80).
The Mormon Doctrine of God—Part 1: Does God Have a Humanlike Body?
Mormons teach that God the Father was once a mortal man just like us (Doctrine and Covenants 130). They say He continually progressed to become a God—and that the rest of us, too, can become gods like Him by adopting and faithfully adhering to Mormonism.
Joseph Smith said that “if you were to see him [the Father] today, you would see him like a man in form. . . . He was once a man like us; yea . . . God himself, the Father of us all, dwelt on an earth, the same as Jesus Christ himself did”1 (insert added). The Journal of Discourses says, “God himself was once as we are now and is an exalted man.”2
How did the Father become an exalted man? Mormon general authority Milton R. Hunter provides the answer: “God the Eternal Father was once a mortal man who passed through a school of earth life similar to that through which we are now passing. He became God—an exalted being—through obedience to the same eternal Gospel truths that we are given opportunity today to obey.”3
In the Journal of Discourses we read that “God our Heavenly Father was perhaps once a child and mortal like we are and rose step by step in the scale of progress, in the school of advancement; He has moved forward and overcome until He has arrived at the point where He is now.”4
Today, then, “God the Eternal Father, our Father in Heaven, is an exalted, perfected, and glorified Personage having a tangible body of flesh and bones.”5 Joseph Smith exults, “God . . . is an exalted man, and sits enthroned in yonder heavens!”6
James E. Talmage recognizes that major creeds in Christian history—the Nicene Creed and the Athanasian Creed, for example—speak of God having an immaterial nature. In response to this idea, Talmage rebuts,
The immateriality of God as asserted in these declarations of sectarian faith is entirely at variance with the scriptures, and absolutely contradicted by the revelations of God’s person and attributes. . . . We affirm that to deny the materiality of God’s person is to deny God; for a thing without parts has no whole, and an immaterial body cannot exist. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints proclaims against the incomprehensible God, devoid of “body, parts, or passions,” as a thing impossible of existence, and asserts its belief in and allegiance to the true and living God of scripture and revelation.7
Bruce McConkie, in his book Mormon Doctrine, agrees with Talmage and says:
False creeds teach that God is a spirit essence that fills the immensity of space and is everywhere and nowhere in particular present. In a vain attempt to support this doctrine, formulated by councils in the early days of the great apostasy, it is common for apologists to point to the statement in the King James Bible which says, “God is a Spirit” (John 4:22–24). The fact is that this passage is mistranslated; instead, the correct statement, quoted in context reads: “The hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshipers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth; for the Father seeketh such to worship him. For unto such hath God promised his Spirit. And they who worship him, must worship in spirit and in truth” (Inspired Version, John 4:25–26).8
What evangelical Christians believe regarding the immateriality and spirituality of God is thus categorized by Mormons as an apostate doctrine. But what do the Scriptures say?
As we will see in a moment, the Mormons have distorted and twisted a number of key Bible passages to support their heretical idea that God the Father has a physical body. The sampling of passages we share over the next few pages is representative of the kinds of verses Mormons bring up to support their viewpoint.9
REASONING FROM THE SCRIPTURES
Genesis 1:26–27—The Image of God
The Mormon Teaching. In Genesis 1:26–27 we read, “God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth. So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.”
Since man was created with a body of flesh and bones, Mormons claim Genesis 1:26–27 supports their view that God the Father has a physical body. The logic goes like this: If man has a physical body, and if man is in the image of God, then God too must have a physical body.
Joseph Fielding Smith, in the three-volume set Doctrines of Salvation, stated, “Joseph Smith beheld the Father and the Son; therefore he could testify with personal knowledge that the scriptures were true wherein we read: ‘So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.’ This was to be understood literally, and not in some mystical or figurative sense.”10
The Biblical Teaching. Genesis 1:26–27 is not referring to man being created in the physical image of God. Bible expositor Donald Grey Barnhouse is right when he says, “It was not a physical image, for God is Spirit (John 4:24), and a spirit hath not flesh and bones (Luke 24:39).”11
• Did you know that John 4:24 says that God is spirit?
• Did you know that in Luke 24:39, Jesus said a spirit does not have flesh and bones?
• If God is spirit, and if a spirit does not have flesh and bones, then doesn’t this mean that God is not flesh and bones?
• Can you see that if God is spirit and does not have flesh and bones, then clearly a physical image is not being referred to in Genesis 1:26–27?
(If the Mormon says John 4:24 is mistranslated and tries to cite Joseph Smith’s Inspired Version, see chapter 7 on how to undermine this version.)*
If man was not created in God’s physical likeness, then how exactly was he made in God’s image? Bible scholar Allen P. Ross tells us that “being created in God’s image means that humans share, though imperfectly and finitely, in God’s nature, that is, in His communicable attributes (life, personality, truth, wisdom, love, holiness, justice), and so have the capacity for spiritual fellowship with Him.”12 This seems to fit the context of Genesis well, for throughout the rest of the book we find God engaged in fellowship with different human beings.
When discussing the “image of God” with a Mormon, you’ll want to emphasize that God is not an exalted or glorified man. Point him or her to some of the many verses in the Bible that draw a clear distinction between God and human beings. For example:
• In Hosea 11:9 we find God Himself affirming, “I am God, and not man.”
• Numbers 23:19 tells us that “God is not a man that he should lie; neither the son of man, that He should repent.”
• In Romans 1:22–23 Paul draws a clear distinction between God and men when he says, “Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools, and changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made like to corruptible man.”
• Isaiah 45:12 quotes God as saying, “I have made the earth, and created man upon it.”
• Would you please read aloud from Hosea 11:9 and tell me what you think it means?
• Would you please read aloud from Numbers 23:19 and tell me what you think it means?
• Don’t these verses draw a clear distinction between God and man?
Next, you will want to point out that even the Book of Mormon denies that God is a glorified man. If your Mormon friend has a Book of Mormon with him or her, sit down and look up the following verses, which refer to the spiritual (nonphysical) nature of God:
• Alma 22:10—“And Aaron said unto him: Yea, he is that Great Spirit, and he created all things both in heaven and in earth. Believest thou this?”
• Alma 31:15—“Holy, holy God; we believe that thou art God, and we believe that thou art holy, and that thou wast a spirit, and that thou art a spirit, and that thou wilt be a spirit forever.”*
• Would you open your Book of Mormon and read aloud from Alma 31:15?
• How do you interpret the words, “that thou wast a spirit, and that thou art a spirit, and that thou wilt be a spirit forever”?
• This verse says God is a spirit and not a glorified man, correct?
• So, like the Bible, the Book of Mormon doesn’t agree with the Mormon view of God, does it?
(Of course, the Book of Mormon is not truly Scripture like the Bible is. But these questions will help you show the Mormon that even their “scriptures” say God is a spirit.)
Another way you can affirm that God does not have a physical body is to show that, according to the Bible, God the Father is invisible. He can’t be seen. With your King James Version of the Bible in hand, look up the following verses and ask the Mormon to read aloud from them:
• 1 Timothy 1:17—“Now unto the King eternal, immortal, invisible, the only wise God, be honor and glory for ever and ever. Amen.”
• Colossians 1:15—“Who is the image of the invisible God, the first-born of every creature.”
• John 1:18—“No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, he hath declared him.”
• Would you please read aloud from 1 Timothy 1:17 and tell me what you think it says about God? Colossians 1:15? John 1:18?
• Don’t all these verses indicate that God the Father is invisible?
Exodus 33:11—The Face of God
The Mormon Teaching. In Exodus 33:11 we read, “The LORD spake unto Moses face to face, as a man speaketh unto his friend. And he turned again into the camp: but his servant Joshua, the son of Nun, a young man, departed not out of the tabernacle.” Mormons reason that since Moses saw the LORD face to face, then God must, in fact, have a real face. And if He has a real face, then He must have a whole physical body as well.13
The Biblical Teaching. The description of Moses speaking to God “face to face” cannot be taken to mean that God actually has a physical face that Moses saw with his physical eyes. Rather, “face to face” is simply a Hebrew way of indicating “personally,” “directly,” or “intimately.”14 Moses was in the direct presence of God and interacted with Him on a personal and intimate basis.
Vine’s Expository Dictionary of Biblical Words informs us that the word face is used “anthropomorphically of God.”* Though the Bible speaks of God as if He had a face, the Bible “clearly teaches that God is a spiritual being and ought not to be depicted by an image or any likeness whatever (Exod. 20:4).”15
Bible scholar John D. Hannah says that “God would speak to Moses face to face, as a man speaks with his friend (v. 11), that is, clearly and openly. Moses’ speaking ‘face to face’ with God does not contradict the fact that he was not allowed to see God’s face (v. 20) as ‘face to face’ is a figurative expression suggesting openness and friendship (cf. Num. 12:8; Deut. 34:10).”16
There are other examples of metaphorical language used of God in the Bible. For example, Psalm 91:4 says, “He shall cover thee with his feathers, and under his wings shalt thou trust: his truth shall be thy shield and buckler.” Are we to take this literally and envision God as a giant bird with wings and feathers? Of course not. The psalmist is simply using metaphorical language to communicate spiritual truth.
• Does the fact that God is said to have feathers and wings in Psalm 91 mean that God literally has feathers and wings? Why not?
• This is clearly figurative language, isn’t it?
• In the same way, can you see that the term face is used figuratively of God, especially since the Bible says God is a spirit (John 4:24) and is invisible (Colossians 1:15)?
Examining the broader context of Exodus 33 helps us to see that God does not have a physical face that we can see with earthly eyes. Dropping down to verse 18, humble and meek Moses made one of the boldest requests ever made of God: “Show me thy glory.” But God warned Moses, “Thou canst not see my face: for there shall no man see me, and live” (verse 20).
Then the Lord said to Moses, “There is a place by me, and thou shalt stand upon a rock: And it shall come to pass, while my glory passeth by, that I will put thee in a clift of the rock, and will cover thee with my hand while I pass by: And I will take away mine hand, and thou shalt see my back parts: but my face shall not be seen” (Exodus 33:21–23).
This statement that no human can see God and live is consistent with what we know about God from elsewhere in Scripture. We know from 1 Timothy 6:16 that God dwells in “light which no man can approach.” And the apostle John said that “no one has ever seen God [the Father], but God the only Son [Jesus Christ], who is at the Father’s side, has made him known” (John 1:18 NIV).
Since no human can see God in His full glory and live, what Moses requested of God was more than the Lord would grant for Moses’s own good. Nevertheless, God did place Moses in a cleft in a rock—apparently a cavelike crevice—and He then let His glory pass by. “The glory of God refers first and foremost to the sheer weight or the reality of his presence. The presence of God would come near Moses in spatial terms.”17 But God’s glory would also include indescribable illumination that was too brilliant for humans to witness.
So, what actually occurred during this encounter Moses had with God? Old Testament scholar Walter Kaiser explains that
Moses would not be able to endure the spectacular purity, luminosity, and reality of staring at the raw glory of God himself. Instead, God would protect Moses from accidental (and apparently, fatal) sight of that glory. Therefore, in a striking anthropomorphism (a description of the reality of God in terms or analogies understandable to mortals), God would protect Moses from the full effects of looking directly at the glory of God by placing his hand over Moses’ face until all God’s glory had passed by.18
It was only after God’s glory had passed by Moses that He removed His gracious, protecting “hand” (another anthropomorphic term). Then Moses would view what God had permitted—God’s “back.” But what does this mean?
We know from other Bible passages that God is spirit and He is formless (see Isaiah 31:3; John 4:24). Just as the use of “hand” is an anthropomorphism, so also is the word “back” an anthropomorphism. And what does the word “back” indicate? Kaiser notes that the Hebrew word for “back” (‘achowr) can easily be rendered the “aftereffects” of the glory that had passed by.19 “This would fit the context as well as the range of meanings for the Hebrew word used. Moses did not see the glory of God directly, but once it had gone past, God did allow him to view the results, the afterglow, that His presence had produced.”20
One interesting fact you will want to mention to the Mormon is that Joseph Fielding Smith, in Doctrines of Salvation, said that Christ is the Jehovah of the Old Testament:
All revelation since the fall has come through Jesus Christ, who is the Jehovah of the Old Testament. In all of the scriptures, where God is mentioned and where he has appeared, it was Jehovah who talked with Abraham, with Noah, Enoch, Moses, and all the prophets. He is the God of Israel, the Holy One of Israel; the one who led that nation out of Egyptian bondage, and who gave and fulfilled the Law of Moses. The Father has never dealt with man directly and personally since the fall, and he has never appeared except to introduce and bear record of the Son. Thus the Inspired Version records that “no man hath seen God at any time, except he hath borne record of the son.”21
This means that even in Mormon theology Exodus 33:11 should not be cited to support the idea that God the Father has a physical body. According to Mormon expositors, the verse is dealing with Jesus Christ, not the Father. So when Mormons tell you that Exodus 33:11 teaches that God has a physical body, their argument is faulty. They are trying to cite a verse about Jehovah (Jesus) in order to prove a point about Elohim (the Father).
• Did you know that Joseph Fielding Smith said that all revelatory appearances to Old Testament persons like Moses were appearances of Jehovah (or Jesus) and not Elohim (the Father)?
• Did you know Mormon expositors say that in Exodus 33 Moses is dealing with Jehovah, and not Elohim?
• Isn’t it faulty, then, for you to cite a passage dealing with Jehovah (Jesus) in order to prove a point about Elohim (the Father)?
• And, by the way, did you know that the Mormon view that Elohim is the Father and Jehovah is Jesus is flawed as well?
(You will want to explain that the names “Elohim” and “Jehovah” are both used of the Father, and both are used of Jesus. A verse in which both terms are used of Jesus, for example, is Isaiah 40:3: “The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the LORD [Jehovah], make straight in the desert a highway for our God [Elohim].” This entire verse is written in reference to Jesus Christ (see John 1:23).)
At some point in your discussion you will want to mention that Joseph Smith taught that a person could see God the Father only if he held the Mormon priesthood. Smith credits God Himself with telling him through revelation that “without the ordinances thereof, and the authority of the priesthood, the power of godliness is not manifest unto men in the flesh; For without this no man can see the face of God, even the Father, and live.”22 The reason this statement is so significant is that Joseph Smith had not been ordained to the priesthood when he claimed to have seen God in 1820.
• Did you know that Joseph Smith said that a person could see God only if he held the Mormon priesthood?
• Did you know that Joseph Smith was not yet ordained in the priesthood at the time he claimed to have seen God in 1820?
• How do you explain this?
It is likely that when Mormons talk to you about God’s alleged physical body, they will argue that God is an exalted man—that at one time He was just like you and me but He progressed to the point of exaltation and godhood. If they bring this up, you’ll want to share with them some Bible verses that affirm God’s unchanging nature. For example:
• Malachi 3:6 quotes God Himself: “I am the LORD, I change not.”
• James 1:17 tells us, “Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning.”
• Psalm 102:26–27 says, “They shall perish, but thou shalt endure: yea, all of them shall wax old like a garment; as a vesture shalt thou change them, and they shall be changed: But thou art the same, and thy years shall have no end.”
• Psalm 90:2 says, “Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever thou hadst formed the earth and the world, even from everlasting to everlasting, thou art God.”
• Even the Book of Mormon says God does not change: “I know that God is . . . neither a changeable being; but he is unchangeable from all eternity to all eternity” (Moroni 8:18).
• Would you open your Bible and read aloud from Malachi 3:6 and tell me what God says about Himself?
• Please read aloud from Psalm 102:26–27. What does it say about God?
• Would you open up your Book of Mormon to Moroni 8:18 and see if it agrees with Malachi 3:6 and Psalm 102:26–27—that God is unchangeable? (Your goal is to demonstrate that even the Mormon “scriptures” do not agree with current Mormon theology. In reality, the Book of Mormon is not Scripture.)
• How do you reconcile these passages with the Mormon idea that God was a man who progressed to exaltation and godhood?
John 14:9—The Father Has a Body Like the Son Does
The Mormon Teaching. In John 14:9 we read, “Jesus saith unto him, Have I been so long time with you, and yet hast thou not known me, Philip? he that hath seen me hath seen the Father; and how sayest thou then, show us the Father?”
James E. Talmage comments, “Even in bodily appearance the Father and the Son are alike; therefore said Christ when importuned by Philip to show to him and others the Father: ‘Have I been so long time with you, and yet hast thou not known me, Philip? He that hath seen me hath seen the Father.”23 Talmage concludes, “It is clear that the Father is a personal being, possessing a definite form, with bodily parts and spiritual passions.”24
The Biblical Teaching. Mormons are reading an idea into John 14:9 that simply is not there. In context, this verse clearly tells us that Jesus’ mission, His words, and His works centered on the Father. And in this way Jesus was the ultimate revelation of the Father. A cursory scan through John’s Gospel confirms that.
The Bible tells us that Jesus’ mission—the purpose of His coming—was to reveal the Father to humankind: “No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, he hath declared him” (John 1:18). That’s why Jesus could say, “He that seeth me seeth him that sent me” (John 12:45) and, “He that receiveth me receiveth him that sent me” (John 13:20).
What are some of the ways Jesus revealed the Father? One is that Jesus revealed the Father’s message to humankind: “I have not spoken of myself; but the Father which sent me, he gave me a commandment, what I should say, and what I should speak” (John 12:49). Jesus boldly affirmed, “I do nothing of myself; but as my Father hath taught me, I speak these things” (John 8:28).
Jesus’ works also served to reveal the Father: “Then answered Jesus and said unto them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, The Son can do nothing of himself, but what he seeth the Father do: for what things soever he doeth, these also doeth the Son likewise” (John 5:19).
It is against this backdrop that Jesus said, “He that hath seen me hath seen the Father” in John 14:9. Jesus came as the ultimate revelation of the Father. But there is nothing at all in the context that supports the Mormon claim that God the Father has a physical body. This is especially apparent in the verses that immediately follow John 14:9: “The Father that dwelleth in me, he doeth the works. Believe me that I am in the Father, and the Father in me” (verses 10–11, emphasis added). If the Father has a physical body of flesh and bones, as Mormons claim, then how is it possible for the Father to dwell within Jesus?
• Would you please read aloud from John 14:10–11?
• If the Father has a physical body of flesh and bones, as the Mormon church claims, then how is it possible for the Father to dwell within Jesus?
Hebrews 1:3—The “Exact Representation” of God
The Mormon Teaching. In Hebrews 1:3 we read this testimony about Jesus: “Who being the brightness of his glory, and the express image of his person, and upholding all things by the word of his power, when he had by himself purged our sins, sat down on the right hand of the Majesty on high.”
Addressing this verse, James E. Talmage says, “We are assured that Christ was in the express image of His Father, after which image man also has been created. Therefore we know that both the Father and the Son are in form and stature perfect men; each of them possesses a tangible body, infinitely pure and perfect and attended by transcendent glory, nevertheless a body of flesh and bones.”25
Moreover, Mormons point out, if the Father did not have a physical body of flesh and bones, then how could Jesus Christ have possibly sat down at the “right hand” of the Father? If the Father has a right hand, then He must have a body of flesh and bones.
The Biblical Teaching. Again, the Mormons are reading an idea into the text that is not there. The phrase “right hand” does not in any way suggest that the Father has a body of flesh and bones. In the Jewish mind, the right hand referred to the place of honor.26 Bible expositor Ray C. Stedman notes, “The phrase sat down at the right hand is meant symbolically, not literally, for God has no right hand. It denotes the supreme honor accorded to the triumphant Lord, who is risen from the dead.”27
David Reed and John Farkas provide an illustration to help us understand the metaphorical meaning of the phrase: “We use a somewhat similar expression today when we speak of someone’s right-hand man. If a historical account refers to Robert F. Kennedy as President John F. Kennedy’s right-hand man, we do not therefore conclude that Bobby actually stood at Jack’s right side.”28 In the same way, the statement that Christ sat down at the Father’s “right hand” is simply a metaphorical expression affirming that Christ was in a position of authority.
• When we say that Robert F. Kennedy was President John F. Kennedy’s right-hand man, does that mean he was always at the right side of President Kennedy?
• The phrase “right-hand man” is a metaphorical term, isn’t it?
• In the same way, can you see that to say Christ sat down at the right hand of the Father is simply a metaphorical expression stating that Christ is now in a position of authority?
In Hebrews 1:3, Jesus is called the “brightness of his [the Father’s] glory, and the express image of his person.” The word “brightness” is literally “radiance,” “effulgence,” or “shining forth.” The word indicates not a reflection but an outshining of resplendent light—a shining forth to the world of the very character, attributes, and essence of God in Jesus Christ (see John 1:14).
Christ is the radiating effulgence of the divine essence. He radiates the divine glory of God because He is God. Jesus is not just a reflection of the Father’s glory; Jesus’ glory radiates from within His very being. The term “brightness” (“radiance”) in Hebrews 1:3, then, is speaking of Christ’s deity (Exodus 33:20; John 1:18; 4:24; 5:37; Colossians 1:15; 1 Timothy 1:17; 6:16; 1 John 4:12).
The phrase “express image” was used among the ancients to speak of an engraving tool or a stamp—often in reference to the minting of coins. In common usage, however, it came to refer to the actual mark engraved or the impression made by the tool itself. The word thus indicates an “exact expression.”
In the present context, Jesus is portrayed as the absolute authentic representation of God’s being in terms of the divine nature (see John 14:9). The writer of Hebrews could not have affirmed Christ’s deity in any stronger terms. Christ is “the ‘exact representation of God’s real being,’ and all the essential characteristics of God are brought into clear focus in Him.”29 Indeed, “all that God is—not merely in His ways, but in His being—is expressed absolutely by the Son.”30
Related to this, we read in Colossians 1:15 that Jesus is the “image of the invisible God.” Norman Geisler notes that in this verse the Greek word eikon (“image”) literally means “the very substance” of God.31 As Jesus Himself said, “He that hath seen me hath seen the Father” (John 14:9). Christ is the image of the invisible God “in the sense that the nature and being of God are perfectly revealed in him.”32 Clearly, then, the term “image” in Colossians 1:15 has nothing to do with a physical image—especially since the Father is called “invisible.”
• Is it possible to make a literal image of something that is invisible?
• Would you please read aloud from Colossians 1:15?
• What do you think Colossians 1:15 means when it says that Jesus is the “image of the invisible God”? (Stress the words “image” and “invisible.”)
• Read in its proper context, doesn’t it seem like “image” is referring to Christ’s deity and not to any alleged physical body?
John 1:18—Those Quickened by the Spirit Can See God
The Mormon Teaching. In John 1:18 we read, “No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, he hath declared him.”
This passage poses a problem to the Mormon view that people in Bible times saw God’s physical body. That, no doubt, is the reason Joseph Smith retranslated the passage as saying, “No man hath seen God at any time, except he hath borne record of the Son; for except it is through him no man can be saved”33 (emphasis added).
The Biblical Teaching. When you talk to Mormons about John 1:18, you need to put the burden of proof on them. Ask them for manuscript support for such a rendering. (It doesn’t exist.) Ask them to show from the Greek text how such a translation is possible. (It isn’t possible.) They will no doubt tell you that Joseph Smith made this critical change in the text of John 1:18 under “divine inspiration.”
If this happens, we recommend that you talk with them about the inspiration, inerrancy, and authority of the Bible (see chapters 8–10). You can also go to chapter 7 and discuss the problems with Joseph Smith’s Inspired Version of the Bible. You might even mention a few of Joseph Smith’s false prophecies and doctrinal reversals (see chapter 6). Try to undermine the Mormon’s confidence in Joseph Smith and gain his or her trust that the Bible is indeed reliable. This will help you convince the Mormon that the biblical rendering of John 1:18 may be right after all.
Beyond that, you will want to make clear what John 1:18 is really teaching. This verse tells us that Jesus became flesh in order to act as Revealer. In the empirical world of ordinary sense perceptions, Jesus was seen and heard by human beings as God’s ultimate revelation to humankind.
Theologian Robert Lightner explains the various ways Jesus Christ was a revelation of the Father:
Christ revealed the Person of God as He had never been made known before. He declared the Father to man (cf. John 1:18; 14:8, 9; 1 Tim. 3:16). The glory of God was made known by Christ (John 1:14; 2 Cor. 4:6; Isa. 40:5). God’s power was revealed by God’s Son. He did this many times and in many different ways (John 3:2; 1 Cor. 1:24). The wisdom of God was made known in the Person of Christ (John 7:46; 1 Cor. 1:24). The life of God was also declared by Him (1 John 1:1–3). To be sure, God’s boundless love was revealed and demonstrated by the Saviour (John 3:16; Rom. 5:8; 1 John 3:16). The grace of God, the undeserved favor which He bestowed upon mankind, was also revealed by the Lord Jesus (Luke 2:40; John 1:17; 2 Thess. 1:12).34
The statement in John 1:18 that “no man hath seen God at any time” simply means that no one has ever beheld God in His essential nature and full, unveiled glory. Certainly there were theophanies (temporary appearances of God) in Old Testament times. These brief appearances generally took place to give revelation to Old Testament patriarchs. But these were simply temporary visible manifestations of the invisible spiritual God (John 4:24). (See Christ Before the Manger: The Life and Times of the Preincarnate Christ, by Ron Rhodes, for more on this subject.35)
The apostle Paul tells us that God the Father is by nature “invisible” (1 Timothy 1:17), and that God is one “who lives in unapproachable light, whom no one has seen or can see” (6:16 NIV). It is only in the person of Jesus Christ that the inner essence or nature of God is fully disclosed to humankind (John 1:18).36 No human being can give such a revelation of God because no one—including Joseph Smith—has ever seen God in His full glory and majesty.
• Can we really trust the “prophet” Joseph Smith’s rendering of John 1:18 in view of his many false prophecies? (See chapter 6.)
• Can we take Joseph Smith’s rendering of John 1:18 seriously when there’s no evidence for it in the Greek manuscripts, and especially when he proved with the so-called Book of Abraham that he dishonestly “translated” ancient records when he did have the supposed manuscripts? (See chapter 14 for information on the Book of Abraham.)
We suggest that when you close your discussion about the alleged flesh-and-bones body of God the Father, you should recap your main points to the Mormon. Briefly:
• God is a spirit (John 4:24), and a spirit does not have flesh and bones (Luke 24:39).
• The Bible says that God is not a man (Hosea 11:9).
• The Book of Mormon denies that God is a glorified man (Alma 22:10, 31:15; Mormon 9:9–11; Moroni 7:22, and 8:18).
• God the Father is invisible (Colossians 1:15).
• Anthropomorphisms (figures of speech)—such as “face” and “hands”—are often used of God in Scripture.
• God is unchangeable and does not “progress” to exaltation. Malachi 3:6 quotes the words of God this way: “I am the LORD, I change not.”
• Even the Book of Mormon says God does not change: “I know that God is . . . neither a changeable being; but he is unchangeable from all eternity to all eternity.”37
*Possible Mormon comeback: Some Mormons argue that what is affirmed in John 4:24 is true—that God is spirit, but this isn’t the whole picture, they say. God is a spirit, just as humans are a spirit, “in the combination of spirit and body that makes of you a living being. . . . Each of us is a dual being of spiritual entity and physical entity” (see A Sure Foundation: Answers to Difficult Gospel Questions[Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret, 1988], p. 97). If the Mormon argues this way, you will need to focus on the context of John 4. The whole reason Jesus argued for the spiritual nature of God was to emphasize that God can’t be physically confined to this temple (Jerusalem) or that temple (Mount Gerazim). God is spirit, and hence can be found in both of these temples (and elsewhere—since He is omnipresent).
*Possible Mormon comeback: Some Mormons may attempt to argue that references to God as a “Great Spirit” do not conflict with the idea that God has a physical, material body. Some will argue that the “Great Spirit” is actually Jesus, or, as He is called in his premortal existence, Jehovah. This Great Spirit was the creator of all things. Some time later, he took on a physical, material body. Such an argument is not convincing. Reading the Book of Mormon references at face value seems to indicate that God is perpetually a “Great Spirit.” As Alma 31:15 says, “Thou wilt be a spirit forever.”
*Anthropomorphic language metaphorically attributes human characteristics to God (face, hands, eyes, arm, and so on). It is not to be taken literally.
The Mormon Doctrine of God—Part 2: The Plurality of Gods
As is typical with many cults, the Mormons utilize Christian terminology but they pour their own cultic meanings into those words. The word Trinity is an example. Though some Mormons may use the word in describing their own view of God, they do not define it as orthodox Christians do.
Mormonism teaches that the Persons of the Trinity are not three Persons in one being, as historic Christianity has always taught (from the Bible); rather, Mormons say the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are three separate beings—they are three separate, distinct Gods.1
In what way, then, are the three Persons of the Trinity one? Some Mormons say the three Persons are united in their common purpose. Others say they are “united as one in the attributes of perfection.”2 Either way, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are not viewed as one being.
Bruce McConkie reasons that “as each of these persons is a God, it is evident, from this standpoint alone, that a plurality of Gods exists. To us, speaking in the proper finite sense, these three are the only Gods we worship. But in addition there is an infinite number of holy personages, drawn from worlds without number, who have passed on to exaltation and are thus gods.”3
Did Joseph Smith teach the doctrine of the plurality of Gods? Though references in the Book of Mormon (published early in his prophetic career) attest to the existence of only one God, Smith eventually went on to teach the plurality of Gods not only in his writings but also in his public speaking. In one message Smith said this:
I will preach on the plurality of Gods. . . . I wish to declare I have always and in all congregations when I preached on the subject of the Deity, it has been the plurality of Gods. It has been preached by the Elders for fifteen years. I have always declared God to be a distinct personage, Jesus Christ a separate and distinct personage from God the Father, and that the Holy Ghost was a distinct personage and a Spirit: and these three constitute three distinct personages and three Gods. If this is in accordance with the New Testament, lo and behold! We have three Gods, anyhow, and they are plural; and who can contradict it?4
Joseph Fielding Smith adds that “Joseph Smith taught a plurality of gods, and that man by obeying the commandments of God and keeping the whole law will eventually reach the power and exaltation by which he also will become a god”5 (emphasis added).
Spencer W. Kimball, a former president of the church, made the following remarks to a group about how they can become gods: “Brethren 225,000 of you are here tonight. I suppose 225,000 of you may become gods. There seems to be plenty of space out there in the universe. And the Lord has proved that he knows how to do it. I think he could make, or probably have us help make, worlds for all of us, for every one of us 225,000.”6
Brigham Young said, “How many Gods there are, I do not know. But there never was a time when there were not Gods and worlds, and when men were not passing through the same ordeals that we are now passing through. That course has been from all eternity, and it is and will be to all eternity.”7
Mormon apostle Orson Pratt said, “If we should take a million of worlds like this and number their particles, we should find that there are more Gods than there are particles of matter in those worlds.”8
It is critical to recognize that in Mormon theology, just as Jesus has a Father, so the Father allegedly has a Father, and the Father of Jesus’ Father has a Father. This endless succession of Fathers goes on and on, up the hierarchy of exalted beings in the universe.9
Joseph Fielding Smith expresses the Mormon logic behind the concept: “If Jesus Christ was the Son of God, and John discovered that God the Father of Jesus Christ had a Father, you may suppose that he had a Father also. Where was there ever a son without a Father? . . . Hence if Jesus had a Father, can we not believe that he had a Father also?”10 Smith ponders, “Is this not a reasonable thought, especially when we remember that the promises are made to us that we may become like him?”11 Hence, there is a Father of the Father of the Father of the Father of the Father, ad infinitum.
Not only are there numerous Father-gods, there is also a “Heavenly Mother.” Even though the Mormon doctrine of a Heavenly Mother, who begets spirit-children in heaven, is not found in any Mormon scripture, it is definitely a teaching proclaimed by the General Authorities of the Mormon church, including the Prophet, Seer, and Revelator.
In A Study of the Articles of Faith, James E. Talmage says, “We are expressly told that God is the Father of our Spirits, and to apprehend the literalness of this solemn truth we must know that a Mother of Spirits is an existent personality.”12 In the book Man: His Origin and Destiny, we are told that “all men and women are in the similitude of the Universal Father and Mother, and are literally the sons and daughters of deity.”13
Milton R. Hunter, who served in the First Council of the Seventy, said, “The stupendous truth of the existence of a Heavenly Mother, as well as a Heavenly Father, became established facts in Mormon theology.”14 What do the “Heavenly Father” and “Heavenly Mother” do? In 1853, Orson Pratt explained:
In the Heaven where our spirits were born, there are many Gods, each one of whom has his own wife or wives which were given to him previous to his redemption, while yet in his mortal state. Each God, through his wife or wives, raises up a numerous family of sons and daughters. . . . As soon as each God has begotten many millions of male and female spirits . . . he, in connection with his sons, organizes a new world, after a similar order to the one which we now inhabit, where he sends both the male and female spirits to inhabit tabernacles of flesh and bones. . . . The inhabitants of each world are required to reverence, adore, and worship their own personal father who dwells in the Heaven which they formerly inhabited.15
All of this is part and parcel of the polytheistic world of Mormonism. Mormons believe in numerous gods. Even though they believe the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are the principal gods with whom we have to do, they also believe there are innumerable gods besides these. And they believe that they, too, will one day become gods.
REASONING FROM THE SCRIPTURES
Genesis 1:26–27—A Plurality of Gods?
The Mormon Teaching. In Genesis 1:26–27 we read, “God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth. So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.”
In the Book of Abraham (purportedly authored by Abraham himself and supernaturally translated by Joseph Smith from Egyptian papyri fragments and later included in the volume of Mormon scripture known as The Pearl of Great Price), a dramatically different version of the Genesis 1 account of creation is given—and the plural form, “Gods,” is found throughout. The “Gods” created the universe, the Mormon scriptures teach.
Joseph Smith tried to justify this polytheistic rendering by stating that the Hebrew word usually translated God, Elohim, has a plural ending.16 Smith said that “the doctrine of a plurality of gods is as prominent in the Bible as any other doctrine. It is all over the face of the Bible. It stands beyond the power of controversy. A wayfaring man, though a fool, need not err therein.”17 Smith was sure that “in the beginning, the head of the Gods called a council of the Gods; and they came together and concocted a plan to create the world and people it.”18
The Book of Abraham 4:1–2 tells us that the “Gods organized and formed the heavens and the earth. . . . and the Spirit of the Gods was brooding upon the face of the waters.”19 In verses 26 and 27 we are told, “the Gods took counsel among themselves and said: let us go down and form man in our image, after our likeness. . . . So the Gods went down to organize man in their own image, in the image of the Gods to form they him, male and female to form they them.”20
The Biblical Teaching. We must begin by pointing out that the collection of Egyptian writings that the LDS church now calls the Book of Abraham has no credibility whatsoever and is actually irrefutable proof that Joseph Smith had no divine ability to translate. In fact, some of the original papyri actually used by Smith to prepare the book were rediscovered in 1966 and translated by professional Egyptologists, who unanimously identified them as a collection of typical pagan funerary texts and confirmed that they had nothing to do with the ideas and events portrayed in the Book of Abraham.*
• Did you know that the actual ancient Egyptian writings that Joseph Smith called the Book of Abraham were rediscovered in 1966 and have been translated by top modern Egyptologists?
• Did you know that these Egyptologists identified the materials as coming from ancient pagan funerary texts like the Book of the Dead, and that not one of Joseph’s “translations” comes even close to being right?
It is true that in Genesis 1:26–27 the Hebrew word for God, Elohim, has a plural ending. Yet you will want to emphasize two facts to the Mormon: 1) the plural ending on Elohim does not support the Mormon view that there are three distinct and separate personages in the Godhead; and 2) the plural ending does not contradict or conflict with the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity.
Christian scholars believe the plural form, Elohim, is actually a “plural of majesty”—pointing to the majesty, dignity, and greatness of God. Norman Geisler and Thomas Howe suggest that “the plural nature of the Hebrew word [Elohim] is designed to give a fuller, more majestic sense to God’s name.”21 (Queen Victoria used a “plural of majesty” when—referring only to herself—she commented, “We are not amused.”)
What about the plural pronouns (“Let us make man in our image”)? Biblical grammarians tell us that the plural pronouns are a grammatical necessity. These grammarians point out that “the plural pronoun ‘us’ is simply required by the plural Hebrew noun elohim which is translated ‘God’ (Then God [elohim, plural] said, ‘Let Us [plural] make man in Our [plural] image’).”22 In other words, the plural pronoun “us” corresponds grammatically with the plural form of the Hebrew word Elohim. One demands the other.
Of course, we need to emphasize to Mormons that the plural form of Elohim does not indicate that there is more than one God. That is an utter abuse of linguistics, and not a single scholar well-versed in the original languages of the Bible would ever go along with such an interpretation.23 Why? Because Elohim is consistently portrayed as the one true God of Israel throughout the Old Testament. For example, Deuteronomy 6:4 says, “Hear, O Israel: The LORD [Jehovah] our God [Elohim] is one LORD [Jehovah]” (inserts added).
After explaining all this to the Mormon, open your Bible and read aloud from Genesis 1:26–27, this time emphasizing the italicized words: “God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth. So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them.”
Point out how the phrases “our image” and “our likeness” in verse 26 are explained in verse 27 as “the image of God” and “in his own image.” This supports the idea that even though plural pronouns were used in reference to God, only one God was meant. Then reiterate that Hebrew scholars say this is a “plural of majesty,” pointing to the one true God’s majesty, dignity, and greatness.
• Would you allow me to read aloud from Genesis 1:26–27? Please listen especially to the words I emphasize. (Invite the Mormon to look on as you read.)
• Did you notice how the phrases “our image” and “our likeness” in verse 26 are explained in verse 27 as “the image of God” and “in his own image”?
• Do you think it’s possible that Hebrew scholars are correct to call the plural form of Elohim a “plural of majesty”?
Even the Book of Mormon itself states plainly that there is only one God. If the Mormon happens to have a Book of Mormon with him or her, look up the following verses. You will find that the Book of Mormon actually disagrees with Mormon polytheism.
• In Alma 11:22–31, we find a strong affirmation that there is only one God. A man named Amulek opens a dialogue with Zeezrom by stating that he cannot say anything contrary to God’s spirit. Hence, the words of Amulek are on par with the words of God himself. Zeezrom asks Amulek, “Is there more than one God?” Amulek answers, “No.” Zeezrom then asks, “How knowest thou these things?” Amulek replies, “An angel hath made them known to me.”*
• Alma 11:44 tells us, “Be arraigned before the bar of Christ the Son, and God the Father, and the Holy Spirit, which is one Eternal God.”
• In Mormon 7:7 we read the words, “. . . unto the Father, and unto the Son, and unto the Holy Ghost, which are one God.”
Now, remember, Joseph Smith declared that the Book of Mormon was the most correct book on earth. After reading these verses aloud . . .
• What do you think about all these verses in the Book of Mormon that say there is “only one true God” (as Alma says)?
• Tell me, is the Book of Mormon wrong, or is current Mormon doctrine (which teaches the plurality of Gods) wrong?
• Didn’t Joseph Smith say the Book of Mormon was the most correct book on earth?
• If it’s the most correct book on earth, how could it be wrong in saying that there is only one true God?
Psalm 82:1,6; John 10:34—“Ye Are Gods”
The Mormon Teaching. In Psalm 82:1,6 we read, “God standeth in the congregation of the mighty; he judgeth among the gods. . . . I have said, Ye are gods; and all of you are children of the most High.” Jesus quotes from this very psalm in John 10:34 when speaking to a group of Jews: “Is it not written in your law, I said, Ye are gods?”
Mormons are sure that Psalm 82 supports the doctrine of the plurality of Gods.24 If the psalmist said it, and if it was confirmed by no less than Jesus Himself, surely it is clear that there is a plurality of Gods in the universe.
The Biblical Teaching. When we read Psalm 82 carefully we find that God is pronouncing judgment against the evil judges of Israel. These judges were, of course, supposed to act righteously and be God’s representatives on earth. As Old Testament scholar Walter C. Kaiser says, “Our Lord depended on these administrators, functioning as magistrates in the divinely ordained state, to bring a measure of immediate relief from the injustices and brutalities of life.”25 These were people “who had been especially chosen by God to be bearers of His saving truth and administrators of His holy law.”26
But these judges became corrupt and were unjust in their dealings with men. God’s charge against them was that they administered justice unjustly, showing favor to the wicked instead of upholding the rights of the helpless and oppressed.27 And in verses 6–7, we find the psalmist Asaph addressing these unjust human judges: “I have said, Ye are gods; and all of you are children of the most High. But ye shall die like men, and fall like one of the princes.”28
Hebrew scholars tell us that the Hebrew word Elohim can sometimes refer to human beings.* The judges were called “gods” not because they were actual deity but because they pronounced life-and-death judgments against people.
Looking at the context of Psalm 82, it is clear that the Lord, through Asaph, is speaking in irony in this verse. He is saying in effect, “I have called you ‘gods,’ but in fact you will die like the men that you really are.”
This psalm helps us to understand what Jesus was saying in John 10:34. When Jesus quoted from this psalm, He was saying that what the Israelite judges were called in irony and in judgment, He is in reality. “He does what they could not do, and is what they could never be.”29
Notice also that in John 10:34 Jesus spoke in the present tense, “Ye are gods” (emphasis added). This is important, because not even Mormon leaders claim that they are gods at the present moment. Rather, they believe in a future exaltation. So John 10:34 doesn’t properly fit the context of Mormon theology.
• Did you notice that Jesus spoke in the present tense in John 10:34—“Ye are gods”?
• Do you believe you are a God at the present moment?
(They’ll say no. Keep going.)
• But Jesus said “Ye are gods”—as in the present moment. So Jesus couldn’t have intended to communicate that His listeners were actually gods, right?
• Doesn’t it make more sense to look at the context in Psalm 82, where we discover that the unjust judges were called “gods” only in irony and judgment? (Remind the Mormon that the judges died in judgment. Does that sound like a god?)
• Is it not clear from the context that what the Israelite judges were called in irony and in judgment, Jesus is in reality?
At this point you may want to pull out the “heavy guns” in your biblical arsenal. Open your Bible and read from Isaiah 44:8, where God Himself asks, “Is there a God beside me? yea, there is no God; I know not any.”
If that verse it true, then God could not have had a Father and a Grandfather who were gods in their own rights (as Mormons teach). Otherwise, we’d have to say that the God speaking in Isaiah 44:8 was either lying or forgot His own Father.
Similarly, in Isaiah 43:10 God says, “Before me there was no God formed, neither shall there be after me” (emphasis added). Since there were no gods before the God of the Bible, this means that God had no Father-gods or Grandfather-gods before him. Since no gods will come after God, this means that none of His children will become Gods.
• Would you please read aloud from Isaiah 44:8?
• How do you reconcile this verse with the Mormon claim that God has a Father, and the Father has a Father, and so on? Did the God of Isaiah 44:8 forget His own Father?
• Doctrine and Covenants 96:30 says “the glory of God is intelligence” (emphasis added). So the God of Isaiah 44:8 couldn’t have forgotten there were other gods, could He?
• Would you please read aloud from Isaiah 43:10?
• Since there were no gods before the God of the Bible, doesn’t this mean that our Father had no Father-gods or Grandfather-gods before Him?
• Since no gods will come after God, doesn’t this mean that none of His children will become Gods?
Matthew 3:16–17—Separate Gods in Separate Places?
The Mormon Teaching. In Matthew 3:16 –17 we read, “Jesus, when he was baptized, went up straightway out of the water: and, lo, the heavens were opened unto him, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove, and lighting upon him: And lo a voice from heaven, saying, This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”
James E. Talmage says:
That these three are separate individuals, physically distinct from each other, is demonstrated by the accepted records of divine dealings with man. On the occasion of the Savior’s baptism, John recognized the sign of the Holy Ghost; he saw before him in a tabernacle of flesh the Christ, unto whom he had administered the holy ordinance; and he heard the voice of the Father. The three personages of the Godhead were present, manifesting themselves each in a different way, and each distinct from the others.30
Thus, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit cannot be “one person,” as Trinitarians believe.
The Biblical Teaching. In Matthew 3:16–17 the doctrine of the Trinity is plainly evident: The Son is baptized, the Father speaks of His Son, and the Holy Spirit descends on the Son like a dove. You need to understand, however, that Mormons typically misdefine the Trinity as being “three in one Person.” Mormon missionaries often think that if they can show you that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are distinct (as is evident in Matthew 3:16–17), then they’ve proven the Trinitarian “three-in-one-Person” doctrine wrong. They desperately want to prove that there are three distinct and separate personages evident in this passage.
Of course, Trinitarians do not believe in “three in one Person.” Trinitarians believe that there is one God, but that within the unity of the Godhead there are three co-equal, co-eternal Persons. So the Trinity is not “three in one Person” but “three Persons in the one Godhead.” You will want to clarify this carefully for the Mormon.
• Would you please define the Trinity for me?
(Listen carefully for something that sounds like “three in one Person.” Then proceed to explain what the Trinity really is.)
If you can explain the basic points of the doctrine of the Trinity in a clear and concise way, you will give the Mormon a lot to think about after he or she leaves. We suggest that you familiarize yourself with the following points:
Definition of the Trinity. A theological definition of the Trinity is based on three lines of biblical evidence: 1) evidence that there is only one true God; 2) evidence that there are three Persons who are recognized as God; and 3) evidence for three-in-oneness within the Godhead.
Before we examine these three lines of evidence, it is important that we clarify what we do not mean by the word Trinity. In our attempt to understand God’s triune nature, two errors must be avoided:
First, we must not conclude that the Godhead is composed of three separate and distinct individuals such as Peter, James, and Paul, each with their own unique characteristics or attributes. Such a concept leads to either tritheism (the belief that there are three Gods rather than three Persons within the Godhead), or, as is the case with the Mormons, polytheism (belief in many gods).
Second, we must not conclude that the Godhead is one Person only and that the triune aspect of His being is no more than three fields of interest, activities, or modes of manifestation—a view known as modalism. The fallacy of these errors will become clearer as we examine the biblical evidence for the Trinity.
Evidence for One God. The fact that there is only one true God is the consistent testimony of Scripture from Genesis to Revelation. It is like a thread that runs through every page of the Bible. An early Hebrew confession of faith—the Shema—portrays this consistent emphasis: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD” (Deuteronomy 6:4). In a culture saturated with false gods and idols, the Shema was particularly meaningful for the Israelites.
In the “Song of Moses,” which Moses recited to the whole assembly of Israel following the exodus from Egypt, we find God’s own words worshipfully repeated: “See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god with me: I kill, and I make alive; I wound, and I heal: neither is there any that can deliver out of my hand” (Deuteronomy 32:39). The God of the Bible is without rival.
After God had made some astonishing promises to David (see the Davidic Covenant in 2 Samuel 7:12–16), David responded by offering praise to God: “Wherefore thou art great, O LORD God: for there is none like thee, neither is there any God beside thee, according to all that we have heard with our ears” (2 Samuel 7:22). Later, in the form of a psalm, David again praised God with the words, “Thou art great, and doest wondrous things: thou art God alone” (Psalm 86:10).
God Himself affirmed through Isaiah the prophet, “I am the first, and I am the last; and beside me there is no God” (Isaiah 44:6; see also 37:20; 43:10; 45:5,14,21–22). God later said, “I am God, and there is none else; I am God, and there is none like me” (46:9). The Book of Isaiah shows us that God often demonstrated that He alone is God by foretelling the future—something that false gods could never do (46:8–10).
The oneness of God is also often emphasized in the New Testament. In 1 Corinthians 8:4, for example, the apostle Paul asserted that “an idol is nothing in the world, and that there is none other God but one.” James 2:19 likewise says, “Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also believe, and tremble.” These and a multitude of other verses (for example, John 5:44; 17:3; Romans 3:29–30; 16:27; Galatians 3:20; Ephesians 4:6; 1 Thessalonians 1:9; 1 Timothy 1:17; 2:5; 1 John 5:20–21; Jude 25) make it absolutely clear that there is one and only one God.
Evidence for Three Persons Who Are Called God. Though Scripture clearly tells us there is only one God, in the unfolding of God’s revelation to humankind we also see that there are three distinct Persons—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit—who are called God.
• Peter refers to the “elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father” (1 Peter 1:2, emphasis added).
• When Jesus made a post-resurrection appearance to doubting Thomas, Thomas said to Him, “My Lord and my God” (John 20:28). As well, the Father said of the Son, “Thy throne, O God, is for ever and ever” (Hebrews 1:8).
• In Acts 5:3–4, we are told that lying to the Holy Spirit is equivalent to lying to God. Peter said, “Ananias, why hath Satan filled thine heart to lie to the Holy Ghost, and to keep back part of the price of the land? While it remained, was it not thine own? and after it was sold, was it not in thine own power? why hast thou conceived this thing in thine heart? thou hast not lied unto men, but unto God” (emphasis added).
Besides being called God, each of the three Persons on different occasions are seen to possess the attributes of deity. For example:
• All three Persons possess the attribute of omnipresence (that is, all three are everywhere-present): the Father (Matthew 19:26), the Son (Matthew 28:18), and the Holy Spirit (Psalm 139:7).
• All three have the attribute of omniscience (all-knowingness): the Father (Romans 11:33), the Son (Matthew 9:4), and the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:10).
• All three have the attribute of omnipotence (that is, all three are all-powerful): the Father (Jeremiah 32:27), the Son (Matthew 28:18), and the Holy Spirit (Romans 15:19).
• Holiness is ascribed to each of the three Persons: the Father (Revelation 15:4), the Son (Acts 3:14), and the Holy Spirit (John 16:7–14).
• Eternity is ascribed to all three Persons: the Father (Psalm 90:2), the Son (Micah 5:2; John 1:2; Revelation 1:8,17), and the Holy Spirit (Hebrews 9:14).
• Each of the three Persons is individually described as the truth: the Father (John 7:28), the Son (Revelation 3:7), and the Holy Spirit (1 John 5:6).
• As well, each of the three is called Lord (Romans 10:12; Luke 2:11; 2 Corinthians 3:17), everlasting (Romans 16:26; Revelation 22:13; Hebrews 9:14), almighty (Genesis 17:1; Revelation 1:8; Romans 15:19), and powerful (Jeremiah 32:17; Hebrews 1:3; Luke 1:35).31
In addition to having the attributes of deity, each of the three Persons can do the works of deity. For example, all three were involved in the creation of the world: the Father (Genesis 2:7; Psalm 102:25), the Son (John 1:3; Colossians 1:16; Hebrews 1:2), and the Holy Spirit (Genesis 1:2; Job 33:4; Psalm 104:30).
Evidence for Three-in-Oneness. The evidence for three-in-oneness in the Godhead is immense. Let’s look at two examples.
After Jesus had risen from the dead, He referred to all three Persons in the Trinity. He instructed the disciples, “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (Matthew 28:19, emphasis added). It is significant that the word “name” is singular in the Greek text, indicating that there is one God, but three distinct Persons within the Godhead—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.32 Theologian Robert Reymond draws our attention to the importance of this verse for the doctrine of the Trinity:
Jesus does not say, (1) “into the names [plural] of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit,” or what is its virtual equivalent, (2) “into the name of the Father, and into the name of the Son, and into the name of the Holy Spirit,” as if we had to deal with three separate Beings. Nor does He say, (3) “into the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit,” (omitting the three recurring articles), as if “the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost” might be taken as merely three designations of a single person. What He does say is this: (4) “into the name [singular] of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” first asserting the unity of the three by combining them all within the bounds of the single Name, and then [throwing] into emphasis the distinctness of each by introducing them in turn with the repeated article.33
Additional evidence for God’s three-in-oneness is found in Paul’s benediction in his second epistle to the Corinthians: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God [the Father], and the communion of the Holy Ghost, be with you all” (2 Corinthians 13:14, insert added). This verse shows the intimacy that each of the three Persons has with the believer.
Conclusion: We have seen that the doctrine of the Trinity is firmly grounded in three lines of biblical evidence: 1) evidence that there is only one true God; 2) evidence that there are three Persons who are God; and 3) evidence for three-in-oneness within the Godhead. You should familiarize yourself with these three lines of evidence so you can help Mormons to correct their misconceptions about the Trinity.
Acts 7:55–56—Different Personages Called “God”
The Mormon Teaching. In Acts 7:55–56 we read this about Stephen: “He, being full of the Holy Ghost, looked up steadfastly into heaven, and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing on the right hand of God, And said, Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing on the right hand of God.”
Mormons reason that since Stephen saw two distinct personages, then they must be distinct, separate Gods. James E. Talmage explains that “Stephen, at the time of his martyrdom, was blessed with the power of heavenly vision, and he saw Jesus standing on the right hand of God.” He then attempts to draw a direct comparison with the First Vision of Joseph Smith, who, “while calling upon the Lord in fervent prayer, saw the Father and the Son, standing in the midst of light that shamed the brightness of the sun.”34
The Biblical Teaching. First you will want to point out that the text does not say Stephen saw the physical, material body of God the Father. Rather, Stephen saw the glory of God and saw Jesus standing on the right hand of God.
That Stephen beheld the “glory of God” simply means that during his vision he saw the brilliant luminosity that often accompanies divine manifestations. This is illustrated for us in the book of Isaiah. According to Isaiah 6:1–5, Isaiah saw the incredible glory of “the LORD of hosts.” The light was virtually blinding. When we get to the New Testament—in John 12:41—we are told that what Isaiah actually saw was the glory of Jesus Christ. The glory of God and the glory of Jesus Christ are clearly equated here. So, when Acts 7:55 says that Stephen saw the “glory of God,” this does not mean that he saw the physical, material Father.
As we learned earlier, the phrase “right hand” does not in any way suggest that the Father has a body of flesh and bones. In the Jewish mind, the right hand simply referred to the place of honor.35 Bible expositor Ray C. Stedman notes, “The phrase sat down at the right hand is meant symbolically, not literally, for God has no right hand. It denotes the supreme honor accorded to the triumphant Lord, who is risen from the dead.”36
When Stephen saw Christ at the right hand of the Father, he witnessed Christ in His rightful place of authority—a position of prominence. Any suggestion that Stephen saw two distinct, physical personages is unwarranted and is simply reading an idea into the text that is not there.
You might find it beneficial to remind the Mormon of what other Bible verses say about the Father.
• John 1:18, for example, says, “No man hath seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, which is in the bosom of the Father, he hath declared him.”
• First Timothy 1:17 tells us that the Father is the “King eternal, immortal, invisible.”
• Colossians 1:15 refers to the Father as “the invisible God.”
• Where in the text of Acts 7:55–56 do we read that Stephen saw the physical, material body of God the Father?
• If no man has seen God the Father at any time, as John 1:18 clearly tells us, then how could Stephen have seen the Father?
• If God the Father is invisible, as Colossians 1:15 clearly says, then how could Stephen have seen Him?
1 Corinthians 8:5—“Gods” in Heaven and on Earth
The Mormon Teaching. In 1 Corinthians 8:5 we read, “For though there be that are called gods, whether in heaven or in earth, (as there be gods many, and lords many).”
Addressing this verse, Joseph Smith once said that “Paul had no allusion to the heathen gods. I have it from God, and get over it if you can. I have a witness of the Holy Ghost, and a testimony that Paul had no allusion to the heathen Gods in the text.”37 Smith said, “Paul says there are Gods many and Lords many. I want to set it forth in a plain and simple manner.”38
Bruce McConkie misleadingly assures us that this is not polytheism: “It should be remembered that polytheism has reference to pagan deities to whom reverence, devotion, and worship are given. It is not to be confused with the gospel truth that there are ‘gods many, and lords many.’ . . . The saints are not polytheists.”39
The Biblical Teaching. The “saints” are polytheists,* and they are basing their polytheism on distorted interpretations of biblical texts. You need to emphasize to the Mormon that when interpreting a Bible verse, a person must look at the surrounding context. And the context of 1 Corinthians 8 is clearly monotheistic.
To demonstrate this, ask the Mormon to read aloud from the verse immediately preceding 1 Corinthians 8:5: “We know that an idol is nothing in the world, and that there is none other God but one” (verse 4, emphasis added).40 Then ask the Mormon to read aloud from the verse immediately following 1 Corinthians 8:5: “To us there is but one God, the Father, of whom are all things, and we in him; and one Lord Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we by him” (verse 6, emphasis added). The context, then, is monotheistic, not polytheistic.
• Do you believe it’s important to consult the surrounding context when interpreting individual Bible verses?
• Would you please read aloud from 1 Corinthians 8:4?
• Does this verse support monotheism (belief in only one God) or polytheism (belief in many gods)?
• Would you please read aloud from 1 Corinthians 8:6?
• Does this verse support monotheism (belief in one god) or polytheism (belief in many gods)?
Now, after demonstrating this, you will want to help the Mormon understand what the apostle Paul is talking about in 1 Corinthians 8:5. Note that Paul does not say there are many true gods and lords; rather, he refers to false, pagan entities who are called gods and lords. There is a world of difference between being called a god and actually being God. Shirley MacLaine says, “I am God,” but that doesn’t mean she is God. Similarly, just because Paul acknowledges that there are entities called gods doesn’t mean they actually are gods.
• Can you see that there is a big difference between being God and simply being called a god?
• What does 1 Corinthians 8:5 focus on—being God or being called a god?
• Now that we have established the monotheistic context of 1 Corinthians 8:5—which is proven in the preceding and following verses (verses 4 and 6)—don’t you think you may be reading an idea into this passage that isn’t there?
In the context of 1 Corinthians 8, it is clear that the many gods are false gods because the discussion focuses on idols (see verse 4).41 Apparently, these gods are the idols of Greek and Roman mythology. Paul, then, is simply acknowledging that in New Testament days many false gods were worshiped—though, in fact, such gods do not really exist. Paul, as a Hebrew of Hebrews, was monotheistic to the core and believed in only one God (1 Timothy 2:5; cf. Deuteronomy 6:4).
As a Jew, much of Paul’s theology about God rested upon the book of Isaiah. You might want to share with the Mormon some of the statements God makes about Himself in that book:
THE ONE TRUE GOD IN THE BOOK OF ISAIAH
“Ye are my witnesses, saith the LORD, and my servant whom I have chosen: that ye may know and believe me, and understand that I am he: before me there was no God formed, neither shall there be after me” (Isaiah 43:10).
“Thus saith the LORD the King of Israel, and his redeemer the LORD of hosts; I am the first, and I am the last; and beside me there is no God” (Isaiah 44:6).
“Who hath formed a god, or molten a graven image that is profitable for nothing?” (Isaiah 44:10).
“Fear ye not, neither be afraid: have not I told thee from that time, and have declared it? ye are even my witnesses. Is there a God beside me? yea, there is no God; I know not any” (Isaiah 44:8).
“I am the LORD, and there is none else, there is no God beside me: I girded thee, though thou hast not known me” (Isaiah 45:5).
“Remember the former things of old: for I am God, and there is none else; I am God, and there is none like me” (Isaiah 46:9).
*An excellent resource on this subject is Charles M. Larson, “. . . By His Own Hand Upon Papyrus” (Grand Rapids, MI: Institute of Religious Research, 1992).
*Possible Mormon comeback: Some Mormons may attempt to argue that because the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are “one in purpose, mission, and glory,” the “three Gods” indeed are “one Eternal God,” as Amulek said (see A Sure Foundation: Answers to Difficult Gospel Questions [Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret, 1988], p. 7). This is semantic double-talk. You can’t say the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are distinct Gods and at the same time say that they are “one Eternal God.”
*See Francis Brown, S.R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), p. 41.
*Polytheism is properly defined as “belief in more than one God.” Mormons believe in more than one God and are thus polytheists.
The Person of Jesus Christ in Mormonism
Mormon apologist Gilbert W. Scharffs wrote that “Latter-day Saints are Christians because they emphatically believe in Christ, use His name in their official church title, and believe in the Bible and the Book of Mormon, which testify repeatedly of the reality of Christ and the truth of His teachings. . . . Mormons are Christians. Christians are those who accept Christ as their Savior.”1
But do Mormons believe in the Jesus of the Bible? According to official Mormon teaching, Jesus Christ was “begotten” as the first spirit-child of the Father (Elohim) and one of his unnamed wives (often referred to as “Heavenly Mother”). Jesus, as a spirit-son, then progressed in the spirit world until He became a God.2 Christ, “by obedience and devotion to the truth . . . attained that pinnacle of intelligence which ranked Him as a God.”3
In The Life and Teaching of Jesus and His Apostles, we read this about Jesus:
He was the birthright son, and he retained that birthright by his strict obedience. Through the aeons and ages of premortality, he advanced and progressed until, as Abraham described it, he stood as one “like unto God” [Abr. 3:24]. “Our Savior was a God before he was born into this world,” wrote President Joseph Fielding Smith, “and he brought with him that same status when he came here. He was as much a God when he was born into the world as he was before.”4
Prior to his incarnation, Jesus was the Jehovah of the Old Testament.5 The Mormons’ Bible Dictionary says that “Jehovah . . . is generally denoted by LORD or GOD, printed in small capitals [in the King James Version]. Jehovah is the premortal Jesus Christ and came to earth being born of Mary.”6
How was Jesus conceived in Mary’s womb? Mormon doctrine actually teaches that Jesus, in His mortal state, was begotten through sexual relations between a flesh-and-bone Heavenly Father and Mary—the only earthly offspring so conceived. Mormon authorities argue that Jesus as the “Son” of God was “begotten” of the Father, and these terms are to be taken literally. As Bruce McConkie says, “Christ was begotten by an Immortal Father in the same way that mortal men are begotten by mortal fathers.”7
God the Father is a perfected, glorified, holy man, an immortal Personage. And Christ was born into the world as the literal Son of this Holy Being; he was born in the same personal real, and literal sense that any mortal son is born to a mortal father. There is nothing figurative about his paternity; he was begotten, conceived, and born in the normal and natural course of events, for he is the Son of God, and that designation means what it says.8
In case you wonder if this is the speculative viewpoint of only a few Mormon leaders, consider the following:
• Apostle Orson Pratt said that “the fleshly body of Jesus required a Mother as well as a Father. Therefore, the Father and Mother of Jesus, according to the flesh, must have been associated together in the capacity of Husband and Wife: hence the Virgin Mary must have been, for the time being, the lawful wife of God the Father.”9
• Apostle James E. Talmage likewise stated that “Jesus Christ is the Son of Elohim both as spiritual and bodily offspring; that is to say, Elohim is literally the Father of the spirit of Jesus Christ and also of the body in which Jesus Christ performed His mission in the flesh.”10
• President Ezra Taft Benson agreed:
[There is] no question as to the paternity of Jesus Christ. God was the Father of Jesus’ mortal tabernacle, and Mary, a mortal woman, was His mother. . . . The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints proclaims that Jesus Christ is the Son of God in the most literal sense. The body in which He performed His mission in the flesh was sired by that same Holy Being we worship as God, our Eternal Father. Jesus was not the son of Joseph, nor was He begotten by him. . . . He was the Only Begotten Son of our Heavenly Father in the flesh—the only child whose mortal body was begotten by our Heavenly Father.11
According to Mormon doctrine, then, Jesus was begotten not by the Holy Spirit but by the Father (Elohim). Doctrines of Salvation affirms that “Christ is not the Son of the Holy Ghost, but of the Father.”12
Such a doctrine, of course, raises questions about the virginity of Mary. Mormon prophet Brigham Young claimed that Mary had more than one husband: “The man Joseph, the husband of Mary, did not, that we know of, have more than one wife, but Mary, the wife of Joseph, had another husband—that is, God the Father.”13 Such a viewpoint would seem to have negative implications about Mary’s virginity.
Surprisingly, Mormon theologians maintain that even though the Father had sexual relations with Mary, she remained a virgin. Against every conventional understanding of the term, Bruce McConkie fancifully argues that a “virgin” is a woman who has had no sexual relations with a mortal man. Because God the Father was an immortal man, Mary remained a virgin after having relations with Him. He says, “Our Lord is the only mortal person ever born to a virgin, because he is the only person who ever had an immortal Father.”14
Mormon doctrine also teaches that the Heavenly Father (Elohim) and the Heavenly Mother had many spirit children.15 But Jesus was allegedly the first and highest of their spirit children. The church’s official Gospel Principles manual tells us, “The first spirit born to our heavenly parents was Jesus Christ.”16 Doctrine and Covenants affirms that “Christ, the Firstborn, was the mightiest of all the spirit children of the Father.”17 James E. Talmage adds that “among the spirit-children of Elohim the firstborn was and is Jehovah or Jesus Christ to whom all others are juniors.”18 Mormons commonly refer to Jesus as “our elder brother.”
Of course, this ultimately means that Jesus Christ is not unique. The only difference between Jesus and us is that Jesus was the firstborn of Elohim’s children, whereas we, in our alleged pre-existence, were “born” later. It appears, then, that the important distinction between Jesus (Jehovah) and God’s other premortal offspring is merely one of degree, not of kind.19
Related to this is the fact that, in Mormon theology, Lucifer is the spirit-brother of Jesus. “As for the Devil and his fellow spirits, they are brothers to man and also to Jesus and sons and daughters of God in the same sense that we are.”20
Lucifer, Jesus’ spirit-brother, allegedly did not like it when Jesus was appointed to be the Savior of the world. “The appointment of Jesus to be the Savior of the world was contested by one of the other sons of God. He was called Lucifer, son of the morning. Haughty, ambitious, and covetous of power and glory, this spirit-brother of Jesus desperately tried to become the Savior of mankind.”21 Sibling rivalry?
Mormons say that during His earthly years, Jesus, having taken on mortal existence, got married. In fact, we are told, Jesus was married to both Mary and Martha; He was a polygamist. Early apostle Orson Hyde explains it this way:
It will be borne in mind that once on a time, there was a marriage in Cana of Galilee; and on a careful reading of that transaction, it will be discovered that no less a person than Jesus Christ was married on that occasion. If he was never married, his intimacy with Mary and Martha, and the other Mary also whom Jesus loved, must have been highly unbecoming and improper to say the best of it.22
This is most certainly related to the requirement for exaltation (i.e., attaining the goal of godhood) outlined in Doctrine and Covenants section 132—that is, no one can attain exaltation to the fullness of the blessings of the celestial kingdom outside of the marriage relationship.23 Apparently this must have applied even to Jesus.
As we consider how we might respond to Mormon teachings about Jesus, it’s important to know that Mormons do not worship Him. Not wanting to be branded polytheists, Mormons say that we cannot worship Jesus in the same way that we worship the Father. Only the Father (Elohim) can be truly worshiped. Yet we can confront Mormons by showing that there are numerous Old Testament passages that indicate we are to direct worship to Jehovah. And because Mormon theology teaches that Jesus is the Jehovah of the Old Testament, even Mormons have to acknowledge that we should worship Jesus.
Bruce McConkie responds to this argument by saying, “I know perfectly well what the Scriptures say about worshiping Christ and Jehovah, but they are speaking in an entirely different sense—the sense of standing in awe and being reverentially grateful to him who redeemed us”24 (emphasis added).
Mormons also try to avoid polytheism by saying we should not pray to Jesus.25 They say we should pray only to the Father (Elohim). Amazingly, Mormons seem to think that even though they believe in innumerable gods, they can avoid the label of polytheism if they affirm that they worship and pray to only one.
REASONING FROM THE SCRIPTURES
Jesus—A Mormon God Before He Was a Human?
It is generally understood among Mormons that a person cannot progress to godhood (i.e., exaltation) without passing through mortality and acquiring a physical body. In fact, Abraham 3:25 says that taking on a physical body is a prerequisite to eternal progression. According to Mormon theology, however, Jesus became a God before assuming a physical body.26 You will want to ask the Mormon to explain this contradiction. (No Mormon we’ve met has adequately answered this.)
• According to Abraham 3:25, isn’t taking on a physical body a prerequisite to eternal progression?
• Doesn’t Mormonism teach that Jesus became a God before assuming a physical body?
• How do you explain this contradiction?
The Worship of Jesus Christ
You will want to debunk the Mormon claim that Jesus is not to be worshiped in the same way that the Father is. Begin by pointing out that Christ was worshiped (Greek: proskuneo) as God many times according to the Gospel accounts—and He always accepted such worship as perfectly appropriate. (Note that proskuneo is the exact same word used to talk about worshiping the Father in the New Testament.)
Jesus accepted worship from Thomas (John 20:28); all the angels are told to worship Jesus (Hebrews 1:6); wise men worshiped Jesus (Matthew 2:11); a leper worshiped Him (Matthew 8:2); a ruler bowed before Him in worship (Matthew 9:18); a blind man worshiped Him (John 9:38); a woman worshiped Him (Matthew 15:25); Mary Magdalene worshiped Him (Matthew 28:9); and the disciples worshiped Him (Matthew 28:17). All these verses contain the word proskuneo, the same word used in reference to worshiping the Father. And in every instance, Jesus accepted the worship.
In contrast, consider Paul and Barnabas’s reaction to worship when they miraculously healed a man by God’s mighty power. The people who witnessed the healing shouted, “The gods are come down to us in the likeness of men” (Acts 14:11). When Paul and Barnabas perceived that the crowd was preparing to worship them, “they rent their clothes, and ran in among the people, crying out, And saying, Sirs, why do ye these things? We also are men of like passions with you” (verses 14–15). As soon as Paul and Barnabas saw what was happening, they immediately corrected the gross misconception that they were gods.
Yet Jesus never sought to correct His followers when they bowed down and worshiped Him. Indeed, Jesus considered such worship as perfectly appropriate. Of course, we wouldn’t expect Jesus to try to correct people in worshiping Him if He truly was God in the flesh, as He claimed to be.
In your encounters with Mormons, you may want to mention that in the book of Revelation, God the Father and Jesus Christ are clearly seen as receiving the exact same worship. Point them to Revelation 4:10, which speaks of worshiping the Father, and Revelation 5:11–14, which talks about worshiping the Lamb of God, Jesus Christ.
• In the book of Revelation, Jesus receives the exact same worship that is given to the Father. What does that tell us about Jesus’ true identity?
• What implications does this have in regard to polytheism in the Mormon church?
The fact that Jesus willingly receives (and clearly condones) worship on various occasions says a lot about His true identity, for it is the consistent testimony of Scripture that only God can be worshiped. Exodus 34:14 tells us, “Thou shalt worship no other god: for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God” (cf. Deuteronomy 6:13; Matthew 4:10). The fact that Jesus is worshiped on numerous occasions, then, shows that He is in fact God.
Prayer to Jesus Christ
Mormons say that Jesus Christ is the Jehovah of the Old Testament. This creates a problem for Mormons because many verses in the Old Testament command us to pray to Jehovah (Deuteronomy 4:7; 2 Chronicles 7:14; Psalm 5:2; 32:6; Jeremiah 29:7,12).
If Jesus is Jehovah (as Mormons concede), and if we are to offer prayers to Jehovah, then why shouldn’t we offer prayers to Jesus? Moreover, what about the New Testament verses where prayer is made directly to Jesus Christ (Acts 7:59; Romans 10:12)?
• Is Jesus the Jehovah of the Old Testament?
• Did you know there are many verses in the Old Testament that instruct people to pray directly to Jehovah? (Mention a few, like Deuteronomy 4:7 and Psalm 5:2.)
• If we should not pray to Jesus, then how do you explain Acts 7:59 and Romans 10:12, where prayer to Jesus is spoken of approvingly?
• Who do you think is right about prayer to Jesus—the Bible or the Mormon church?
Jesus Was Not the Spirit Brother of Lucifer
The Bible does not teach that Jesus Christ was the spirit-brother of Lucifer. Though we could cite many passages that refute this hideous doctrine, we will limit our attention to Colossians 1:16, where we are told that the entire angelic realm—including the angel Lucifer—was personally created by Jesus Christ: “By him were all things created, that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or powers: all things were created by him, and for him.”
The little phrase “all things” means that Christ created the whole universe of things. “Every form of matter and life owes its origin to the Son of God, no matter in what sphere it may be found, or with what qualities it may be invested. . . . Christ’s creative work was no local or limited operation; it was not bounded by this little orb [earth].”27 Everything—whether it is simple or complex, visible or invisible, heavenly or earthly, immanent or transcendent—is the product of Christ.
Now, it is noteworthy that Paul says that Christ created “thrones,” “powers,” “rulers,” and “authorities.” In the rabbinical (Jewish) thought of the first century, these words were used to describe different orders of angels (see Romans 8:38; Ephesians 1:21; 3:10; 6:12; Colossians 2:10,15; Titus 3:1). Apparently there was a heresy flourishing in Colossae (the city in which the Colossian Christians lived) that involved the worship of angels. In the process of worshiping angels, Christ had been degraded. So, to correct this grave error, Paul emphasizes in Colossians 1:16 that Christ is the one who created all things—including all the angels—and hence, He is supreme and is alone worthy of worship.28
We know from Scripture that Lucifer is a created angelic being—a “cherub” (Ezekiel 28:13–19; cf. Isaiah 14:12–15). Since Lucifer was an angel, and since Christ created all the angels, it is clear that Christ is not a spirit-brother of Lucifer. Christ is not of the created realm; rather, He is the Creator. Lucifer and Christ are of two entirely different classes—the created and the Creator. You will want to carefully point this out to Mormons, especially when discussing verses they cite to support their deviant view that Jesus was procreated by the Father.
Exodus 6:3—Jesus Is “Jehovah,” the Father Is “Elohim”
The Mormon Teaching. In Exodus 6:3 we read, “I appeared unto Abraham, unto Isaac, and unto Jacob, by the name of God Almighty, but by my name JEHOVAH was I not known to them.”
References to Jehovah in the Bible, Mormons say, are actually references to Jesus Christ in His premortal state: “When one speaks of God, it is generally the Father who is referred to; that is, Elohim. All mankind are his children. The personage known as Jehovah in Old Testament times, and who is usually identified in the Old Testament as Lord (in capital letters), is the Son, known as Jesus Christ, and who is also a God . . . he being the eldest of the spirit children of Elohim.”29
The Biblical Teaching. In your endeavor to refute the idea that Elohim and Jehovah are two separate gods—the Father being Elohim and Jesus being Jehovah—you will want to begin by showing the Mormon verses in the Bible which demonstrate that Elohim and Jehovah are one and the same God.
For example, in Genesis 27:20 we read, “Isaac said unto his son, How is it that thou hast found it so quickly, my son? And he said, Because the LORD [Jehovah] thy God [Elohim] brought it to me” (inserts added). In this verse, Isaac refers to “Jehovah thy Elohim,” clearly showing that Jehovah and Elohim are one and the same.
Likewise, the Almighty Himself declares in Exodus 3:6–7, “Moreover he said, I am the God [Elohim] of thy father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. And Moses hid his face; for he was afraid to look upon God. And the LORD [Jehovah] said, I have surely seen the affliction of my people which are in Egypt, and have heard their cry by reason of their taskmasters; for I know their sorrows” (inserts added). Again, Elohim and Jehovah are seen to be the same God.
• Would you please open your Bible and read aloud from Genesis 27:20?
• Did you know that the Hebrew word for “LORD” in this verse is Jehovah, and the Hebrew word for “God” is Elohim? (We recommend that you keep a copy of Strong’s Concordance handy so you can prove to the Mormon that the words Elohim and Jehovah are, in fact, used in the verses we cite.)
• Doesn’t this indicate that Jehovah and Elohim are one and the same God? Please explain.
• Would you please open your Bible and read from Exodus 3:6–7?
• Did you know that the Hebrew word for “LORD” in this passage is Jehovah, and the Hebrew word for “God” is Elohim?
• Does this not indicate that Jehovah and Elohim are one and the same God? Please explain.
You might also cite Jeremiah 32:18: “Thou shewest loving-kindness unto thousands, and recompensest the iniquity of the fathers into the bosom of their children after them: the Great, the Mighty God [Elohim], the LORD [Jehovah] of hosts, is his name (inserts added).
• Would you please open your Bible and read aloud from Jeremiah 32:18?
• Did you know that the Hebrew word for “Mighty God” in this verse is Elohim, and the Hebrew word for “God” is Jehovah?
• Does this not indicate that Jehovah and Elohim are one and the same God? How does that square with Mormon teaching?
Next, you will want to demonstrate to the Mormon that there are passages in the Bible where Jesus alone is clearly identified as Elohim, thereby disproving their claim that only the Father is Elohim and only Jesus is Jehovah.
A good place to begin is Isaiah 40:3: “The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the LORD [Jehovah]; make straight in the desert a highway for our God [Elohim].” This entire verse was written in reference to the future ministry of Christ, according to John 1:23, and represents one of the strongest affirmations of Christ’s deity in the Old Testament. Within the confines of a single verse Christ is called both Jehovah and Elohim.
Christ is also called Elohim in Isaiah 9:6: “Unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counselor, The mighty God [Elohim], The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace.”
• Would you please read aloud from Isaiah 40:3?
• Did you know that the Hebrew word for “LORD” in this verse is Jehovah, and the Hebrew word for “God” is Elohim?
• Did you know that according to John 1:23, this entire verse refers to the future ministry of Jesus Christ?
• Doesn’t Isaiah 40:3 indicate that Jesus is not only Jehovah but is also Elohim?
• Would you please read aloud from Isaiah 9:6?
• Did you know that the Hebrew word for “mighty God” in this verse is Elohim?
• Doesn’t this verse indicate that Jesus is Elohim?
You might also want to point out that Elohim—a common name for God in the Old Testament (used about 2,570 times)—literally means “Strong One.” Its plural ending (im in Hebrew) is a “plural of majesty,” pointing to the majesty and dignity of God.
Elohim is portrayed in the Old Testament as the powerful and sovereign Governor of the universe, ruling over the affairs of mankind. As related to God’s sovereignty, the word Elohim is used “to describe Him as the ‘God of all the earth’ (Isa. 54:5), the ‘God of all flesh’ (Jer. 32:27), the ‘God of heaven’ (Neh. 2:4), and the ‘God of gods and Lord of lords’ (Deut. 10:17).”30 It is therefore highly significant that this name is used in reference to Jesus Christ (Isaiah 9:6; 40:3).
Related to this, in Hebrews 1:8 the Father gives His own testimony regarding Christ’s identity. Here, the Father is seen addressing the Son, and says, “Thy throne, O God [Greek, Theos], is for ever and ever: a scepter of righteousness is the scepter of thy kingdom.” This is a direct quote from Psalm 45:6–7, where “God” is seen addressing “God” (using the Hebrew word Elohim). Though the concept of the Trinity is inscrutable to finite minds, this and other passages show us that the Father and the Son are co-equal and co-eternal—as Elohim. Neither is greater or lesser than the other in their divinity. Neither has existed longer than the other. They are equal yet distinct. And, of course, the same is true of the Holy Spirit.
The fact that Christ is called both Jehovah and Elohim in the Bible gives added significance to these words recorded for us in Matthew’s Gospel: “Behold, a virgin shall be with child, and shall bring forth a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel, which being interpreted is, God with us” (Matthew 1:23).
Deuteronomy 6:4—Jehovah Is Elohim
The Mormon Teaching. In Deuteronomy 6:4 we read, “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD.” This was a Jewish affirmation of faith in ancient days. It was and is known by its Hebrew name, the Shema.
As we noted earlier, Mormons believe that in the Bible, references to Elohim are the Father and references to Jehovah are Jesus: “When one speaks of God, it is generally the Father who is referred to; that is, Elohim. . . . The personage known as Jehovah in Old Testament times . . . is the Son, known as Jesus Christ . . . he being the eldest of the spirit children of Elohim.”31 Whenever Mormons say that, Deuteronomy 6:4 is an excellent passage to share because it so easily refutes their distorted teaching.
The Biblical Teaching. Notice how Jehovah and Elohim are equated in Deuteronomy 6:4: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD [Jehovah] our God [Elohim] is one LORD [Jehovah]” (inserts added). Clearly there is no way to make this verse fit with the Mormon idea that Elohim is the Father and Jehovah is Jesus.
Deuteronomy 6:4 emphasizes that there is one and only one true God. This is the consistent testimony of Scripture from Genesis to Revelation. It is like a thread that runs through every page of the Bible.
The Shema was particularly meaningful for the Israelites because they were surrounded by people who worshiped false gods and idols. The Jews made a habit of reciting this affirmation twice a day—once in the morning and once in the evening. The importance of the Shema is reflected in the Hebrew practice of requiring children to memorize it at an early age.
It is interesting to observe that the early Christians—who had a solidly Jewish background—did not hesitate to refer to Jesus as “Lord” and “God” despite their unbending monotheism (Romans 10:13; 1 Thessalonians 5:2; 1 Peter 2:3; 3:15).32 Indeed, despite their commitment to the Shema in Deuteronomy 6:4, they had no scruple about applying to Jesus many Old Testament texts that were written in reference to the Lord God.
• Did you know that the word for “LORD” in Deuteronomy 6:4 is Jehovah, and the word for “God” is Elohim?
• Doesn’t Deuteronomy 6:4 indicate that Elohim and Jehovah are one and the same God?
• The early Jewish Christians—who were clearly committed to the Shema in Deuteronomy 6:4—had no scruple about applying to Jesus many Old Testament texts that were written in reference to the one true God. How do you explain that?
Psalm 2:7—Jesus: The Offspring of Heavenly Parents?
The Mormon Teaching. In Psalm 2:7 we read, “I will declare the decree: the LORD hath said unto me, Thou art my Son; this day have I begotten thee.”
Mormons typically interpret the word “begotten” in the sense of procreation. They think Psalm 2:7 is evidence that Jesus Christ was born as a spirit, the offspring of heavenly parents. “The first spirit born to our heavenly parents was Jesus Christ (see D&C 93:21). He is thus our elder brother. . . .”33
The Biblical Teaching. We suggest that you open your Bible and have the Mormon read aloud from Acts 13:33–34: “God hath fulfilled the same unto us their children, in that he hath raised up Jesus again; as it is also written in the second psalm, Thou art my Son, this day have I begotten thee. And as concerning that he raised him up from the dead, now no more to return to corruption, he said on this wise, I will give you the sure mercies of David” (emphasis added).
Explain to the Mormon that Acts 13:33–34—which speaks of the Father’s resurrection of Jesus from the dead—is a fulfillment of the statement in Psalm 2:7, “Thou art my Son, this day have I begotten thee.”34 Point out that a basic interpretive principle is that Scripture interprets Scripture. The best way to find out what Psalm 2:7 means is to let Scripture tell us what it means. And according to Acts 13:33–34, the verse deals not with the Father’s alleged procreation of Jesus but rather with Jesus’ resurrection from the dead.
• Would you please read aloud from Acts 13:33–34?
• Isn’t it clear that Scripture itself is interpreting the phrase in Psalm 2:7, “Thou art my Son, this day have I begotten thee”? Isn’t it clear that Psalm 2:7 refers not to the Father’s procreation of Jesus but rather the Father’s resurrection of Jesus from the dead? Please explain.
You may also want to show the Mormon a few passages that affirm the eternality of Christ. Perhaps John 1:1 is a good verse to begin with: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” Why is Jesus called “the Word”? Simply because He is the Revealer of God (see John 1:18). Jesus is the full expression of all that God is.
“In the beginning” is a translation of the Greek words en arche. It is significant that these are the same two words that begin the book of Genesis in the Septuagint (which is the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament). The obvious conclusion we must draw is that John’s “beginning” is identical to the Genesis “beginning.”35
Church father and philosopher Augustine believed that the universe was not created in time, but that time itself was created along with the universe.36 Reformed theologian Louis Berkhof agrees and concludes, “It would not be correct to assume that time was already in existence when God created the world, and that He at some point in that existing time, called ‘the beginning,’ brought forth the universe. The world was created with time rather than in time. Back of the beginning mentioned in Genesis 1:1 lied a beginningless eternity.”37
We can conclude, then, that when John said, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1), the phrase “in the beginning” refers to the beginning of time when the universe was created. When the time-space universe came into being, Christ the divine Word was already existing in a loving, intimate relationship with the Father and the Holy Spirit.
In view of this, we can say that the phrase “in the beginning” refers to a point in eternity past beyond which it is impossible for us to go. It is important to grasp this, because John tells us that “in the beginning [when time began] was the Word.” The verb “was” in John 1:1 is an imperfect tense in the Greek, which indicates continued existence. The imperfect tense “reaches back indefinitely beyond the instant of the beginning.”38 Bible scholar Leon Morris notes that “the verb ‘was’ is most naturally understood of the eternal existence of the Word: ‘the Word continually was.’ ”39
Thus, the Word (Jesus) did not come into being at a specific point in eternity past, but at that point at which all else began to be, He already was. No matter how far back we go in eternity past, we will never come to a point at which we could say of Christ the Word that “there was a time when He was not.”
Because Christ is the eternal Word, all that can be said of God can also be said of Jesus Christ. As Leon Morris tells us, “John is not merely saying that there is something divine about Jesus. He is affirming that He is God, and doing so emphatically.”40
Even the Book of Mormon affirms the eternal nature of Jesus Christ. For example:
• Second Nephi attributes to Jesus this declaration: “Behold, I am God. . . . I am the same yesterday, today, and forever. . . . I, the Lord your God, have created all men. . . . I am the same yesterday, today, and forever” (27:23; 29:7,9).
• Mosiah 3:5,8 says this:
For behold, the time cometh, and is not far distant, that with power, the Lord Omnipotent who reigneth, who was, and is from all eternity to all eternity, shall come down from heaven among the children of men, and shall dwell in a tabernacle of clay, and shall go forth amongst men, working mighty miracles, such as healing the sick, raising the dead, causing the lame to walk, the blind to receive their sight, and the deaf to hear, and curing all manner of diseases. . . . And he shall be called Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Father of heaven and earth, the Creator of all things from the beginning; and his mother shall be called Mary (emphasis added).
• Would you please open your Book of Mormon and read aloud from 2 Nephi 27:23?
• Now turn to Mosiah 3:5,8 and read it aloud.
• What do these verses say about the eternal nature of Jesus Christ?
• Doesn’t this contradict the current Mormon doctrine that Jesus came into being at a point in time, procreated by the Heavenly Father?
Matthew 1:18,20—Jesus: Begotten of the Father?
The Mormon Teaching. In Matthew 1:18,20 we read,
Now the birth of Jesus Christ was on this wise: When as his mother Mary was espoused to Joseph, before they came together, she was found with child of the Holy Ghost. Then Joseph her husband, being a just man, and not willing to make her a public example, was minded to put her away privily. But while he thought on these things, behold, the angel of the Lord appeared unto him in a dream, saying, Joseph, thou son of David, fear not to take unto thee Mary thy wife: for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost (emphasis added).
This is an extremely important passage in regard to Mormon doctrine simply because it goes against their idea that Jesus was begotten by the Father, not the Holy Spirit. Orson Pratt emphatically stated, “If He were begotten by the Holy Ghost, then He would have called him His Father.”41 In the Journal of Discourses, Brigham Young said, “When the Virgin Mary conceived the child Jesus, the Father had begotten him in his own likeness. He was not begotten by the Holy Ghost.”42
The Biblical Teaching. Matthew 1:20 clearly says that Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit, and nowhere—in the Bible, the Book of Mormon, or any other Mormon scripture—do we find any claim or evidence that the Father had relations with Mary. There is no way for the Mormon to get around this.
• Would you please read aloud from Matthew 1:18–20?
• What does verse 18 say about the conception of Jesus?
• How do you reconcile this with the statement in the Journal of Discourses that Jesus “was not begotten by the Holy Ghost”?
You will want to point out that even the Book of Mormon says Jesus Christ was conceived by the Holy Ghost. Alma 7:10 says, “Behold, he shall be born of Mary, at Jerusalem which is the land of our forefathers, she being a virgin, a precious and chosen vessel, who shall be overshadowed and conceive by the power of the Holy Ghost, and bring forth a son, yea, even the Son of God.”
• Would you open your Book of Mormon and read aloud from Alma 7:10?
• What does this verse say about the conception of Jesus?
• How do you reconcile this with the statement in the Journal of Discourses (and Doctrines of Salvation vol. 1:18) that Jesus “was not begotten by the Holy Ghost”?
Luke 1:34–35—Jesus: “Fathered” by the Father?
The Mormon Teaching. As noted above, Mormons say that Jesus Christ was begotten by the Father, not the Holy Ghost. When they bring this up, you’ll want to show them Luke 1:34–35.
The Biblical Teaching. In Luke 1:34–35 we read, “Then said Mary unto the angel, How shall this be, seeing I know not a man? And the angel answered and said unto her, The Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and the power of the Highest shall overshadow thee: therefore also that holy thing which shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God.”
• Would you please read aloud from Luke 1:34 –35?
• What does this passage say about the conception of Jesus?
• How do you reconcile this with the statement in the Journal of Discourses (and Doctrines of Salvation vol. 1:18) that Jesus “was not begotten by the Holy Ghost”?
Jesus Christ: Eternal God
Mormons accept the idea that Jesus is Jehovah (or, more properly, Yahweh). But they do not understand the full implications of this name. You will want to help them understand that the name Yahweh (Jehovah) affirms that Jesus never came into being (by procreation, for example) but has existed for all eternity as God.
The name Yahweh, which occurs some 5,300 times in the Old Testament, is connected with the Hebrew verb “to be.” We first learn of this name in Exodus 3, where Moses asked God what name He should be called by. God replied, “I AM THAT I AM: and he said, Thus shalt thou say unto the children of Israel, I AM hath sent me unto you” (verse 14).
The phrase “I AM” is not the word Yahweh. However, “I AM” (in verse 14) and Yahweh (in verse 15) are both derivatives of the same verb, “to be.” The name “I AM THAT I AM,” which God revealed to Moses in verse 14, is intended as a full expression of His eternal nature, and is then shortened to Yahweh in verse 15. The names have the same root meaning and can be considered interchangeable.
Most important, the name Yahweh conveys the idea of eternal self-existence. Yahweh never came into being at a point in time, for He has always existed. He was never born; He will never die. He does not grow older, for He is beyond the realm of time. To know Yahweh is to know the eternal one.43
David F. Wells, in his book The Person of Christ, points us to some important parallels between Christ and Yahweh and demonstrates that Christ is not someone who came into being at a point in time (procreated by the Father), but is, in fact, eternal God Himself.
If Yahweh is our sanctifier (Exod. 31:13), is omnipresent (Ps. 139:7–10), is our peace (Judg. 6:24), is our righteousness (Jer. 23:6), is our victory (Exod. 17:8–16), and is our healer (Exod. 15:26), then so is Christ all of these things (1 Cor. 1:30; Col. 1:27; Eph. 2:14). If the gospel is God’s (1 Thess. 2:2, 6–9; Gal. 3:8), then that same gospel is also Christ’s (1 Thess. 3:2; Gal. 1:7). If the church is God’s (Gal. 1:13; 1 Cor. 15:9), then that same church is also Christ’s (Rom. 16:16). God’s Kingdom (1 Thess. 2:12) is Christ’s (Eph. 5:5); God’s love (Eph. 1:3–5) is Christ’s (Rom. 8:35); God’s Word (Col. 1:25; 1 Thess. 2:13) is Christ’s (1 Thess. 1:8; 4:15); God’s Spirit (1 Thess. 4:8) is Christ’s (Phil. 1:19); God’s peace (Gal. 5:22; Phil. 4:9) is Christ’s (Col. 3:15; cf. Col. 1:2; Phil. 1:2; 4:7); God’s “Day” of judgment (Isa. 13:6) is Christ’s “Day” of judgment (Phil. 1:6, 10; 2:16; 1 Cor. 1:8); God’s grace (Eph. 2:8, 9; Col. 1:6; Gal. 1:15) is Christ’s grace (1 Thess. 5:28; Gal. 1:6; 6:18); God’s salvation (Col. 1:13) is Christ’s salvation (1 Thess. 1:10); and God’s will (Eph. 1:11; 1 Thess. 4:3; Gal. 1:4) is Christ’s will (Eph. 5:17; cf. 1 Thess. 5:18). So it is no surprise to hear Paul say that he is both God’s slave (Rom. 1:9) and Christ’s (Rom. 1:1; Gal. 1:10), that he lives for that glory which is both God’s (Rom. 5:2; Gal. 1:24) and Christ’s (2 Cor. 8:19,23; cf. 2 Cor. 4:6), that his faith is in God (1 Thess. 1:8,9; Rom. 4:1–5) and in Christ Jesus (Gal. 3:22), and that to know God, which is salvation (Gal. 4:8; 1 Thess. 4:5), is to know Christ (2 Cor. 4:6).44
• Did you know that the name Yahweh (or Jehovah) conveys the idea of eternal self-existence?
• Is it not clear, then, that Jesus as Yahweh is eternally self-existent, and never came into being at a point in time?
Jesus has always existed in and of Himself. He is the self-existent one who brought the universe into being. As the Creator of all things (John 1:3; Colossians 1:16; Hebrews 1:2,10; cf. Psalm 102:25), Christ Himself must necessarily be uncreated. “If God exists endlessly, then He never came into existence nor was He ever caused to come into existence. He is endlessly self-existent.”45
Colossians 1:17 tells us that Christ “is before all things, and by him all things consist.” If Christ is “before all things,” then He does not depend on anyone or anything outside Himself for His own existence. This is emphasized in John 5:26, where we are told that the Son has life in Himself (see John 1:4). Of course, we should not be surprised that Christ is immutable and self-existent. After all, He is God.
It is also important to note that in terms of His divine nature, Christ is immutable. That Christ as God is immutable simply means that He is unchangeable, and thus unchanging. “This does not mean that He is immobile or inactive, but rather, that He is never inconsistent or growing or developing.”46 The doctrine of Christ’s immutability once again affirms that Jesus did not come into being at a point in time, procreated by the Father. Christ in His divine nature has always been God, for all eternity, and that aspect of His being never, ever changes.
A key passage about the immutability of Christ is Hebrews 1:10–12, where the Father speaks of the Son’s unchanging nature: “Thou, Lord, in the beginning hast laid the foundation of the earth; and the heavens are the works of thine hands. They shall perish, but thou remainest: and they all shall wax old as doth a garment; And as a vesture shalt thou fold them up, and they shall be changed: but thou art the same, and thy years shall not fail.”
Christ’s immutability is also affirmed in Hebrews 13:8: “Jesus Christ the same yesterday, and today, and for ever.” It is true that in the incarnation Christ added a human nature, but orthodox scholars have always held that “the divine nature of Christ remains unchanged and is, therefore, immutable.”47
The Mormons do not set forth the Jesus of the Bible. The apostle Paul warns of those who preach “another Jesus” (2 Corinthians 11:4). Believing in a counterfeit Jesus who preaches a counterfeit gospel yields only a counterfeit salvation. The Jesus of Mormonism does not save; to place one’s trust in him is to be doomed for all eternity.
The Mormon Doctrine of Man: Were Humans Premortal Spirits?
According to Mormon theology, our Heavenly Father once lived on an earthlike planet and had many wives. He proved himself worthy to his Father-god by living an obedient and chaste life.
Eventually he, his wives, and children died and were subsequently resurrected. He continued his “progression” until he finally reached godhood.
Then, apparently, he was given the space to create his own heaven where he, along with his wives, would sexually procreate children in spirit-form.1 Their firstborn was Jesus, known then as Jehovah. Their second-born was Lucifer. And then, most likely, came Adam and Eve. According to Mormonism, all the people who have ever inhabited the earth were first born in spirit form in heaven.
In the book Mormon Doctrine, Bruce McConkie tells us that “pre-existence is the term commonly used to describe the premortal existence of the spirit children of God the Father.”2 All men and women are “literally the sons and daughters of Deity,” the “offspring of celestial parentage.”3
Mormon theology teaches that “these spirit beings, the offspring of exalted parents, were men and women, appearing in all respects as mortal persons do, excepting only that their spirit-bodies were made of a more pure and refined substance than the elements from which mortal bodies are made.”4
All this brings up an interesting point. When the Mormon tells you that all of us are children of our Heavenly Father, they mean that literally. And when they say, “Jesus is our elder brother,” they mean it in a literal sense. Since all of us—including Jesus—are spirit offspring of God, we are literally the brother of Jesus.
According to Mormonism, in the pre-existence Jesus was chosen over Lucifer to be the Savior of the world, thereby assuring the resurrection of all humankind (Mormons are taught that salvation essentially means resurrection). As the story goes, Lucifer offered to go to earth and be the Savior. But he wanted to force everyone to be saved and do everything himself.
Because Jesus desired to give man “free agency” (so man could prove his worthiness for exaltation), the Father chose Jesus’ plan over Lucifer’s. This allegedly made Lucifer angry, and he rebelled against his Father’s preferential treatment. He persuaded one-third of the existing spirits in heaven to take sides and rebel also. This, in Mormonism, is known as “the war in heaven,” and is the reason that group was cast out of heaven to become the Devil and his demons.
One of the most disconcerting aspects of the Mormon doctrine of pre-existence is the racist concept that black people are dark-skinned because God is punishing them for wrong choices they supposedly made before they were born. In the 1966 edition of Mormon Doctrine, Bruce McConkie commented on the pre-existence as it relates to black people:
In the pre-existent eternity various degrees of valiance and devotion to the truth were exhibited by different groups of our Father’s spirit offspring. One third of the spirit hosts of heaven came out in open rebellion and were cast out without bodies, becoming the devil and his angels (D&C 29:36–41; Rev. 12:2–9). The other two-thirds stood affirmatively for Christ; there were no neutrals. To stand neutral in the midst of war is a philosophical impossibility. The Lord said: “He that is not with me is against me; and he that gathereth not with me scattereth abroad” (Mt. 12:30). Of the two-thirds that followed Christ, however, some were more valiant than others. . . . The whole house of Israel was chosen to come to mortality as children of Jacob (Deut. 32:7–8). Those who were less valiant in the pre-existence and who thereby had certain restrictions imposed upon them during mortality are known to us as negroes. Such spirits are sent to earth through the lineage of Cain, the mark put upon him for his rebellion against God and his murder of Abel being a black skin. (Moses 5:16–41; 7:8,12,22.) Noah’s son Ham married Egyptus, a descendant of Cain, thus preserving the negro lineage through the flood (Abra. 1:2–27.)5
What implications did the curse of dark skin have in regard to entering the Mormon priesthood? Prior to 1978, the situation was as follows:
Negroes in this life are denied the priesthood; under no circumstances can they hold this delegation of authority from the Almighty (Abra. 1:20–27). The gospel message of salvation is not carried affirmatively to them (Moses 7:8,12,22), although sometimes negroes search out the truth, join the Church, and become by righteous living heirs of the celestial kingdom of heaven. . . . The present status of the negro purely and simply rests upon the foundation of pre-existence. Along with all races and peoples he is receiving here what he merits as a result of the long pre-mortal probation in the presence of the Lord. . . . The negroes are not equal with other races where the receipt of certain spiritual blessings are concerned, particularly the priesthood and the temple blessings that flow therefrom, but this inequality is not of man’s origin. It is the Lord’s doing, is based on his eternal laws of justice, and grows out of the lack of spiritual valiance of those concerned in their first estate.6
Pre-existence, then, has a great deal to do with a person’s present lot in mortal life. A person’s behavior in the preexistence determines whether he is born with advantages or disadvantages in this life. The late apostle Mark E. Petersen explained it this way:
Is there reason then why the type of birth we receive in this life is not a reflection of our worthiness or lack of it in the pre-existent life? . . . Can we account in any other way for the birth of some of the children of God in darkest Africa, or in flood-ridden China, or among the starving hordes of India, while some of the rest of us are born here in the United States? We cannot escape the conclusion that because of performance in our pre-existence some of us are born as Chinese, some as Japanese, some as Latter-day Saints. These are rewards and punishments, fully in harmony with His established policy in dealing with sinners and saints, rewarding all according to their deeds.7
Similarly, in Doctrines of Salvation, we read, “There is a reason why one man is born black and with other disadvantages, while another is born white with great advantages. The reason is that we once had an estate before we came here, and were obedient, more or less, to the laws that were given us there. Those who where faithful in all things there received greater blessings here, and those who were not faithful received less.”8
With such blatant racism at the heart of Mormon doctrine, it is not surprising that the Mormons came under severe criticism in the 1960s and 1970s. The LDS church was brought under tremendous pressure by people both inside and outside the church—including those involved in the civil rights movement. On June 9, 1978, the late Spencer W. Kimball—then President of the Mormon church—received a convenient “revelation” from God that said all worthy male church members were eligible for the priesthood, regardless of race. Therefore, in the next edition of McConkie’s Mormon Doctrine, the above-quoted information about black people was excised.
Underlying this Mormon racism is the idea that during our preexistence, we were allegedly under probation. “The preexistent life was thus a period—undoubtedly an infinitely long one—of probation, progression, and schooling.”9 Joseph Fielding Smith, in The Life and Teaching of Jesus and His Apostles, said, “During the ages in which we dwelt in the premortal state we not only developed our various characteristics and showed our worthiness and ability, or lack of it, but we were also where such progress could be observed.”10
According to Mormons, the very fact that a person has been born on earth is a proof, in itself, that he or she, as a spirit child of God, has used his or her “agency” in the preexistence wisely.11 It is a proof that he or she did not follow Lucifer in the great rebellion. (Remember, Lucifer and the spirits who joined him were cast out without bodies.) Gospel Principles tells us, “Because we are here on earth and have mortal bodies we know that we chose to follow Jesus Christ and our Heavenly Father. . . . In our pre-earth life, we chose the right. We must continue to choose the right here on earth.”12
When a person is born on earth, a spirit-offspring of the Heavenly Father has left heaven to dwell in a physical body. And, according to Mormons, the spirit-child loses all remembrance of his time in heaven when he “passes through the veil” and comes to receive his physical body on earth.
REASONING FROM THE SCRIPTURES
Mormonism’s Racist Past
When you challenge the Mormon about his church’s long history of racism, you will want to show that Scripture—from the first book of the Bible to the last—emphasizes the absolute unity of the human race (which entails that no one ethnic group is better or worse than another). God created all people in His image, and therefore all are equally valuable to Him (Genesis 1:26–28).
The unity of the human race is consistently affirmed throughout Scripture in the creation (Genesis 1:28; 5:1–2), the sin problem (Romans 3:23), God’s love for all men (John 3:16), and the scope of salvation (Genesis 12:3; Matthew 28:19; Colossians 3:11).
The apostle Paul emphasized humankind’s unity in his sermon to the Athenians: God “hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation” (Acts 17:26). Revelation 5:9 tells us that God’s redeemed will come from “every kindred, and tongue, and people, and nation.” Because of the unity of humanity, there is no place for racial discrimination—white, black, or otherwise—for all men are equal in God’s sight. The racist doctrines of Mormonism’s past have no justification from the true God of the Bible.
• Did you know that the unity of the human race is consistently affirmed throughout Scripture in the creation (Genesis 1:28; 5:1–2), the sin problem (Romans 3:23), God’s love for all men (John 3:16), and the scope of salvation (Genesis 12:3; Matthew 28:19; Colossians 3:11)? (Look up some of these verses if you need to.)
• Did you know that Acts 17:26 teaches that God “hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation”?
• What do you think Acts 17:26 means when it says all nations came from “one blood”? (Emphasize the unity of the human race.)
• Did you know that Revelation 5:9 tells us that God’s redeemed will come from “every kindred, and tongue, and people, and nation”?
Jeremiah 1:5—The “Pre-existence” of Jeremiah
The Mormon Teaching. In Jeremiah 1:5 we read God’s words to the prophet: “Before I formed thee in the belly I knew thee; and before thou camest forth out of the womb I sanctified thee, and I ordained thee a prophet unto the nations.”
According to James E. Talmage’s book A Study of the Articles of Faith, Jeremiah 1:5 firmly establishes the preexistence of Jeremiah.13 Likewise, in A Marvelous Work and a Wonder, we read that Jeremiah 1:5 is proof that “we all lived in the spirit before we were born in the flesh. . . . Jeremiah could not have been so called and ordained before he was born if he did not exist.”14
The Biblical Teaching. The Mormons are reading an idea into Jeremiah 1:5 that simply is not there. We must remember that in the Bible we are dealing with an absolutely sovereign, all-knowing, all-powerful, and everywhere-present God. God, as an all-knowing being, sovereignly “knew” Jeremiah before God formed him “in the belly.”15
It is critically important to understand the meaning of the Hebrew word for “know” in this context. According to Hebrew scholars, “know” indicates God’s act of making Jeremiah the special object of His sovereign choice.16 Norman Geisler and Thomas Howe state that “the word ‘know’ (Hebrew: yada) implies a special relationship of commitment (cf. Amos 3:2). It is supported by words like ‘sanctified’ (set apart) and ‘ordained,’ which reveal that God had a special assignment for Jeremiah (and Paul, Gal. 1:15–16), even before birth. Therefore, these passages do not imply preexistence of a soul; rather, they affirm preordination of an individual to a special ministry.”17
Jeremiah 1:5, then, speaks of God calling and setting apart Jeremiah before he was born (cf. Psalm 51:6; 139:13–16). It says nothing about Jeremiah pre-existing in any state whatsoever.
• Did you know that Hebrew scholars say the word for “know” in Jeremiah 1:5 indicates God’s act of making Jeremiah the special object of His sovereign choice?
• If the Hebrew word for “know” indicates preordination, and not pre-existence, as Hebrew scholars unanimously maintain, then isn’t the Mormon church reading an idea into Jeremiah 1:5 that isn’t there?
• Did you know that because of God’s foreknowledge, He knows everything and everyone before it occurs or is born (Romans 4:17)?
It is noteworthy that the book of Jeremiah itself teaches that God created human beings, not procreated them. Indeed, in Jeremiah 27:5 we find God Himself proclaiming, “I have made the earth, the man and the beast that are upon the ground, by my great power and by my outstretched arm.”
• Would you please read aloud from Jeremiah 27:5?
• Is it not clear from this verse that God created man, not procreated him?
After making this point, you might want to open your Bible and read aloud from Genesis 2:7: “The LORD God formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” Notice that when man was created, there was no pre-existing spirit that entered a physical tabernacle of flesh. Rather, God created man’s physical being, and then “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.” It appears that at that moment God created both man’s material and immaterial aspects.
• Doesn’t a plain reading of Genesis 2:7 seem to indicate that God created both man’s material and immaterial aspects at the same time?
• Where is there the slightest hint in Genesis 2:7 that a preexisting spirit-being entered a “tabernacle” of human flesh?
Then ask the Mormon to open the Bible to 1 Corinthians 15:46, where we find Paul talking about the distinction between the earthly body and the spiritual resurrection body that we will all one day receive as Christians: “Howbeit that was not first which is spiritual, but that which is natural; and afterward that which is spiritual.” In other words, the “first Adam” was the first earthly man and he and all his descendants received natural, earthly bodies. The “last Adam,” Jesus Christ, received a glorified, spiritual body at His resurrection from the dead. In the future, we too will receive a glorified, spiritual resurrection body.
Now, Mormons try to argue that all human beings had some kind of spiritual body first and then took on tabernacles of human flesh (that is, physical bodies). But 1 Corinthians 15:46 tells us that we all take on physical bodies first, and later are resurrected with a glorious, spiritual resurrection body.*
• Does the Mormon church teach that all humans have spirit-bodies in the pre-existence, and then they take on physical bodies when born on earth?
• How do you reconcile that with 1 Corinthians 15:46, where the apostle Paul tells us about the order in which we receive our natural and spiritual bodies: “Howbeit that was not first which is spiritual, but that which is natural; and afterward that which is spiritual”?
• Doesn’t 1 Corinthians 15:46 seem to say that we all take on physical bodies first and later are resurrected with a glorious, spiritual resurrection body?
John 17:5—Spirit Existence Before Fleshly Existence?
The Mormon Teaching. In John 17:5 we read a portion of Jesus’ High-Priestly prayer to the Father: “And now, O Father, glorify thou me with thine own self with the glory which I had with thee before the world was.”
According to James E. Talmage’s book The Articles of Faith, John 17:5 supports the idea of a spirit existence prior to fleshly existence.18 LeGrand Richards, the late Mormon apostle, likewise concludes from this verse that “we all lived in the spirit before we were born in the flesh.”19
The Biblical Teaching. The fundamental flaw in Mormon thinking here is the idea that everyone—Jesus included—preexisted as literal spirit-offspring of the Father, and that Jesus (by being firstborn in heaven) is our “elder brother.” The Mormons then reason that we are “like Jesus” in this regard, when, in fact, we are not like Jesus—except, of course, that He shares in our humanity. We must stress that Jesus is eternal God. You and I are not eternal God. Christ pre-existed with the Father. You and I did not pre-exist, but rather came into being at a point in time.
Jesus is the only man who pre-existed (He is the God-man). John 3:13,31 tells us, “No man hath ascended up to heaven, but he that came down from heaven, even the Son of man which is in heaven. . . . He that cometh from above is above all: he that is of the earth is earthly, and speaketh of the earth: he that cometh from heaven is above all.” John 8:23–24 likewise says, “And he said unto them, Ye are from beneath; I am from above: ye are of this world; I am not of this world. I said therefore unto you, that ye shall die in your sins: for if ye believe not that I am he, ye shall die in your sins.”
There is a clear dichotomy between the one from heaven and the ones from the earth. If we all came from heaven, then these verses about coming from above or from the earth would have no meaning.
• Would you please read aloud from John 3:13,31?
• Would you please read aloud from John 8:23–24?
• Can you see that there is a clear dichotomy between the one from heaven and the ones from the earth?
• Can you see that if we all came from heaven, these verses about coming from above or from the earth would have no meaning?
You will also want to focus some attention on Jesus’ preincarnate glory as God. Tell the Mormon that the word “glory,” when used in the Bible to speak of God, refers to the brilliantly luminous manifestation of God’s Person.20 According to the apostle Paul, God dwells in a “light which no man can approach” (1 Timothy 6:16). So brilliant and glorious is this light that no human being can go anywhere near it and live (see Revelation 1:17).
This definition of “glory” is confirmed by the many ways the word is used in Scripture. For example, brilliant light consistently accompanies the divine manifestation in His glory (Matthew 17:2–3; 1 Timothy 6:16; Revelation 1:16). Moreover, the word “glory” is often linked with verbs of seeing (Exodus 16:7; 33:18; Isaiah 40:5) and verbs of appearing (Exodus 16:10; Deuteronomy 5:24). God’s glory also includes the presence of smoke (Isaiah 6:4) and a cloud (Numbers 16:42).
The fact that Jesus Himself manifested the divine glory is an extremely powerful argument for His deity. Indeed, in the Old Testament God said that “I am the LORD: that is my name: and my glory will I not give to another, neither my praise to graven images” (Isaiah 42:8). Yet Jesus too manifested the divine glory (see Matthew 17:1–23). That Jesus did this can mean only one thing: Jesus is God.
Next, let’s turn our attention to Isaiah 6:1–5. Here we read that Isaiah had a vision in the temple—a vision in which he suddenly found himself in the presence of God’s glory:
In the year that king Uzziah died I saw also the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up, and his train filled the temple. Above it stood the seraphim: each one had six wings; with twain he covered his face, and with twain he covered his feet, and with twain he did fly. And one cried unto another, and said, Holy, holy, holy, is the LORD of hosts: the whole earth is full of his glory. And the posts of the door moved at the voice of him that cried, and the house was filled with smoke. Then said I, Woe is me! for I am undone; because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips: for mine eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts (Isaiah 6:1–5).
Isaiah saw the Lord God Almighty seated on a throne, “high and exalted.” God’s long and flowing robe portrays His kingly majesty. Isaiah also saw seraphim above God’s throne. These were magnificent angels who proclaimed God’s holiness and glory. The word seraph comes from a root word meaning “to burn,” emphasizing the purity and brightness of these angelic beings.
As soon as Isaiah saw God’s great glory and holiness, he recognized his own utter sinfulness (Isaiah 6:5). The prophet painfully discovered that uncleanness shows up best in the midst of brilliant light. Isaiah cried, “I am ruined” when he saw God. He no doubt recalled the Old Testament teaching that anyone who saw God was expected to die immediately (Genesis 32:30).
All this becomes extremely significant when we go to John’s Gospel and read that Isaiah actually saw Jesus’ glory. Isaiah 6:3 refers to the glory of “the LORD Almighty” (or, more literally, the “Yahweh of hosts”), but John says these words were talking about Jesus Christ. The implication of this is startling: Jesus is the Lord Almighty. This is a powerful proof text for the absolute deity of Christ (see John 1:18; 10:30; 20:28; Colossians 2:9).
In John 17:5, then, Jesus prayed to the Father about His restoration to a position of glory. The picture in Isaiah 6 helps us understand the magnitude of Christ’s glory before He came to earth. Emphasize to the Mormon that while it is true that Christ pre-existed and was in a state of glory prior to the resurrection, these things are so simply because Christ is God. Christ pre-existed as God. Christ was in a position of glory as God.
• Did you know that according to Isaiah 42:8, God said He would not give His glory to another?
• Since Christ has this glory, according to Matthew 17:1–23, what does this tell us about Jesus Christ?
• Since Jesus is absolute deity, we would expect Him to be pre-existent, right?
• But you and I are not God. So we can’t use John 17:5 to support the idea of a pre-existence for us, can we?
Acts 17:28–29—The “Offspring” of God
The Mormon Teaching. In Acts 17:28–29 the apostle Paul says, “In him we live, and move, and have our being; as certain also of your own poets have said, For we are also his offspring. Forasmuch then as we are the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the Godhead is like unto gold, or silver, or stone, graven by art and man’s device.”
Mormons often cite this reference to the “offspring of God” to support the idea that the Heavenly Father and Mother gave birth to spirit-children in the pre-existence. Jesus was allegedly an “offspring” of God; you and I allegedly are “offspring” of God; all people are “offspring of exalted parents.”21
The Biblical Teaching. The Mormons have misconstrued the meaning of Acts 17:28–29 by reading into the text an idea that is not there. Here’s the context: Paul was preaching to the Athenians. They weren’t believers in the true God. But despite their unbelief, Paul goes on to affirm that we are all “offspring of God.” Why? Simply because God is the Creator of us all. Whether we believe in Him or not, all of us were nevertheless created by Him, and thus are rightly called His “offspring.”22
Paul even set the context for his “offspring” statement a few verses earlier when he referred to the “God that made the world and all things therein. . . . And hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation” (Acts 17:24,26). All people are God’s “offspring” because God “hath made of one blood all nations of men.”
Malachi 2:10 confirms that truth: “Have we not all one father? hath not one God created us?” (emphasis added). Fatherhood and the act of creating are one and the same in this verse. God is the Father of all humanity in the sense that He created all humanity. Acts 17:28–29 says nothing at all in support of a Heavenly Father and Mother giving birth to spirit-children.
You must remember that the apostle Paul was a “Hebrew of Hebrews,” and was an Old Testament scholar par excellence. He knew the Old Testament like the back of his hand. So, when he said, “We are his offspring,” he was saying it against the broader context of the Old Testament teaching that God is the Father of us all in the sense that He is our Creator (Genesis 1; Malachi 2:10).
• By looking at the context of Acts 17, isn’t it clear that all people are God’s “offspring” (verse 29) because God “hath made of one blood all nations of men” (verse 26)?
• Isn’t the emphasis in Acts 17 on God’s creation, not procreation?
• Please show me a single reference in any book written by the apostle Paul that explicitly states that humans pre-exist in spirit-bodies.
• Please show me a single reference in any book written by the apostle Paul that even remotely alludes to a Heavenly Mother.
• Please show me a single reference in any book written by the apostle Paul that says the Heavenly Father had sexual relations with a Heavenly Mother to give birth to spirit-children.
• By the way, if every Heavenly Father has a Father, who himself has a Father, who then himself has a Father, and so on up the hierarchy, who was the first Father? What “Father” got things started in the very beginning of beginnings?
Romans 8:16–17—“Children” of God
The Mormon Teaching. In Romans 8:16–17 the apostle Paul says, “The Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are the children of God: And if children, then heirs; heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ; if so be that we suffer with him, that we may be also glorified together.”
As we saw earlier, Mormons say that we are “children of God” in the most literal sense. All of us are the spirit-offspring of our Heavenly Father and Mother. All men and women are “literally the sons and daughters of Deity,” the “offspring of celestial parentage.”23
The Biblical Teaching. If Mormons would give serious consideration to the context of Romans 8:16 – 17, they wouldn’t interpret it to mean that we are literally the offspring of God. Instead of isolating verses 16 and 17 as proof texts, why not consult the context in verse 15?
Romans 8:15 explicitly states that people become children of God by adoption: “Ye have not received the spirit of bondage again to fear; but ye have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father” (emphasis added).
This is not the only place where the apostle Paul wrote about people being adopted into God’s family. In Galatians 4:5–6 Paul says that God sent His Son “to redeem them that were under the law, that we might receive the adoption of sons. And because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, Abba, Father” (emphasis added). Notice that these individuals are called God’s “sons” only because they have been adopted.
In Ephesians 1:5, Paul talks about God “having predestinated us unto the adoption of children by Jesus Christ to himself, according to the good pleasure of his will” (emphasis added). As we can see, then, those who place their faith in Jesus Christ for salvation are adopted into God’s family.
• There’s a big difference between a natural son (via conception and birth) and an adopted son, right?
• Based on Romans 8:15, Galatians 4:5–6, and Ephesians 1:5, how do each of us come into God’s family—by conception and birth, or by adoption?
• Since Paul sets the context of Romans 8:16–17 by referring to adoption in verse 15, it’s not accurate for the Mormon church to cite this passage to support the idea that a Heavenly Father and Mother give birth to spirit children, is it?
You might add that according to the New Testament, believers become “God’s children” (or “God’s sons”) by the new birth. John 1:12, for example, tells us, “As many as received him, to them gave he power to become the sons of God, even to them that believe on his name.”
*Please note that in the context of 1 Corinthians 15:46 the word “spiritual” does not indicate “nonphysical.” Rather, the word simply means that the resurrection body will be a spirit-dominated physical body.
Salvation in Mormonism—Part 1: Understanding Mormon Terminology
When talking about salvation with Mormons, it is critical to recognize that they use salvation words in a distinct way. Just because they use a word that sounds biblical doesn’t mean they are using it biblically. As we will see in this chapter, Mormons talk about salvation, eternal life, and heaven—but they completely redefine these words to fit their cultic theology.
Mormons teach that there is both general salvation and individual salvation. General salvation, Bruce McConkie tells us, is “that which comes by grace alone without obedience to gospel law, [and] consists in the mere fact of being resurrected. In this sense salvation is synonymous with immortality; it is the inseparable connection of body and spirit so that the resurrected personage lives forever. . . . This kind of salvation eventually will come to all mankind, excepting the sons of perdition.”1 (The “sons of perdition” includes mainly apostates. Their ultimate destiny is the “outer darkness.”)
Individual salvation, however, refers to “that which man merits through his own acts through life and by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the gospel.”2 We are told that “salvation in its true and full meaning is synonymous with exaltation or eternal life and consists in gaining an inheritance in the highest of the three heavens within the celestial kingdom. . . .This full salvation is obtained in and through the continuation of the family unit in eternity, and those who obtain it are gods.”3
Notice the key concepts mentioned in the above paragraph: exaltation, eternal life, the highest of the three heavens, and the family unit. As we will see in this chapter and the chapters to come, these terms are at the heart of the Mormon system of salvation; they are closely related in Mormon theology. Indeed, gaining eternal life, exaltation, and having an eternal family all relate in some way to the Mormon concept of becoming a god. Let’s look at the issue of godhood first.
The Mormon Goal of Godhood
A perusal of Mormon literature quickly makes clear that the ultimate goal in Mormonism is godhood. Brigham Young, for example, said that “the Lord created you and me for the purpose of becoming Gods like himself. . . . We are created . . . to become Gods like unto our Father in heaven.”4
Doctrine and Covenants likewise tells us, “Then shall they be gods, because they have no end; therefore shall they be from everlasting to everlasting, because they continue; then shall they be above all, because all things are subject unto them. Then shall they be gods, because they have all power, and the angels are subject unto them.”5
Now, this exaltation to godhood is known as attaining “eternal life” to Mormons. The official Gospel Principles manual tells us that “exaltation is eternal life, the kind of life that God lives. . . . We can become Gods like our heavenly Father. This is exaltation.”6 Joseph Fielding Smith said that “eternal life is the name of the kind of life possessed by the Father and the Son; it is exaltation in the eternal realm.”7
Now, what does the family unit have to do with godhood? In Mormon theology, having an eternal family (the union of a celestial husband and wife) enables a person to have spirit-children for all eternity. Eventually these spirit-children will have the opportunity to gain godhood and procreate their own spirit-children. This process has supposedly been going on for all eternity and will continue for all eternity. It is an endless cycle of procreation.
When we look at the evidence around us, it seems that today’s Mormons talk more about attaining eternal life and having an eternal family than they talk about actual godhood. But in Mormon theology, attaining eternal life and having an eternal family requires godhood. Only a God can have eternal life, and only a God can have an eternal family.
The Mormon Emphasis on Perfection
Regardless of the terms used—eternal life, eternal family, exaltation—it is clear that the ultimate goal in Mormonism is the attaining of godhood. This is the fundamental fact that you must keep in mind if you want to understand and refute the Mormon concept of salvation.
While godhood is the Mormon’s ultimate goal, his or her more immediate goal is perfection. It is perfection that allegedly moves people closer and closer to godhood. Mormons believe there is biblical support for this idea.
Matthew 5:48—Attaining Perfection
The Mormon Teaching. In Matthew 5:48 we read, “Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect.” In The Way to Perfection, Joseph Fielding Smith said, “The words of the Savior in his Sermon on the Mount, ‘Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect,’ have served as a text for many a sermon. We have been informed that his meaning is that we, in this life, should try to perform every duty and keep every law and thus endeavor to be perfect in our sphere as the Father is in his.”8
Elsewhere Smith wrote that “it is our duty to be better today than we were yesterday, and better tomorrow than we are today. Why? Because we are on that road . . . to perfection, and that can only come through obedience and the desire in our heart to overcome the world.”9 This road ultimately leads to godhood. This is an attainable goal. As Mormons will often ask, “Would Jesus give us a command that we couldn’t keep?”
The Biblical Teaching. Matthew 5:48 is not communicating the idea that human beings can become perfect or attain sinless perfection in this life. Such an idea is foreign not only to the immediate context of Matthew’s Gospel but also to the broader context of all of Scripture. This is because of the problem of human sin. Jesus taught that, without exception, people are utterly sinful. He taught that human beings have a grave sin problem that is beyond their means to solve. He taught that man is evil (Matthew 12:34) and is capable of great wickedness (Mark 7:20–23). Moreover, He said that man is lost (Luke 19:10), that he is a sinner (Luke 15:10), that he is in need of repentance before a holy God (Mark 1:15), and that he needs to be born again (John 3:3,5,7).
Jesus often spoke of sin in metaphors that illustrate the havoc sin can wreak in a person’s life. He described sin as blindness (Matthew 23:16–26), sickness (Matthew 9:12), being enslaved in bondage (John 8:34), and living in darkness (John 8:12; 12:35–46). Moreover, Jesus said that this is a universal condition and that all people are guilty before God (Luke 7:37–48).
Jesus also taught that both inner thoughts and external acts render a person guilty (Matthew 5:28). He taught that from within the human heart comes evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, envy, slander, arrogance, and folly (Mark 7:21–23). Moreover, He affirmed that God is fully aware of every person’s sins, both external acts and inner thoughts; nothing escapes His notice (Matthew 22:18; Luke 6:8; John 4:17–19).
We will talk about the Mormon concept of sin a bit later. For now we simply want to emphasize that in view of man’s dire sin problem as defined by Scripture, there is no way that we can interpret Matthew 5:48 to mean that human beings can attain perfection in this life.
How can we make sense of this verse, then? If we look at the context, we see that Matthew 5:48 is found in a section of Scripture dealing with the law of love. The Jewish leaders of Jesus’ day had taught that we should love those who are near and dear to us (Leviticus 19:18), but hate those who are enemies. Jesus refutes this idea and instructs us to love even our enemies (Matthew 5:44). After all, Jesus said, God’s love extends to all people (Matthew 5:45). And since God is our righteous standard, we should seek to imitate His example. We are to be “perfect” in showing love just as He is perfect in showing love.
Bible expositor Louis A. Barbieri gives this explanation to help us understand Matthew 5:48: “Murder, lust, hate, deception, and retaliation obviously do not characterize God. He did not lower His standard to accommodate humans; instead He set forth His absolute holiness as the standard. Though this standard can never be perfectly met by man himself, a person who by faith trusts in God enjoys His righteousness being reproduced in his life”10 (emphasis added).
The key, then, is this: As we walk by faith in Christ, Christ’s perfection is reproduced in our lives day by day. This is the only way Christians move toward any kind of real “perfection.” It’s all based on what Christ accomplished for us.
Of course, Mormons know they are not perfect now. That’s why they typically read a “future perfection” into Matthew 5:48. That is, even though they are not perfect now, they are progressively moving toward perfection and will eventually attain godhood. If the Mormon uses this argument, emphasize the present tense of Matthew 5:48: “Be ye perfect” (that is, now!).
Mark Cares, a pastor in Mormon country, says that “we need to repeatedly and persistently tell them that God demands perfection now. We cannot let them ignore that. They need to sweat over it. They need to lose sleep over it. They need to despair of trying to become perfect themselves. Then, and only then, will they be ready to look to Jesus for salvation.”11 Don’t let the Mormon escape the force of this: Matthew 5:48 says “be perfect,” not “become perfect.”
We should then take the Mormon to Hebrews 10:14, which speaks of what Christ Himself has accomplished on our behalf: “By one offering he hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified” (emphasis added).12 Christ has done it all! Christ has “perfected for ever” those who have trusted in Him.
Next you’ll want to cite James 2:10: “Whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all.” With a motive of love, you’ll want to “drive the stake in” as forcefully as you can: Help the Mormon see that he or she is automatically doomed to fail in the quest to reach perfection by self-effort—both now and always. Only then will the Mormon recognize his or her need for Christ, who was perfect on our behalf and wiped away all our sins by His death on the cross.
As Hebrews 10:17–18 says, “Their sins and iniquities will I remember no more. Now where remission of these is, there is no more offering for sin.” Mormons desperately need to hear these liberating words.
• Are you perfect now?
• Have you considered what James 2:10 says about your present state of perfection? (“Whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all.”)
• Can I share with you how I’ve been liberated from this bondage of perfection? It’s all based on what Jesus did. Hebrews 10:14 says, “By one offering he hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified” (emphasis added).
Understanding Eternal Progression
Fundamental to understanding the Mormon concept of exaltation is the doctrine of eternal progression. According to Mormons, we do not just seek perfection in this life. This goal continues beyond the grave. Salvation does not come all at once. Mormons tell us that we are commanded to be perfect even as our Father in heaven is perfect—and it will take us ages to accomplish this end. For the worthy, there will be great progress beyond the grave.
Joseph Smith describes eternal progression this way:
Here, then, is eternal life—to know the only wise and true God; and you have got to learn how to be Gods yourselves, and to be kings and priests to God, the same as all Gods have done before you, namely, by going from one small degree to another, and from a small capacity to a great one; from grace to grace, from exaltation to exaltation (emphasis added).13
In the book Gospel Principles Joseph Smith once compared eternal progression to climbing a ladder:
When you climb up a ladder, you must begin at the bottom, and ascend step by step, until you arrive at the top; and so it is with the principles of the Gospel—you must begin with the first, and go on until you learn all the principles of exaltation. But it will be a great while after you have passed through the veil [died] before you will have learned them. It is not all to be comprehended in this world; it will be a great work to learn our salvation and exaltation beyond the grave.14
Joseph Fielding Smith urges us: “We have to pass through mortality and receive the resurrection and then go on to perfection just as our Father did before us.”15 The perfection process will go on and on and on.*
Romans 8:16–17—Ultimate Godhood?
The Mormon Teaching. In Romans 8:16–17 we read, “The Spirit itself beareth witness with our spirit, that we are the children of God: And if children, then heirs; heirs of God, and joint-heirs with Christ; if so be that we suffer with him, that we may be also glorified together.”
Mormons tell us that these verses point to the result of eternal progression: Godhood. In his book Mormon Doctrine, Bruce McConkie said, “Those who gain eternal life receive exaltation; they are sons of God, joint heirs with Christ, members of the Church of the Firstborn; they overcome all things, have all power, and receive the fullness of the Father. They are gods.”16
The Biblical Teaching. The Mormon interpretation of Romans 8:16–17 fails to consider the immediate context of the verses. As we saw in the previous chapter, the apostle Paul explicitly states in Romans 8:15 that people become “children of God” by adoption: “Ye have not received the spirit of bondage again to fear; but ye have received the Spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father” (emphasis added).
We become “children of God” not by nature, but rather, we are adopted into God’s family. This is extremely important: We do not have the seed of godhood in us that can become exalted and grow to godhood. We are adopted into God’s family as humans.
In addition, Paul’s statement that we can become “co-heirs” with Christ has nothing to do with becoming exalted as a God. Heirs are people who inherit something. In many families, children inherit their parents’ entire estate. Every child in the family is an heir, and the children together are co-heirs.
As Christians, then, we are co-heirs with Christ. And what do we inherit? Paul tells us that we inherit all spiritual blessings in this life (Ephesians 1:3), and in the life to come we will share with the Lord Jesus in all the riches of God’s glorious kingdom (1 Corinthians 3:21–23).
Now, did Paul have any illusions about being (or becoming) a god? Point the Mormon to Acts 14, where Paul clearly demonstrated that he was an uncompromising monotheist. After Paul healed a man in Lystra, “the people saw what Paul had done” and they shouted, “The gods are come down to us in the likeness of men” (verse 11). The people were prepared to worship Paul and Barnabas as gods! When Paul and Barnabas understood what was going on, “they rent their clothes, and ran in among the people, crying out, And saying, Sirs, why do ye these things? We also are men of like passions with you, and preach unto you that ye should turn from these vanities unto the living God, which made heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all things that are therein” (Acts 14:14–15, emphasis added). Paul and Barnabas not only emphatically denied that they were gods, but they also spoke of the only true God who created the universe—thereby drawing a clear distinction between the Creator and the creation.
• Would you please read aloud from Acts 14:8–15?
• What was Paul’s reaction when he understood that the people thought he was a god?
• Doesn’t Paul draw a clear distinction between the one true God and human beings?
Paul and Barnabas’s attitude is in clear contrast to the folly of Herod in Acts 12:21–23. After Herod had given a public address, the people shouted, “It is the voice of a god, and not of a man.” Immediately, because Herod did not give praise to God, an angel of the Lord struck him down, and he was eaten by worms and died. Clearly, God does not look kindly on human pretenders to the throne of divinity.
• Would you please read aloud from Acts 12:21–23?
• What did Herod do to provoke God’s punishment?
• What was the true God’s response?
You might offer one final biblical illustration of God’s attitude toward human pretenders to the divine throne. The encounter with the Pharaoh of Egypt well illustrates God’s sovereignty over man. More specifically, in Exodus 9:14 God instructed Moses to tell Pharaoh, “I will at this time send all my plagues upon thine heart, and upon thy servants, and upon thy people; that thou mayest know that there is none like me in all the earth” (emphasis added).
Now, it’s important to tell the Mormon that these words were spoken to a man who was himself considered a god. The Pharaoh was thought to be the incarnation of the Egyptian sun god, Ra, and was therefore considered a “god” in his own right.17 But God told the Pharaoh that no human being is a god, and that He alone was God.
• Would you please read from Exodus 9:13–14?
• Did you know that the Pharaoh was thought to be the incarnation of the Egyptian sun god, Ra, and was therefore considered a “god” in his own right?
• Yet how does the one true God respond to Pharaoh? Please quote God’s words exactly (verse 14).
Then open your Bible and read aloud from Isaiah 44:8, where God Himself asks, “Is there a God beside me? yea, there is no God; I know not any.” Next turn to Isaiah 43:10, where God declares, “Before me there was no God formed, neither shall there be after me” (emphasis added).
Since there were no gods before the God of the Bible, this means that God had no Father-gods or Grandfather-gods before Him. Since no gods will come after God, this means that none of His children will become gods. The God of the Bible says there are no other Gods than Him! (And note that these verses aren’t referring to the nonexistence of pagan gods or idols, as some Mormons claim; God says there are no other gods whatsoever.) Ultimately, then, the Mormon doctrine of exaltation cannot be true. For there are no beings in the universe that we can rightly call God, according to the God of the Bible.
• Would you please read aloud from Isaiah 44:8?
• How do you reconcile this verse with the Mormon claim that God has a Father-god, and the Father-god has a Father-god, and so on? Did the God of Isaiah 44:8 forget His own Father?
• Would you please read aloud from Isaiah 43:10?
• Since there were no gods before the God of the Bible, doesn’t this mean that our “Father” had no Father or Grandfather-gods before him?
• Since no gods will come after God, doesn’t this mean that none of His children will become gods?
• Don’t these verses clearly show that you and I cannot become gods ourselves?
You will also want to mention that the Book of Mormon teaches plainly that there is only one God. If the Mormon has a Book of Mormon on hand, ask him or her to look up Alma 11:22–31. In this passage, a man named Amulek opens a dialogue with Zeezrom by stating that he cannot say anything contrary to God’s spirit. Hence, the words of Amulek are essentially the words of God himself. Zeezrom asks Amulek, “Is there more than one God?” Amulek answers, “No.” Zeezrom then asks, “How knowest thou these things?” Amulek replies, “An angel hath made them known to me.”
Obviously if there is not “more than one God,” then human beings do not become exalted and attain godhood. The Mormon view of exaltation and eternal life is clearly refuted by Alma 11:22–31.
• The Book of Mormon has something important to say about attaining godhood. Would you please read aloud from Alma 11:22–31?
• Doesn’t this passage indicate that there is only one God?
• That being the case, doesn’t the Book of Mormon refute the church’s later teaching of the doctrine of eternal progression?
If the attaining of eternal life is not exaltation to godhood, as Mormons believe, then what is it? Share with the Mormon that eternal life is a present possession of those who believe in Jesus Christ. It is not a goal that a person works toward and attains via perfection. In John 6:47, Jesus affirms, “Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that believeth on me hath everlasting life.” Notice the key word “hath” in this verse. It is in the present tense. This means that people who believe in Jesus Christ have eternal life as a present possession—they have it now!
• Would you please read aloud from John 6:47?
• Did you know that the word “hath” in this verse is in the present tense, indicating that people who believe in Jesus Christ have eternal life as a present possession?
Then explain to the Mormon what the Bible has to say about eternal life. According to the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, eternal life (Matthew 19:16; Mark 10:17; Luke 18:18) is consistently equated with being saved (Matthew 19:25; Mark 10:26–27; Luke 18:26–27) and entering into the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 19:23–24; Mark 10:24; Luke 18:24). Nowhere in the New Testament is eternal life used to mean “attain godhood.”
Eternal life is always portrayed as something received by faith in Christ (John 3:16; 6:28–29), not something that is achieved or worked for. Moreover, eternal life is not just quantitative (meaning that it lasts forever), it is also qualitative (meaning that it is an infinitely high quality of life in living fellowship with God, both now and forever).
*We will examine the Mormon view of salvation and premortality, mortality, and postmortality in chapter 18.
Salvation in Mormonism—Part 2: Premortality, Mortality, and Postmortality
Exaltation to godhood in Mormon theology ultimately involves not just what a person does in this earthly life (mortality), but also what he has already done in premortality (that is, in his “pre-existence” as a spirit-child) and in postmortality (that is, in his return to the spirit world following physical death). A person’s progression toward godhood is an extended process.
A key concept related to this process has to do with the word agency—which, in Mormon thinking, describes each human being’s right to choose between good and evil. From the moment of birth, people are born not only with the capacity to choose, but, according to Mormons, that capacity is itself inclined toward doing good.
Agency is very important, Mormons say, for without it humanity cannot “progress.” People progress toward godhood by making “wise use” of their agency. And people must make wise use of agency in premortality, mortality, and postmortality. Let’s look now at each of these states of existence.
Premortality
Premortality is also called pre-existence, or our “First Estate.” As the book Gospel Principles tells us, “Man, as a spirit, was begotten and born of heavenly parents, and reared to maturity in the eternal mansion of the Father, prior to coming upon the earth in a temporal [physical] body”1 (insert added).
Mormons believe that because we were born as spirit-children of our Heavenly Father, we have the very nature of God. As Spencer W. Kimball put it, “Man has in himself the seeds of godhood, which can germinate and grow and develop. As the acorn becomes the oak, the mortal man becomes a god.”2 But this all hinges on proper use of agency.
In Mormon theology, spirit-children begin progressing toward godhood in the premortal state. Mormons believe that their being born on earth is a sign that they used their agency wisely in the preexistence. It proves that they didn’t follow Lucifer in the rebellion against God. “Because we are here on earth and have mortal bodies we know that we chose to follow Jesus Christ and our Heavenly Father. . . . In our pre-earth life, we chose the right.”3 We must continue choosing the right during our mortal existence.
Mortality
Mortality—the earthly life, or “Second Estate”—is a time of testing for the Mormon. This is because the person now has a physical body.
The logic goes this way: In order to become a god a person must face (and overcome) physical temptations and trials. Such growth is not possible for a spirit-child, because, without a physical body, it’s not possible to encounter physical temptation. That’s why spirit-children take on human bodies, and during this time of mortality they face physical temptations and make progress toward godhood.
Once a person has entered mortality and gained a physical body, he must fulfill an unbelievable list of requirements in his endeavor to make progress toward exaltation, or godhood. This includes repentance, baptism, membership in the LDS church, innumerable good works, abiding by the Mormon “Word of Wisdom” (which prohibits the use of coffee, tea, alcohol, or tobacco), marriage and other temple rituals (including those on behalf of the dead), and “keeping all the Lord’s commandments until the end of [one’s] life on earth”4 (insert added). As we will see in the pages ahead, each of these requirements has a critical role in the Mormon system of salvation.
Baptism and Salvation
Baptism carries a great deal of significance for Mormons. Indeed, Mormons identify baptism with being “born again” (in Christian theology, this is known as “baptismal regeneration”). Bruce McConkie said that “the second birth begins when men are legally baptized in water by a legal administrator.”5 The phrase “legally baptized in water by a legal administrator” means that a person must be baptized by a member of the Mormon priesthood who is in good standing. Orson Pratt explains:
But who in this generation have authority to baptize? None but those who have received authority in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints; all other churches are entirely destitute of all authority from God; and any person who receives baptism or the Lord’s Supper from their hands will highly offend God; for He looks upon them as the most corrupt of all people, both Catholics and Protestants are nothing less than the “whore of Babylon” whom the Lord denounces by the mouth of John the Revelator as having corrupted all the earth by their fornications and wickedness.6
Acts 2:38—Repent and Be Baptized
The Mormon Teaching. In Acts 2:38 we read, “Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost.”
Mormons think this verse says a person must be baptized to receive forgiveness of sins and be saved. James Talmage tells us that “biblical proofs that baptism is designed as a means of securing to man a remission of his sins are abundant.”7 One of these proofs, Talmage assures us, is Acts 2:38.
The Biblical Teaching. Admittedly, Acts 2:38 is not an easy verse to interpret. But a basic principle of Bible interpretation is to interpret difficult passages in light of the easy, clear verses. We should never build a theology on difficult passages alone.
Now, the great majority of New Testament Bible passages dealing with salvation affirm that salvation is by faith. We’ve already looked at some of those verses in the previous chapter (e.g., John 3:16–17). In view of those clear passages, how is Acts 2:38 to be interpreted? A single word in the verse gives us the answer: “Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost” (emphasis added).
Students of the Greek language have pointed out that the word “for” in the Greek text—eis—is a preposition that can indicate causality (“in order to attain”) or a result (“because of”).8 An example of using “for” in a resultant sense is the sentence, “I’m taking an aspirin for my headache.” This means I’m taking an aspirin because of my headache. I’m not taking an aspirin in order to attain a headache. An example of using “for” in a causal sense is the sentence, “I’m going to the office for my paycheck.” This means I’m going to the office in order to attain my paycheck.
Now, in Acts 2:38 the word “for” is used in a resultant sense. The verse might be paraphrased, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ because of [or as a result of ] the remission of sins.” The verse is not saying, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ in order to attain the remission of sins.”
Acts 2:38 is saying that the people who had already received remission of sins by believing in Jesus Christ should now be baptized in water. Water baptism follows being born again.
• Did you know that Greek scholars say the word “for” is a preposition that can indicate either causality (“in order to attain”) or a result (“because of”)?
• An example of using “for” in a resultant sense is the sentence, “I’m taking an aspirin for [as a result of] my headache.”
• An example of using “for” in a causal sense is the sentence, “I’m going to the office for [in order to attain] my paycheck.”
• What would Acts 2:38 be saying if “for” is being used in a resultant sense?
Remind the Mormon that in this same book of Acts, when the desperate Philippian jailer asked Paul what he must do to obtain salvation and have eternal life, Paul said virtually nothing about baptism. Paul merely said, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and thou shalt be saved” (Acts 16:31). Simple and to the point!
This is consistent with what we see elsewhere in Scripture. Consider the following:
• John 3:15—“Whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal life.”
• John 5:24—“Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life, and shall not come into condemnation; but is passed from death unto life.”
• John 11:25—“Jesus said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live.”
• John 12:46—“I am come a light into the world, that whosoever believeth on me should not abide in darkness.”
• John 20:31—“These are written, that ye might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing ye might have life through his name.”
John 3:1–5—Born of Water
The Mormon Teaching. In John 3:1–5 we read,
There was a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews: The same came to Jesus by night, and said unto him, Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher come from God: for no man can do these miracles that thou doest, except God be with him. Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God. Nicodemus saith unto him, How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter the second time into his mother’s womb, and be born? Jesus answered, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God (emphasis added).
James E. Talmage tells us that “the words of the Savior, spoken while He ministered in the flesh, declare baptism to be essential to salvation. . . . It is practically indisputable that the watery birth here referred to as essential to entrance into the kingdom is baptism.”9
The Biblical Teaching. Consulting the context of John 3 clears up Jesus’ intended meaning. Let us begin by emphasizing that being “born again” (literally, “born from above”) simply refers to God giving eternal life to the person who believes in Christ (Titus 3:5). Being born again places a person in God’s eternal family (1 Peter 1:23), and gives the believer a new capacity and desire to please the Father (2 Corinthians 5:17).
Now, critical to a proper understanding of John 3:1–5 is verse 6: “That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit.” Flesh can only reproduce itself as flesh—and this is not acceptable to God (cf. Romans 8:8). “The law of reproduction is ‘after its kind.’ So likewise the Spirit produces spirit, a life born, nurtured, and matured by the Spirit of God.”10
In Nicodemus’s case, we find a Pharisee who would have been trusting in his physical descent from Abraham for entrance into the Messiah’s kingdom. The Jews believed that because they were physically related to Abraham, they were in a specially privileged position before God. Christ, however, denied such a possibility. As Bible scholar J. Dwight Pentecost observes, “parents can transmit to their children only the nature which they themselves possess. Since each parent’s nature, because of Adam’s sin, is sinful, each parent transmits a sinful nature to the child. What is sinful cannot enter the kingdom of God (v. 5).”11 The only way a person can enter God’s kingdom is through spiritual rebirth, and this is precisely what Jesus is saying to Nicodemus.
The problem is, Nicodemus did not comprehend Jesus’ meaning. Nicodemus wrongly concluded that Jesus was speaking about physical birth, but could not understand how a person could go through physical birth a second time (John 3:4). So, Jesus picked up on Nicodemus’s line of thought and sought to move the discussion from physical birth to spiritual birth.
Notice what Jesus said to Nicodemus: First He spoke about being “born of water and the Spirit” in John 3:5; then He explained what He meant in verse 6. It would seem that “born of water” in verse 5 is parallel to “born of the flesh” in verse 6, just as “born of . . . the Spirit” and “born of the Spirit” are parallel in verses 5 and 6. Jesus’ message, then, is that just as a person has had a physical birth, so also must a person have a spiritual birth if he wants to enter the kingdom of God. He must be “born from above.”12
• Would you please read aloud from John 3:5? What two kinds of birth does Jesus mention?
• Would you please read aloud from John 3:6? What two kinds of birth does Jesus mention?
• In context, is it not clear that Jesus defines what He means in verse 5 by the more precise statement in verse 6?
• That being the case, isn’t Jesus saying that just as a person has had a physical birth (“born of the flesh”), so also must a person have a spiritual birth if he wants to enter the kingdom of God?
Mark 16:16—Belief and Baptism Together?
The Mormon Teaching. In Mark 16:16 we read, “He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not shall be damned.” Mere belief is clearly not enough, Mormons say; a person must also be baptized in order to be saved.13
The Biblical Teaching. This is another difficult passage to interpret. But again, a basic principle of Bible interpretation is to interpret the difficult passages in light of the easy, clear verses.
Now, we want to focus our attention on the latter part of the verse: “He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not shall be damned.” It is unbelief that brings damnation, not a lack of being baptized. When a person rejects the gospel and refuses to believe it, he or she is damned.
In your discussion about baptism, you might want to mention these words from the apostle Paul: “Christ sent me not to baptize, but to preach the gospel: not with wisdom of words, lest the cross of Christ should be made of none effect” (1 Corinthians 1:17). Paul here draws a clear distinction between baptism and the gospel. And since it is the gospel that saves people (1 Corinthians 15:1–2), clearly baptism is not necessary to attain salvation.
• Would you read aloud from Mark 16:16? According to the last half of the verse, what is the basis of damnation?
• According to 1 Corinthians 15:1–2, does baptism save or the gospel? (The Mormon may, at this point, say that the “gospel” has to do with the intricate plan of salvation in Mormonism—including baptism. Keep going . . .)
• Would you read aloud from 1 Corinthians 1:17? If the gospel saves, and if Paul draws a clear distinction between the gospel and baptism, doesn’t that mean that baptism has no part in salvation?
(Next you might read aloud from 1 Corinthians 15:1–4, where the apostle Paul clearly defines what he means by “the gospel.”)
Church Membership Required
Mormons teach that membership in the Mormon church has a role in salvation. Indeed, “salvation is in the church, and of the church, and is obtained only through the church.”14
Milton R. Hunter affirms that the person on the road to godhood “must become a member and live the gospel principles and ordinances of the true church of the Master—which is the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, restored to earth through divine revelations to the prophet Joseph Smith.”15
This brings up a key difference between Mormons and evangelical Christians: While Christians believe church attendance is important (Hebrews 10:25), they do not believe that church membership is related to—or required for—salvation. The church is not the “mediator” between God and man. As 1 Timothy 2:5 tells us, “there is one God, and one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.” Jesus Himself said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me” (John 14:6). Thus, Christians believe it is your relationship with Christ that counts, not church membership.
For the Mormon, however, even attending the Mormon church is not enough, for there is also . . .
The Necessity of Good Works
Ultimate salvation in Mormonism involves a consistent life of good works. Complete salvation—eternal life—is said to result from man’s endeavor to conform to God’s laws and commandments. Human beings essentially save themselves with the aid of the Lord.
Mormons assert that “one common erroneous concept is that belief alone in the Lord Jesus Christ is the only requirement for salvation. . . . Salvation comes through living the Lord’s commandments and doing good works.”16 Indeed, “keeping the commandments of God will cleanse away the stain of sin.”17 Among the Bible passages Mormons cite to support this view are James 2:17,26; Philippians 2:12; and 1 John 2:3–5. Let’s take a closer look at the first two passages.
James 2:17,26—Faith Without Works Is Dead
The Mormon Teaching. In James 2:17,26 we read, “Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone. . . . For as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also.”
Bruce McConkie, after citing James 2, argues against such “perversions” of Scripture as the idea that a person is “justified through faith alone, without works.”18 James 2 makes it clear that good works are a necessity.
James E. Talmage likewise says that “in spite of the plain word of God, dogmas of men have been promulgated to the effect that by faith alone may salvation be attained. . . . The scriptures . . . and man’s inherent sense of justice furnish a sufficient refutation of these false assertions.”19
The Biblical Teaching. Martin Luther said it best: James 2 is not teaching that a person is saved by works. Rather a person is “justified” (declared righteous before God) by faith alone, but not by a faith that is alone. In other words, genuine faith will always result in good works in the saved person’s life.*
James is writing to Jewish Christians (1:1, “to the twelve tribes”) who were in danger of giving nothing but lip service to Jesus. His intent, therefore, is to distinguish true faith from false faith. He shows that true faith results in works, which then become visible evidences of faith’s invisible presence. In other words, good works are the “vital signs” indicating that faith is alive.20
Apparently some of these Jewish Christians had made a false claim of faith. “It is the spurious boast of faith that James condemned. . . . Merely claiming to have faith is not enough. Genuine faith is evidenced by works.”21
Workless faith is worthless faith; it is unproductive, sterile, barren, dead! Great claims may be made about a corpse that is supposed to have come to life, but if it does not move, if there are no vital signs, no heartbeat, no perceptible pulse, it is still dead. The false claims are silenced by the evidence.22
The fact is, apart from the spirit, the body is dead; it’s a lifeless corpse. By analogy, apart from the evidence of good works, faith is dead. It is lifeless and nonproductive. That is what James is teaching in this passage.
When talking to a Mormon about James 2, it is probably unrealistic to expect that he or she will immediately understand what the Bible says about the relationship between faith and works. Keep in mind that many Mormons have grown up in a works-environment—some of them since childhood. That is what they’re used to. They will find it difficult to break loose from this mentality.
At the very least, however, you’ll want them to understand that James 2 is no threat to the “salvation by grace alone” message of Scripture. After you take the theological wind out of their works-oriented sails in James 2, focus on the glorious liberty and freedom that you’ve discovered in Jesus Christ. By doing so, you will draw a clear contrast between Mormonism and Christianity.
You might show the Mormon what the apostle Paul said in Romans 3:20: “By the deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in his sight.” Combine this with Ephesians 2:8–9: “By grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest any man should boast.”* Taken together, these verses spell L-I-B-E-R-T-Y from the impossible requirements of the law.
• James 2:26 says that apart from the spirit, the body is dead, right?
• By analogy, is it not clear that apart from the evidence of good works, faith is dead?
• Can you see, then, that good works are the “vital signs” indicating that faith is alive?
• Would you please read aloud from Romans 3:20 and tell me what you think it means?
• Can I share one of my favorite passages with you—Ephesians 2:8–9?
Philippians 2:12—Work Out Your Own Salvation
The Mormon Teaching. In Philippians 2:12 we read, “Wherefore, my beloved, as ye have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.” Mormons say that while the death of Christ provided a salvation that redeems us from death (guaranteeing us a resurrection), we still have to “work out” our own salvation by our own efforts if we want to attain godhood and an inheritance in the celestial kingdom.23
The Biblical Teaching. What does Philippians 2:12 mean when it says, “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling”? A careful study reveals that this verse has nothing to do with eternal salvation for individual believers.
As a backdrop, we must keep in mind the situation at the church in Philippi. This church was plagued by 1) rivalries and individuals with personal ambition (Philippians 2:3–4; 4:2); 2) the teaching of Judaizers (who said that circumcision was necessary for salvation—3:1–3); 3) perfectionism (the view that one could attain sinless perfection in this life—3:12–14); and 4) the influence of “antinomian libertines” (people who took excessive liberty in how they lived their lives, ignoring or going against God’s law—3:18–19).24 Because of such problems, this church as a unit was in need of “salvation” (that is, salvation in the temporal, experiential sense, not in the eternal sense).
“Salvation,” in this context, refers to the community of believers in Philippi and not to individuals. Salvation is spoken of in a corporate sense. The Philippians were called by the apostle Paul to “keep on working out” (continuously) the “deliverance of the church into a state of Christian maturity.”25
The Greek word for “work out” (katergazomai) is a compound verb that indicates “achievement” or “bringing to a conclusion.” Paul was calling the Philippians to solve all the church’s problems and thus bring corporate “salvation” or deliverance to a state of final achievement. Paul would not permit things to continue as they were. He wanted the problems solved. The Philippians were to “work it out to the finish.”26
In the phrase “work out your own salvation,” the words “your own” are emphatic in the Greek text. As Bible scholar H.C.G. Moule notes, “the Apostle is in fact bidding them ‘learn to walk alone,’ instead of leaning too much on his presence and personal influence. ‘Do not make me your proxy in spiritual duties which must be your own.’ ”27 This was all the more necessary because Paul was absent from the church (Philippians 2:12a).
The Philippians were to accomplish their appointed task with an attitude of “fear and trembling.” This doesn’t mean Paul wanted the Philippians to have terror in their hearts as a motivation. Rather, the words “fear and trembling” comprise a Jewish idiomatic expression that speaks of great reverence for God and a humble frame of mind. (Remember, many people in Philippi were prideful and had little reverence for God.) Such humility and reverence for God would help the Philippians to overcome the problems they were experiencing in their church (cf. 1 Corinthians 2:3; 2 Corinthians 7:15; Ephesians 6:5).
• Would you mind if I shared with you the context of Philippians 2:12? (Go over the above details.)
• Can you see that from the contextual and historical points of view, this verse makes great sense when we interpret it as referring to corporate salvation of the church in Philippi—a church that had problems Paul wanted them to solve?
• Did you know that the same apostle Paul who wrote Philippians 2:12 also wrote Ephesians 2:8–9—“By grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest any man should boast”?
When you talk to a Mormon about his or her view that good works are necessary for salvation, you will want to emphasize that in Mormonism a person must measure up to utter perfection now. No failure is allowed. Sin is not permissable. Repentance must be absolute. Help the Mormon to see the impossibility of his or her being perfect enough to merit exaltation.
Joseph Fielding Smith said that “to enter the celestial kingdom and obtain exaltation it is necessary that the whole law be kept.”28 Gospel Principles tells us that “we must keep all our covenants with exactness. If we do, our Heavenly Father promises us that we will receive exaltation in the celestial kingdom.”29
President Kimball once said that “each command we obey sends us another rung up the ladder to perfected manhood and toward godhood; and every law disobeyed is a sliding toward the bottom where man merges into the brute world. Only he who obeys law is free.”30 Kimball also said that “the forsaking of sin must be a permanent one. True repentance does not permit making the same mistake again. . . . There can be no holding back. If the sinner neglects his tithing, misses his meetings, breaks the Sabbath, or fails in his prayers and other responsibilities, he is not completely repentant.”31
• Have you ever made the same mistake twice?
• President Kimball said, “The forsaking of sin must be a permanent one. True repentance does not permit making the same mistake again.” Is your life characterized by repentance as defined by President Kimball?
• How do you interpret James 2:10? “Whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all.”
• Can I share one of my favorite verses with you—Ephesians 2:8–9?
You might want to point out what the apostle Paul said in Romans 7:15: “That which I do I allow not: for what I would, that do I not; but what I hate, that do I.” Apparently the apostle Paul would not pass President Kimball’s standards! According to Paul’s own testimony, against his inmost will he repeatedly did things he knew he shouldn’t do, and he neglected the things he knew he should be doing.
Help the Mormon discover what the apostle Paul discovered. It is impossible to be perfect in one’s self. Paul tried and failed. In fact, the more he tried, the more he failed. Through it all, he learned the pivotal concept of grace: “By grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest any man should boast” (Ephesians 2:8–9). (We know we’re repeating this verse a lot, but you need to keep emphasizing to the Mormon that God’s salvation is a free grace-gift.*)
Being Found Worthy
Closely related to good works is the Mormon concept of worthiness. Being “worthy” involves living a good, clean, moral life. It involves obedience to God’s law and commandments. When you read through Mormon articles and books, you will find that a great deal of emphasis is placed on being worthy.
To give you an example, a Mormon must be found worthy before he can gain entrance to one of the church’s temples (not simply a meetinghouse, but a special, sacred structure where rituals necessary for eternal life are performed). The book Gospel Principles tells us that “before we can go to the temple, each of us must have been an active, worthy member of the Church for at least one year.”32 Worthiness is also essential if a Mormon wants to progress within the Mormon church.
The Word of Wisdom
A key element in the Mormon works-system of salvation is their emphasis on the “Word of Wisdom,” revered as “the Lord’s law of health.” This “revelation” (found in Doctrine and Covenants 89) is interpreted as a command to abstain from coffee, liquor, and tobacco. Obeying the Word of Wisdom is considered one of the fundamental requirements of being worthy. Spencer W. Kimball said, “For observing the Word of Wisdom the reward is life, not only prolonged mortal life but life eternal.”33
In Doctrines of Salvation we read, “If you drink coffee or tea, or take tobacco, you are letting a cup of tea or a little tobacco stand in the road and bar you from the celestial kingdom of God, where you might otherwise have received a fulness of glory. . . . God is not going to save every man and woman in the celestial kingdom.”34 The penalty for not heeding the Word of Wisdom, then, is severe.
When you discuss the Word of Wisdom, you should try to draw a stark contrast between the Mormon position and the words of Jesus:
Are ye so without understanding also? Do ye not perceive, that whatsoever thing from without entereth into the man, it cannot defile him; Because it entereth not into his heart, but into the belly, and goeth out into the draught, purging all meats? And he said, That which cometh out of the man, that defileth the man. For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, lasciviousness, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, foolishness: All these evil things come from within, and defile the man (Mark 7:18–23).
• What do you think Jesus meant when He said, “Whatsoever thing from without entereth into the man, it cannot defile him; Because it entereth not into his heart, but into the belly”?
• Do you agree with Jesus that it’s not what goes into a man that defiles him, but what comes from his heart that defiles him?
You will also want to share the words of the apostle Paul in Colossians 2:16: “Let no man therefore judge you in meat, or in drink, or in respect of a holy day, or of the new moon, or of the sabbath days.” The Jews in Paul’s day had created unscriptural regulations involving food and drink. But Paul instructed believers to pay no heed to such rules. For, indeed, salvation is based not upon food or drink but upon faith in Christ, who paid our debt of sin (Colossians 2:14).35
Temple Work
A key to progression in Mormon theology is what is called “temple work.” In fact, a Mormon cannot attain exaltation without the temple. This temple work involves Mormon rituals—such as endowments, marriages, and baptisms.
Yet there are restrictions; only worthy Mormons can enter the temple. Mormons are interviewed by a bishop to determine their worthiness. If they are found worthy in their moral life and obedience to the Word of Wisdom, they are issued a “temple recommend.” When entering the temple, the Mormon must show the temple recommend at the door. It is a “key of access” into the temple.
Among the temple rituals are ceremonies that are performed on behalf of the dead. In LDS theology, even non-Mormons in postmortality—i.e., the afterlife—have an opportunity to accept Mormonism and progress spiritually. This makes temple rituals on behalf of the dead quite important. In fact, Mormon leaders say that church members who neglect to engage in such rituals jeopardize their progress toward godhood. Joseph Fielding Smith went so far as to say that “those saints who neglect it, in behalf of their deceased relatives, do it at the peril of their own salvation.”36
Joseph Fielding Smith informs us of the kinds of circumstances that make temple work on behalf of the dead so necessary. Such temple work is
for those who died without having had the opportunity to hear and receive the gospel; also, for those who were faithful members of the Church who lived in foreign lands or where, during their lifetime, they did not have the privilege to go to a temple, yet they were converted and were true members of the Church. The work for the dead is not intended for those who had every opportunity to receive it, who had it taught to them, and who then refused to receive it, or had not interest enough to attend to these ordinances when they were living.37
Similarly, we read in the Journal of Discourses that “we have a certain work to do in order to liberate those who, because of their ignorance and the unfavorable circumstances in which they were placed while here, are unprepared for eternal life; we have to open the door for them, by performing ordinances which they cannot perform for themselves, and which are essential to their release from the ‘prison-house.’ ”38
Of course, we cannot help but ask: If temple worship has truly been “restored” by the Mormon church, why does it differ in so many ways from the original temple worship that is described in the Bible? For example, in the Bible both grain and animal sacrifices were offered in the temple. Why aren’t such sacrifices offered in the Mormon temple?
The Scriptures also show that “unworthy” people were permitted to enter the temple—people who wouldn’t pass the Mormon standards for worthiness. In Luke 18:11–12, for example, Jesus describes a temple scene in which “the Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself, God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this publican [tax-gatherer]. I fast twice in the week, I give tithes of all that I possess.”
This “unworthy” publican certainly had no temple recommend. (Publicans were known for unscrupulously lining their pockets by overcharging taxes.) He was not worthy by the standard given in the Mormons’ General Handbook of Instructions, the manual used by bishops and other church officials. But note what is said in verses 13 and 14: “The publican, standing afar off, would not lift up so much as his eyes unto heaven, but smote upon his breast, saying, God be merciful to me a sinner. I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other: for every one that exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted.”
Doesn’t this go against the entire tenor of the Mormon “temple recommend” mentality? An unworthy sinner was welcome in God’s temple in Luke 18:13–14! You will want to question the Mormon about this.
• Would you please read aloud from Luke 18:9–14?
• In this passage, isn’t an unworthy publican welcome in God’s temple?
• What does this tell you about God’s view of temple recommends?
Joseph Fielding Smith said that the “greatest commandment given us, and made obligatory, is the temple work in our own behalf and in behalf of our dead.”39
By contrast, Jesus Christ said:
The first of all the commandments is, Hear, O Israel; The Lord our God is one Lord: And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength: this is the first commandment. And the second is like, namely this, Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. There is none other commandment greater than these (Mark 12:29–31).
Who is right? Joseph Fielding Smith or Jesus Christ?
Baptism for the Dead
The premise behind the Mormon doctrine of baptism for the dead is the idea that spirits can allegedly accept Mormonism in the spirit world. But there’s a problem: Spirits don’t have physical bodies. And since baptism is necessary for progression—and since baptism requires a physical body—a living person is needed to act out the baptism on behalf of the physically dead spirit-person.
As explained in Doctrines of Salvation, “water is an element of this world, and how could spirits be baptized in it, or receive the laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost? The only way it can be done is vicariously, someone who is living acting as a substitute for the dead.”40
1 Corinthians 15:29—Baptism for the Dead?
The Mormon Teaching. In 1 Corinthians 15:29 we read, “Else what shall they do which are baptized for the dead, if the dead rise not at all? why are they then baptized for the dead?”
James E. Talmage says, “These words are unambiguous and the fact that they are presented without explanation or comment argues that the principle of baptism for the dead was understood among the people to whom the letter was addressed.”41 Indeed, “herein is shown the necessity of vicarious work—the living ministering in behalf of the dead; the children doing for their progenitors what is beyond the power of the latter to do for themselves.”42
The Biblical Teaching. Even though evangelical scholars offer different interpretations of what Paul is talking about in 1 Corinthians 15:29, they unanimously agree that the Mormon interpretation is wrong. Scripture clearly states that this life on earth is the only time we have to choose either for or against Christ. Once we die, all opportunities vanish. Hebrews 9:27 tells us, “It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment.”
Now, it is critical to recognize that throughout 1 Corinthians, Paul refers to the Corinthian believers and himself using first-person pronouns (“we,” “ye,” “I”). But when he comes to 1 Corinthians 15:29—the verse dealing with baptism for the dead—Paul switches to the third person (“they”). With that in mind, a plain reading of the text seems to indicate that Paul is referring to people outside the Christian camp in Corinth. And Paul seems to be disassociating himself from the group practicing baptism for the dead.
Note the words of Charles R. Hield and Russell Ralston:
A careful reading of this epistle shows that the Apostle Paul writes to the Corinthian Saints using the words “I,” “we,” “ye,” “you,” when referring to them and/or himself all the way through his message; but when he mentions baptism for the dead, he changes to “they.” “What shall they do?” “Why are they then baptized for the dead?” In the verses following, he returns to the use of “we” and “you.” Thus he seems to disassociate himself and the righteous Saints from the methods used by those groups who at that time were practicing baptism for the dead.
The Apostle Paul did not urge his hearers to practice the principle, nor did he command it. He merely used the case as an illustration. Paul did not worship the “unknown God” of the pagans because he found an altar to the pagan unknown god (Acts 17:23). . . . There is no mention of baptism for the dead in the Bible up until Paul—and no mention afterward. Paul, as well as the other apostles, rather than endorsing baptism for the dead as then practiced, seems to have exercised a counteracting influence upon this ordinance, for it was perpetuated only among heretics.
The Bible contains no specific authorization of this doctrine. Christ does not mention it, nor do any of the apostles, save Paul; who makes only an indirect reference to it.43
• Why do you think the apostle Paul uses first-person pronouns (“we,” “ye,” “I”) throughout 1 Corinthians in reference to the Corinthian believers, but then switches to the third person (“they”) in 1 Corinthians 15:29?
• If God desired us to practice baptism for the dead, why is it mentioned only here in the Bible (in the third person)—with no other references? Why aren’t there any commands dealing with this kind of baptism?
• Why don’t Paul or the other apostles command the practice if it’s essential for us (as the LDS church claims today), and why aren’t there any guidelines for conducting this practice?
You might find it advantageous to spend some time in Luke 16:19–31 with the Mormon.44 This passage—dealing with the fate of the rich man and Lazarus—is not a story, nor a parable, but a real event Jesus cited in order to make a point: Once the rich man had died and ended up in a place of great suffering, he had no further opportunity for redemption. Nothing could be done at that point to ease his situation (Luke 16:24). A baptism for the dead would not have had any effect on this rich man’s—or anyone else’s—situation.45
This emphasizes the importance of Paul’s exhortation in 2 Corinthians 6:2: “Now is the day of salvation.” There are no opportunities beyond death’s door. A person must choose for or against the Christ of the Bible in this life.
It is also interesting that even though the Book of Mormon is supposed to contain the “fulness of the everlasting gospel,” baptism for the dead is not mentioned a single time within its pages. How can our activities for the dead be our “greatest responsibility” if they are not mentioned in the Book of Mormon? It doesn’t make sense.
• Please show me a single clear reference in the Book of Mormon that supports baptism for the dead.
• If baptism for the dead is not mentioned in the Book of Mormon, and if baptism for the dead is so important in the Mormon plan of salvation, then how can the Book of Mormon be said to contain the “fulness of the everlasting gospel”?
Of course, you’ll want to stress that you don’t believe in the Book of Mormon. Your only objective in bringing up these questions is to give yet another example of the major and irreconcilable contradictions in Mormon doctrine.
Along these same lines, there are several verses in the Book of Mormon that say salvation must be obtained in this life. For example:
• Alma 34:31—“Yea, I would that ye would come forth and harden not your hearts any longer; for behold, now is the time and the day of your salvation. . . . For behold, this life is the time for men to prepare to meet God. . . . I beseech of you that ye do not procrastinate the day of your repentance until the end; for after this day of life, which is given us to prepare for eternity, behold, if we do not improve our time while in this life, then cometh the night of darkness wherein there can be no labor performed.”
• 2 Nephi 9:38—“In fine, wo unto all those who die in their sins; for they shall return to God, and behold his face, and remain in their sins.”
• Mosiah 26:25–27—“It shall come to pass that when the second trump shall sound then shall they that never knew me come forth and shall stand before me. And then shall they know that I am the Lord their God, that I am their Redeemer; but they would not be redeemed.”
• If baptism for the dead is the only means of salvation for countless numbers of deceased persons—and an essential means of accomplishing “the greatest responsibility we have in this world” (the redemption of the dead)—why does the Book of Mormon say that the issue of a person’s salvation must be determined in this life?
The Endowment Ritual
Another aspect of temple work has to do with the “endowment” ritual. This ritual constitutes a formal introduction of the Mormon into the Mormon temple. The ritual is said to “endow” Mormons with power and protection.
The ceremony itself involves ceremonial washings, anointings, the receiving of a new name, and the learning of secret handshakes. As well, sacred undergarments are given to the Mormon, who is to wear them for the rest of his or her life.* Details of these rituals are not discussed by temple Mormons (because they are considered sacred), and are all but unknown to Mormons who have not received their own endowments.
The Necessity of Eternal Marriage
In Mormon theology, marriages performed in the Mormon temple last forever. They are sealed for time and eternity. Why is eternal marriage so important? Mormonism teaches that a person’s exaltation depends on marriage: “Our Heavenly Father has given us the law of eternal marriage so that we can become like him.”46
Keep in mind that in the Mormon system of thought, Mormon “Gods” procreate and give birth to spirit-children. That’s why marriage is a critical component of Mormon exaltation: “No man can be saved and exalted in the kingdom of God without the woman, and no woman can reach the perfection and exaltation in the kingdom of God alone.”47
Doctrines of Salvation thus instructs:
The duty of a man in his own family is to see that he and his wife are sealed at the altar. If married out in the world before they joined the church, or if they have been in the church and have been unable to go to the temple, it is that man’s duty to go to the temple, have his wife sealed to him and have their children sealed, so that the family group, that unity to which he belongs, is made intact so that it will continue throughout eternity. That is the first duty that a man owes to himself, to his wife, and to his children. He receives this blessing by virtue of the priesthood.48
Christians can respond to the idea of eternal marriage by pointing to the words of Jesus in Matthew 22:30: “In the resurrection they neither marry, nor are given in marriage, but are as the angels of God in heaven.” It seems clear that Christ is teaching that in the resurrection, men and women will not be in a married state. Resurrected saints will be like the angels in the sense that they will not marry and will not produce offspring.*
Postmortality
Mormonism and Death
Mormons say that at the moment of death, the spirit immediately enters the spirit world. Mormons go to a place called “paradise,” where they continue in their efforts to work toward godhood. Non-Mormons go to a spirit prison, where Mormon spirits “evangelize” them through missionary activities.49
What happens if a spirit in prison accepts Mormonism? Well, that spirit can leave the prison and enter into paradise so long as a living relative has been baptized on his or her behalf. If no relative has undergone “baptism for the dead” on his or her behalf, then the person is stuck in spirit prison until a relative undergoes the ritual. After entering paradise, the spirit is then free to work toward his or her own progression.50
The Gospel Preached to the Dead?
Mormons tell us it is plain that “the Gospel must be proclaimed in the spirit world; and, that such work is provided for the scriptures abundantly prove.”51 Among the key verses Mormons cite in support of this idea are 1 Peter 3:18–19 and 1 Peter 4:6.
1 Peter 3:18–19—Preaching to Spirits in Prison?
The Mormon Teaching. In 1 Peter 3:18–19 we read, “Christ also hath once suffered for sins, the just for the unjust, that he might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh, but quickened by the Spirit: By which also he went and preached unto the spirits in prison.”
James E. Talmage tells us that “the inauguration of this work among the dead was effected by Christ in the interval between His death and resurrection. While His body lay in the tomb, His spirit ministered to the spirits of the departed.”52 Talmage also says:
If it was deemed proper and just that the Gospel be carried to the spirits who were disobedient in the days of Noah, it is reasonable to conclude that like opportunities shall be placed within the reach of others who have rejected the word at different times. For the same spirit of neglect, disobedience, and opposition to divine law that characterized the time of Noah has existed since.53
The Biblical Teaching. As we mentioned earlier, we must interpret difficult passages like this according to the clearer passages of Scripture. These passages tell us that immediately following the moment of death comes judgment (Hebrews 9:27). There is no possibility of redemption beyond death’s door (Luke 16:19–31). Now is the day of salvation (2 Corinthians 6:2). We can say with certainty, then, that 1 Peter 3:18–19 doesn’t suggest people can respond to the gospel after they die.
Many evangelical scholars believe that the “spirits in prison” mentioned in verse 19 are fallen angels who grievously sinned against God. The idea is that these spirits are the fallen angels of Genesis 6:1–6 who were disobedient to God during the days of Noah. This same group of evil angels is mentioned in 2 Peter 2:4–5 and Jude 6. According to this interpretation, these evil angels disobeyed God, left their first estate (they forsook their proper realm), and entered into sexual relations with human women.
The Greek word for “preach” (kerusso) is not the word used for preaching the gospel, but rather, refers to a proclamation—as in a proclamation of victory. Peter H. Davids says this passage “may imply that the powers of darkness thought they had destroyed Jesus, but that in raising him from the dead God turned the tables on them . . . and Jesus Himself proclaimed their doom.”54 If this is the correct interpretation, it is clear that the verse has nothing whatsoever to do with human spirits hearing and responding to the gospel in the afterlife.
Another possible interpretation is that between His death and resurrection, Jesus went to the place of the dead and “preached” to the wicked contemporaries of Noah. The “preaching,” however, was not a gospel message but was rather a proclamation of victory.
Still others believe this passage speaks of Christ preaching through the person of Noah to those who, because they rejected his message, are now spirits in prison:
They had rebelled against the message of God during the 120 years the ark was being built. God declared He would not tolerate people’s wickedness forever, but would extend His patience for only 120 more years (Gen. 6:3). Since the entire human race except Noah (Gen. 6:5–9) was evil, God determined to “wipe mankind . . . from the face of the earth.” The “spirits” referred to in 1 Peter 3:20 are probably the souls of the evil human race that existed in the days of Noah. Those “spirits” are now “in prison” awaiting the final judgment of God at the end of the Age.55
As for the idea of Christ “preaching through Noah,” we must keep in mind that 1 Peter 1:11 tells us that the “Spirit of Christ” spoke through the Old Testament prophets. And Noah is later described as a “preacher of righteousness” (2 Peter 2:5). So it’s possible that “the Spirit of Christ preached through Noah to the ungodly humans who, at the time of Peter’s writing, were ‘spirits in prison’ awaiting final judgment.”56
Regardless of which of the above interpretations is correct, evangelical scholars unanimously agree that the verses do not teach that people will hear and respond to the gospel in the next life. Passages like Luke 16:19–31, 2 Corinthians 6:2, and Hebrews 9:27 make this emphatically clear.
1 Peter 4:6—Preaching to the Dead?
The Mormon Teaching. In 1 Peter 4:6 we read, “For this cause was the gospel preached also to them that are dead, that they might be judged according to men in the flesh, but live according to God in the spirit.” Mormons think this verse proves that we should preach the gospel to the dead in the spirit world.57
The Biblical Teaching. This is another difficult verse that we must interpret in light of what clearer verses of Scripture teach. For example, Hebrews 9:27 tells us, “It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment.” In view of passages like that, it seems obvious that the phrase “preached also to them that are dead” doesn’t support the idea that people can receive the gospel after they die.
Though evangelical scholars have offered several interpretations of 1 Peter 4:6, perhaps the best view is that the verse refers to those who are now dead but who heard the Gospel while they were yet alive. This especially makes sense in view of the tenses used: the Gospel was preached (in the past) to those who are dead (presently). “The preaching was a past event. . . . It is necessary to make it clear that the preaching was done not after these people had died, but while they were still alive.”58
Again, we must point to the words of Jesus in Luke 16:19–31: Once the rich man had died and gone to a place of great suffering, he had no further opportunity for redemption. Nothing could be done for him (Luke 16:24). This clearly illustrates the urgency in Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 6:2: “Now is the day of salvation” (emphasis added). There are no opportunities beyond death’s door; we must choose for or against the Christ of the Bible in this life.59
*We will address the issue of justification further in chapter 19.
*Possible Mormon comeback: Some Mormons may attempt to argue that Ephesians 2:8–9 was written to counter the idea that we can save ourselves by our works independent of Christ (see A Sure Foundation: Answers to Difficult Gospel Questions [Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book Company, 1988], p. 124). They say that we must build on Christ’s atonement with works of righteousness to merit salvation. In response, you will want to emphasize that, according to Ephesians 2:8–9, salvation is a free gift completely apart from any works. Gifts cannot be earned.
*You need to proceed with caution on this matter because Mormons have redefined the role of grace in salvation. We’ll address this problem in the next chapter.
*This is just a brief summary of the endowment ritual. There is a lot in this ritual that Christians can refute, but a thorough treatment is beyond the scope of this chapter. We recommend that you consult Evolution of the Mormon Temple Ceremony: 1842–1990, by Jerald and Sandra Tanner.
*Possible Mormon comeback: Some Mormons may argue that Matthew 22 doesn’t say there would be no people in the married state in the resurrection, but rather says there would be no marriages made in the resurrection. Of course, a plain reading of the text goes against this interpretation: Jesus said that in the resurrection we will be in a state just like the angels—that is, we are not married nor are we given in marriage.
Some Mormons may also say these words were directed at the Sadducees and are “hardly applicable to his Saints who, through the ordinances of the priesthood and their righteousness, qualify for exaltation in the celestial kingdom, which the Lord equates with eternal marriage” (see A Sure Foundation: Answers to Difficult Gospel Questions [Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret, 1988], p. 115). In response, you will want to show that when Jesus said, “In the resurrection they neither marry . . .,” there is no indication in the text that He was limiting His words about “they” to the Sadducees. The Mormons are reading an idea into the text that is not there.
Salvation in Mormonism—Part 3: Sin, Atonement, and Forgiveness
In this chapter we will touch briefly on the Mormon understanding of Adam’s fall, the concept of original sin, the atonement, justification by faith, the role of grace, and forgiveness. We will see that the Mormon view on these doctrines is quite different than that of orthodox Christianity because in Mormonism, these concepts are works-permeated from beginning to end.
Adam’s Fall: A Good Thing?
In Mormon theology, prior to the Fall, Adam and Eve were not yet “mortal.” Now, Mormons don’t define this word as Christians do. They interpret “mortal” not in the sense of death and dying, but primarily in the sense of having the capability to bear children. So, prior to the Fall, Adam and Eve were not mortal in the sense that they could not bear children.
When Adam and Eve sinned, we are told, they became mortal at that point and could bear children. So, from the Mormon perspective, the Fall was good. In fact, Mormons actually commend Adam and Eve for what they did.1 That’s because spirit-children need bodies before they can progress toward godhood. What Adam did made it possible for these spirit-children to get those needed bodies.
Of course, the Mormon view is a gross distortion of the biblical account. God commanded Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply immediately after He created them (Genesis 1:28). They had the capacity to bear children prior to the Fall (Genesis 3). Moreover, after Adam and Eve did fall, God did not commend them; rather, He pronounced severe judgment against them and cast them out of the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:16–19).
• According to Genesis 1:28, didn’t God command Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply immediately after creating them?
• Doesn’t this mean, then, that Adam and Eve could bear children prior to the Fall, which doesn’t take place until Genesis 3?
• According to Genesis 3:16–19, did God think it was good for Adam and Eve to disobey Him?
No Original Sin
Mormon authorities go so far as to say that Adam and Eve really didn’t “sin.” After all, what they did was a part of God’s plan of salvation. The book Gospel Principles tells us that “their part in the Father’s plan was to bring mortality into the world . . . Adam and Eve were among our Father’s noblest children.”2 If Adam and Eve fell, it was a “fall upward.” Indeed, “Adam fell, but he fell in the right direction.”3
Bruce McConkie argues that “it is possible to transgress a law without committing a sin as in the case of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.”4 In other words, even though Adam and Eve blatantly disobeyed God’s command and transgressed His holy law, they nevertheless did not sin in doing so.
Joseph Smith concludes that “the so-called ‘fall’ became a necessary, honorable act in carrying out the plan of the Almighty.”5 Joseph Fielding Smith likewise said that “the fall of man came as a blessing in disguise. . . . I never speak of the part Eve took in this fall as a sin, nor do I accuse Adam of a sin. . . . it is not always a sin to transgress a law.”6 Mormon apostle John Widtsoe goes so far as to say that “in the true gospel of Jesus Christ, there is no original sin.”7 The so-called “Fall” was a blessing in disguise (see 2 Nephi 2:22–25).
Such a view clearly goes against the Bible, for, as the apostle Paul himself said, “Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned” (Romans 5:12). According to this forceful passage, sin entered into the world by one man—Adam. And sin is transgression of the law (1 John 3:4—“Whosoever committeth sin transgresseth also the law: for sin is the transgression of the law”). Adam transgressed the law!
Original sin is also emphasized in Romans 5:19: “For as by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners, so by the obedience of one shall many be made righteous.” Similarly, 1 Corinthians 15:21–22 tells us, “Since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive.”
• How do you reconcile the Mormon view that there is no original sin with Romans 5:12, which explicitly states that “by one man sin entered into the world”?
• How do you reconcile the Mormon view that there is no original sin with Romans 5:19, which says that “by one man’s disobedience many were made sinners”?
• Romans 6:23 tells us that the penalty for sin is death. If there is no original sin, why is the death rate still one per person?
Romans 3:23 notes that “all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God.” This “all” certainly included Adam and Eve. The whole human race is portrayed in the book of Romans as fallen in sin. Moreover, “If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us” (1 John 1:8).
While we as Christians reject the Book of Mormon, it is worthwhile to show the Mormon that the doctrine of original sin is clearly taught within its pages. For example:
• 2 Nephi 2:21b tells us, “He gave commandment that all men must repent; for he showed unto all men that they were lost, because of the transgression of their parents.”
• Mosiah 3:19 says, “The natural man is an enemy to God, and has been from the fall of Adam, and will be, forever and ever, unless he yields to the enticings of the Holy Spirit, and putteth off the natural man and becometh a saint through the atonement of Christ the Lord, and becometh as a child, submissive, meek, humble, patient, full of love, willing to submit to all things which the Lord seeth fit to inflict upon him, even as a child doth submit to his father.”
• Would you please open your Book of Mormon and read aloud from 2 Nephi 2:21?
• Now, please read aloud from Mosiah 3:19.
• Since Doctrine and Covenants 20:9 claims that the Book of Mormon contains the “fulness of the everlasting gospel,” and since original sin is taught in the Book of Mormon, how can you reject the concept of original sin?
Redefining Sin
Mormons have redefined sin so that it fits their peculiar theology. They say that sin basically amounts to a wrong judgment, a mistake, an imperfection, or an inadequacy. The moral sting is taken out of the word sin in Mormon vocabulary.
Moreover, instead of holding to the biblical doctrine of original sin, Mormons say that children are “innocent” until they reach accountability at the age of eight. Children are born innately good; they have no propensity for evil.
Christians can respond to this claim by pointing to passages like Psalm 51:5, where we read the words of David: “Behold, I was shapen in iniquity; and in sin did my mother conceive me” (cf. Genesis 8:21). According to Psalm 51:5, human beings are born into the world in a state of sin. The sin nature is passed on from conception. That is why Ephesians 2:3 says we are “by nature the children of wrath” (emphasis added).
Jesus Himself taught that man is evil (Matthew 12:34) and is capable of great wickedness (Mark 7:20–23). He said that man is utterly lost (Luke 19:10), that he is a sinner (Luke 15:10), that he is in need of repentance before a holy God (Mark 1:15), and that he needs to be born again (John 3:3,5,7). Jesus described sin as blindness (Matthew 23:16–26), sickness (Matthew 9:12), being enslaved in bondage (John 8:34), and living in darkness (John 8:12; 12:35–46). Moreover, Jesus taught that sin is a universal condition and that all people are guilty before God (Luke 7:37–48).
Jesus also taught that both inner thoughts and external acts render a person guilty (Matthew 5:28). He said that from within the human heart come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, envy, slander, arrogance, and folly (Mark 7:21–23). And He affirmed that God is fully aware of every person’s sins; nothing escapes His notice (Matthew 22:18; Luke 6:8; John 4:17–19). Clearly, sin is not just a “mistake” or a “bad judgment.”
The Atonement and Salvation
Theologians have long said that a weak view of sin always leads to a weak view of salvation. There are no exceptions to this. If sin is minimized, then the need for a Savior diminishes.
It is thus not surprising that in Mormonism, Jesus’ role in the salvation process is much reduced. In Mormonese, Jesus’ atonement simply means that He was able to overcome physical death for us. He “opened the door of immortality for all to walk through. He paid the price for us to rise from the grave. Through His own willful sacrifice—the infinite and eternal atonement—we all shall live again.”8 Jesus wiped out permanent physical death; because of what He accomplished, we will all be resurrected.
When talking to a Mormon, it is critical for you to keep in mind that when they talk about salvation, they essentially mean resurrection. Jesus is the “Savior” because He saved the human race from permanent physical death. Mormons say that what Jesus did on the cross was important because without a resurrected body, a person cannot become a God and give birth to spirit-children.
Despite this important feat accomplished by Jesus, Mormons still believe there is a need for good works. The official Gospel Principles manual tells us that Jesus “became our savior and has done his part to help us return to our heavenly home. It is now up to each of us to do our part and to prove ourselves worthy of exaltation.”9 Each individual Mormon must “work out” his own salvation (see chapters 17 and 18). (For more on the Mormon distortion of Jesus Christ and His role, see chapter 15.)
The Mormon view of salvation bears little resemblance to the “atonement” described in the Bible. Indeed, Jesus Himself defines for us the nature of the atonement. (If anyone would know, it would be Him.) The biblical Jesus taught that His mission was to provide a substitutionary atonement on the cross. By so doing, He provided a total salvation (eternal life) that we had absolutely no hope of procuring for ourselves.
Jesus affirmed that He came into the world to die (John 12:27). His death was a sacrificial offering for the sins of humanity; He said His blood “is shed for many for the remission of sins” (Matthew 26:28). Jesus took His sacrificial mission with utmost seriousness, for He knew that without Him, humanity would certainly perish (Matthew 16:25; John 3:16) and spend eternity apart from God in a place of great suffering (Matthew 10:28; 11:23; 23:33; 25:41; Luke 16:2–28).
Jesus therefore described His mission this way: “The Son of Man came not to be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for many” (Matthew 20:28). And “the Son of man is come to seek and to save that which was lost” (Luke 19:10), for “God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved” (John 3:17).
In John 10, Jesus compares Himself to a good shepherd who not only gives His life to save the sheep (John 10:11) but also lays His life down of His own accord (John 10:18). This is precisely what Jesus did at the cross (Matthew 26:53): He laid His life down to atone for the sins of humanity.
Certainly this is how others perceived Jesus’ mission. When He began His three-year ministry and was walking toward John the Baptist at the Jordan River, John said, “Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). John’s portrayal of Christ as the Lamb of God is a graphic affirmation that Jesus Himself would be the sacrifice that would atone for mankind’s sins (see Isaiah 53:7). Jesus’ atonement, then, specifically answered man’s dire sin problem. It wasn’t limited to merely making resurrection from the dead possible.
No Justification by Faith
Mormons feel strongly that the Christian doctrine of justification by faith is wrong. James E. Talmage goes so far as to say that “the sectarian dogma of justification by faith alone has exercised an influence for evil.”10
Of course, with their constant emphasis on the need for good works as a prerequisite for salvation, we would expect the Mormons to reject this doctrine. In so doing, however, they must ignore many New Testament verses that teach to the contrary. Let’s look at a sampling of Bible verses that affirm the doctrine of justification by faith and point out the impossibility of salvation by following the law:
• Romans 3:28—“Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith without the deeds of the law.”
• Romans 5:1—“Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.”
• Galatians 3:8—“The scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the heathen through faith, preached before the gospel unto Abraham, saying, In thee shall all nations be blessed.”
• Galatians 3:21—“Is the law then against the promises of God? God forbid: for if there had been a law given which could have given life, verily righteousness should have been by the law.”
• Galatians 3:24—“Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith.”
The New Testament consistently emphasizes that salvation comes not by works but by placing personal faith in Jesus Christ. In fact, close to 200 times in the New Testament salvation is said to be by faith alone—with no works in sight. Consider the following:
• John 3:15 tells us that “whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have eternal life.”
• John 5:24 says, “Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that heareth my word, and believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life, and shall not come into condemnation; but is passed from death unto life.”
• In John 11:25 Jesus says, “I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live.”
• John 12:46 says, “I am come a light into the world, that whosoever believeth on me should not abide in darkness.”
We must emphasize to the Mormon that if salvation were not by faith alone, then Jesus’ message in the Gospel of John—as seen in the above quotations—would be deceptive, stating that there is one condition for salvation when there are allegedly two—faith and works.
• If salvation is not by faith alone, then isn’t Jesus being deceptive when He states that there is one condition for salvation (faith) when there are allegedly two—faith and works?
• Please read John 6:27–29. How does Jesus explain the “works” of God?
Acknowledge to the Mormon that works are important in the Christian’s life, but they do not save. Christians work from salvation, not for salvation. They do good works not to receive salvation, but because they have already received it.
We are saved by faith but for works. Works are not the condition of our salvation, but a consequence of it. As we learned in James 2, we are saved not by works but by the kind of faith that produces works.*
The Role of Grace
What role does grace play in the salvation process? In Mormon theology, grace is simply God’s enabling power that allows people to “lay hold on eternal life and exaltation after they have expended their own best efforts.”11 Grace aids people as they seek (by personal effort) to attain perfection.
It is important to recognize that in Mormon theology, God’s grace alone does not save. Spencer W. Kimball said that “one of the most fallacious doctrines originated by Satan and propounded by man is that man is saved alone by the grace of God; that belief in Jesus Christ alone is all that is needed for salvation.”12 There is a great necessity, we are told, for personal striving and putting forth your “best efforts.”
By contrast, the New Testament repeatedly states that salvation is by grace, and entirely apart from the law and good works:
• Ephesians 2:8–9 says, “By grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest any man should boast.”
• Titus 3:5 says, “He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy” (NIV).
• Romans 3:20 tells us that “by the deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in his sight.”
• In Galatians 2:16 Paul tells us, “Knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of Christ Jesus, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified by the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the law: for by the works of the law shall no flesh be justified.”
You must tell the Mormon that grace (God’s unmerited favor) and meritorious works are mutually exclusive. As Romans 11:6 tells us, “If by grace, then is it no more of works: otherwise grace is no more grace. But if it be of works, then is it no more grace: otherwise work is no more work.” It is one or the other; which option will the Mormon take? Salvation as defined in the New Testament is entirely by God’s grace.
• Would you please read aloud from Romans 11:6?
• According to this verse, aren’t grace and works mutually exclusive? Please explain.
• Can I share one of my favorite verses with you—Ephesians 2:8–9? (Share your testimony of how you received the free gift of salvation.)
You might also mention that we cannot work for gifts—only wages can be worked for. As Romans 4:4–5 tells us, “To him that worketh is the reward not reckoned of grace, but of debt. But to him that worketh not, but believeth on him that justifieth the ungodly, his faith is counted for righteousness.” Since salvation is a free gift (Ephesians 2:8–9), it cannot be earned.
Attaining Forgiveness
Forgiveness does not come easy in Mormonism. The Gospel Principles manual tells us that “the Lord will not forgive us unless our hearts are fully cleansed of all hate, bitterness, and bad feelings against our fellowmen.”13 Bruce McConkie says that “complete forgiveness is reserved for those only who turn their whole hearts to the Lord and begin to keep all of his commandments.”14
Forgiveness in Mormonism requires that the believer engage in good works: “There must be works—many works—and an all-out, total surrender, with a great humility and ‘a broken heart and contrite spirit.’ ”15
What a contrast this is with the forgiveness we find in the Scriptures! You will want the Mormon to understand this dire contrast. We suggest you share some or all of the following passages:
• Hebrews 10:17–18—“Their sins and iniquities will I remember no more. Now where remission of these is, there is no more offering for sin.”
• Psalm 32:1–2—“Blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered. Blessed is the man unto whom the LORD imputeth not iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no guile.”
• Ephesians 1:7—“In whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of his grace.”
• Micah 7:19—“He will turn again, he will have compassion upon us; he will subdue our iniquities; and thou wilt cast all their sins into the depths of the sea.”
• Psalm 103:11–12—“For as the heaven is high above the earth, so great is his mercy toward them that fear him. As far as the east is from the west, so far hath he removed our transgressions from us.”
After going over these verses . . .
• Can you see the difference between the Mormon concept of forgiveness and the Bible’s?
• Wouldn’t you like to know for sure that all your sins have been forgiven? Christ has made this possible for you by His death on the cross.
• Can I share with you what it’s like to know that all your sins are forgiven? (Give a brief testimony.)
*See chapter 18 for more on James 2.
Salvation in Mormonism—Part 4: The Three Kingdoms
Mormon apostle LeGrand Richards tells us that “one of the greatest errors in the teachings of the Christian religions is the doctrine of one heaven and one hell, so that all who go to heaven share and share alike, and all who fail to go to heaven are sent to hell where they share and share alike.”1 (By “share and share alike,” Richards apparently thinks Christians believe that all who go to heaven enjoy precisely equal glory and equal rewards, regardless of how faithfully they lived on earth.)
At the end of the world, Mormons tell us, people will end up in one of four places: the celestial kingdom, the terrestrial kingdom, the telestial kingdom, or the “outer darkness.” A person’s level of worthiness determines which of these four realms he or she ends up in.
Regarding the three kingdoms, the LDS church’s Gospel Principles manual teaches that “there are three degrees of glory in the heavens and men will be rewarded according to their actions on earth.”2 Apostle John Widtsoe, in his book Evidences and Reconciliations, likewise says, “A person’s works, under the loving mercy of the Father, determine his final judgment, whether he shall inherit the celestial, terrestrial, or telestial glory.”3 Let’s briefly examine each of these possible destinies.
The Celestial Kingdom
Mormons tell us that the celestial kingdom, the highest degree of glory, is inhabited by faithful Mormons—the “righteous, those who have been faithful in keeping the commandments of the Lord, and have been cleansed of all their sins”4—and children who die before the age of eight. This is the kingdom where people will live with the Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ. In this kingdom are three different levels:
1. The Highest Level—involves exaltation and godhood. On this level, a person has an eternal family and gives birth to spirit-children who then go on to seek progression to godhood for themselves.
2. The Middle Level—the purpose of which has not been revealed.
3. The Lowest Level—the domain of faithful Mormons whose marriages were not sealed forever in the Mormon temple while on earth. They become “ministering servants.”
How does one gain entrance into this highest of kingdoms? Bruce McConkie answers:
An inheritance in this glorious kingdom is gained by complete obedience to gospel or celestial law. By entering the gate of repentance and baptism candidates find themselves on the straight and narrow path leading to the celestial kingdom. . . . In the celestial glory there are three heavens or degrees, and in the same sense that baptism starts a person out toward an entrance into the celestial world, so celestial marriage puts a couple on the path leading to an exaltation in the highest heaven of that world.5
McConkie adds the following important qualification regarding the different levels in this kingdom:
Even those in the celestial kingdom, however, who do not go on to exaltation, will have immortality only and not eternal life. . . . Salvation in its true and full meaning is synonymous with exaltation or eternal life and consists in gaining an inheritance in the highest of the three heavens within the celestial kingdom. . . . This full salvation is obtained in and through the continuation of the family unit in eternity and those who obtain it are gods.6
The Terrestrial Kingdom
The second of the three degrees of glory is the terrestrial kingdom. According to Mormon authorities, this kingdom is reserved for non-Mormons who live moral lives (they are “morally clean”7) as well as for “less than valiant” Mormons. These are Mormons who did not live up to their church’s expectations or requirements. No one is married in this kingdom.
There are four categories of residents for this kingdom:
1. Accountable persons who die without law (and who, of course, do not accept the gospel in the spirit world under those particular circumstances which would make them heirs of the celestial kingdom);
2. Those who reject the gospel in this life and who reverse their course and accept it in the spirit world;
3. Honorable men of the earth who are blinded by the craftiness of men and who therefore do not accept and live the gospel law; and
4. Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints who have testimonies of Christ and the divinity of the great latter-day work and who are not valiant, but who are instead lukewarm in their devotion to the Church and to righteousness.8
The Telestial Kingdom
The lowest of the three degrees of glory is the telestial kingdom. This lowest kingdom is where the great majority of people go. Like the terrestrial kingdom, no one is married in the telestial kingdom. While it still has significant glory, it is much lesser than the other two kingdoms.
McConkie explains that “most of the adult people who have lived from the day of Adam to the present time will go to the telestial kingdom. . . . They will be the endless hosts of people of all ages who have lived after the manner of the world; who have been carnal, sensual, and devilish; who have chosen the vain philosophies of the world rather than accept the testimony of Jesus; who have been liars, and thieves, sorcerers and adulterers, blasphemers and murderers.”9
In Mormon theology, people must temporarily suffer through hell before entering the telestial kingdom. After people “suffer in full” for their sins, they are then permitted to enter into the telestial kingdom. “These, after they have been punished for their sins and have been turned over to the torments of Satan, shall eventually come forth after the Millennium, to receive the telestial kingdom.”10
The “Outer Darkness”
The “outer darkness” is the afterlife punishment most closely resembling the biblical doctrine of hell. This is where the “sons of perdition” (such as apostates) go. Alma 40:13–14 (in the Book of Mormon) tells us:
And then shall it come to pass, that the spirits of the wicked, yea, who are evil—for behold, they have no part nor portion of the Spirit of the Lord; for behold, they chose evil works rather than good; therefore the spirit of the devil did enter into them, and take possession of their house—and these shall be cast out into outer darkness; there shall be weeping, and wailing, and gnashing of teeth, and this because of their own iniquity, being led captive by the will of the devil. Now this is the state of the souls of the wicked, yea, in darkness, and a state of awful, fearful looking for the fiery indignation of the wrath of God upon them; thus they remain in this state, as well as the righteous in paradise, until the time of their resurrection.
According to Mormons, hell is a temporary place of suffering for wicked spirits. Hell is “that part of the spirit world inhabited by wicked spirits who are awaiting the eventual day of their resurrection.” Hell does not refer to a place of eternal punishment. Indeed, “Hell will have an end.”11
Regarding the temporary nature of hell, James Talmage tells us that “no soul shall be kept in prison or continued in torment beyond the time requisite to work the needed reformation and vindicate justice for which ends alone punishment is imposed.”12 He also tells us that “after the debt has been paid the prison doors shall be opened, and the spirits once confined in suffering, then chastened and clean, shall come forth to partake of the glory provided in their class.”13
REASONING FROM THE SCRIPTURES
There Are Only Two Possible Destinies
The Scriptures consistently categorize people into one of two classes (saved/unsaved, also called believers/unbelievers) and portray the final destiny of every person as being one of two realities (heaven or hell). In a moment we will look at how Mormons twist Scripture to support their view of three kingdoms, but for now, let’s focus our attention on the scriptural evidence for two classes of people and two possible destinies.
• In Matthew 13:30, in a parable, Jesus said, “Let both [tares and wheat] grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.” Here, unbelievers and believers are spoken of as tares and wheat. Two classes! (And note that the Bible doesn’t mention three categories of wheat, each going to a different kingdom.) All the wheat is gathered into Christ’s one “barn.”
• In Matthew 13:49 Jesus said, “So shall it be at the end of the world: the angels shall come forth, and sever the wicked from among the just.” Again, two classes are mentioned—unbelievers and believers identified as the wicked and the just.
• In Matthew 25:32 Jesus said that following His second coming, “before him shall be gathered all nations: and he shall separate them one from another, as a shepherd divideth his sheep from the goats.” Here believers and unbelievers are differentiated as sheep and goats. The sheep (all of them together) will enter into God’s (single) kingdom (verse 34) and inherit eternal life (verse 46). The goats go into eternal punishment (verse 46).
• In Luke 16:26 Jesus describes a scene taking place in the afterlife. He quotes Abraham talking with an unsaved rich man: “Between us and you there is a great gulf fixed: so that they which would pass from hence to you cannot; neither can they pass to us, that would come from thence.” Hades apparently had two compartments: “paradise” for the saved, and “torments” for the unsaved—and these compartments were separated by a great chasm or gulf. Notice once again that all the saved went to one place (paradise) and all the unsaved went to another (torments).*
Clearly, then, Scripture speaks of two classes of people (the saved and the unsaved) and two possible destinies (heaven for the saved; hell for the unsaved). And each respective person ends up in one of these destinies based upon whether or not they placed saving faith in Christ during their time on earth (Acts 16:31).
• Would you please read aloud from Matthew 13:30? Matthew 13:49? Matthew 25:32? Luke 16:26?
• Don’t all these verses point to two classes of people and two possible destinies?
Now, you need to emphasize that the unsaved includes all who have not placed their faith in Christ. This includes moral people who are committed to different religions. Scripture places all who do not believe in Jesus Christ—regardless of their level of morality—in the camp of the unsaved. (Anyone who thinks that good morals alone can save you should read the book of Romans.)
The Justice of God: Degrees of Punishment in Hell
At the beginning of this chapter, we noted that LeGrand Richards criticizes the view that “all who fail to go to heaven are sent to hell where they share and share alike.”14 In orthodox Christianity, all who fail to believe in Jesus Christ are sent to hell, but they do not “share and share alike.” Scripture clearly shows that there are degrees of punishment in hell. Certainly an Adolf Hitler will suffer much more than a Christ-rejecting moralist.
The following passages confirm that there are various degrees of punishment in hell:
• Matthew 10:15—“Verily I say unto you, It shall be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrha in the day of judgment, than for that city” (emphasis added).
• Matthew 11:21–24—“Woe unto thee, Chorazin! woe unto thee, Bethsaida! for if the mighty works, which were done in you, had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. But I say unto you, It shall be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon at the day of judgment, than for you. And thou, Capernaum, which art exalted unto heaven, shalt be brought down to hell: for if the mighty works, which have been done in thee, had been done in Sodom, it would have remained until this day. But I say unto you, That it shall be more tolerable for the land of Sodom in the day of judgment, than for thee” (emphasis added).
• Matthew 16:27—“The Son of man shall come in the glory of his Father with his angels; and then he shall reward every man according to his works” (emphasis added). (Be careful here—this verse is dealing not with salvation by works but with meting out justice according to works. Don’t let the Mormon turn the tables on you by arguing for a works-salvation from this verse!)
• Luke 12:47–48—“That servant, which knew his lord’s will, and prepared not himself, neither did according to his will, shall be beaten with many stripes. But he that knew not, and did commit things worthy of stripes, shall be beaten with few stripes. For unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required: and to whom men have committed much, of him they will ask the more” (emphasis added).
• Hebrews 10:29—“Of how much sorer punishment, suppose ye, shall he be thought worthy, who hath trodden under foot the Son of God, and hath counted the blood of the covenant, wherewith he was sanctified, an unholy thing, and hath done despite unto the Spirit of grace?” (emphasis added).
• Revelation 20:11–15—“I saw a great white throne, and him that sat on it, from whose face the earth and the heaven fled away; and there was found no place for them. And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books were opened: and another book was opened, which is the book of life: and the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the books, according to their works. And the sea gave up the dead which were in it; and death and hell delivered up the dead which were in them: and they were judged every man according to their works. And death and hell were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death. And whosoever was not found written in the book of life was cast into the lake of fire” (emphasis added).
• Revelation 22:12—“Behold, I come quickly; and my reward is with me, to give every man according as his work shall be” (emphasis added).
Clearly, then, God will judge the wicked according to the things they have done in this life—and He will punish some people more severely than others because of the more heinous things they have done. The biblical God is a God of justice.
• Would you please read aloud from Matthew 10:15? Matthew 11:2–24? Luke 12:4–48? Hebrews 10:29? (Just a few of these will do.)
• Don’t these verses tell us that God will judge the wicked according to the things they have done in this life—and He will punish some people more severely than others because of the more heinous things they have done?
The Justice of God: Rewards in Heaven
Not only are there degrees of punishment in hell, there are also varying degrees of reward in heaven. When the Lord returns at the Second Coming, He will judge believers in regard to their works and will reward them accordingly.
• 1 Corinthians 3:11–15—“For other foundation can no man lay than that is laid, which is Jesus Christ. Now if any man build upon this foundation gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble; Every man’s work shall be made manifest: for the day shall declare it, because it shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every man’s work of what sort it is. If any man’s work abide which he hath built thereupon, he shall receive a reward. If any man’s work shall be burned, he shall suffer loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.”
• 2 Corinthians 5:10—“For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ; that every one may receive the things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad.”
These verses indicate that every believer in Christ will be judged and rewarded (or suffer the loss of a reward) according to his or her works. Hence, when LeGrand Richards criticizes the view that “all who go to heaven share and share alike,”15 he is criticizing a view that Christians do not hold to. Christians believe that our just God will judge every believer according to his or her works and give different levels of rewards. But despite the fact that believers will have varying degrees of rewards . . .
All Believers Will Be with Christ in One Place
Jesus promised, “If any man serve me, let him follow me; and where I am, there shall also my servant be: if any man serve me, him will my Father honor” (John 12:26, emphasis added). No mention of three kingdoms here! Whoever follows Christ will be where Christ is (heaven). All who believe in Christ are heirs of the eternal kingdom (singular) (Galatians 3:29; 4:28–31; Titus 3:7; James 2:5).
In Romans 3:22 we read that the righteousness of God that leads to life in heaven is available “unto all and upon all them that believe: for there is no difference” (emphasis added). Furthermore, in John 10:16 Jesus affirms that all who believe in Him will be in “one fold” under “one shepherd.” There will not be three separate “folds” or kingdoms.” One fold, one Shepherd! One kingdom, one King.
1 Corinthians 15:40–42—Three Kingdoms of Glory?
The Mormon Teaching. In 1 Corinthians 15:40–42 we read, “There are also celestial bodies, and bodies terrestrial: but the glory of the celestial is one, and the glory of the terrestrial is another. There is one glory of the sun, and another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars: for one star differeth from another star in glory. So also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown in corruption; it is raised in incorruption.”
Mormons say this passage confirms their belief in three heavenly kingdoms.16 Citing these verses, Bruce McConkie explains that “contrary to the views found in the uninspired teachings and creeds of modern Christendom, there are in eternity kingdoms of glory to which all resurrected persons (except the sons of perdition) will eventually go.”17
LeGrand Richards explains the Mormon view that resurrection bodies will have different degrees of glory:
There is a glory of the sun, or celestial glory; another glory like the moon, or the terrestrial glory; and another glory like the stars, or, as we will learn, the telestial glory; and since “one star differeth from another star in glory,” so also “is the resurrection of the dead.” From this we learn that the great multitude in the resurrection will be likened unto the stars in heaven; and just as their works have differed in importance and faithfulness here upon the earth, so also shall their condition in the resurrection differ, even as the stars in heaven differ in glory.18
The Biblical Teaching. Perhaps what we should note first is that 1 Corinthians 15:40–42 does not even include “telestial.” Only the words “terrestrial” and “celestial” are mentioned. This automatically disqualifies this passage as a support for the idea that there is a telestial kingdom. Mormons are reading something into the passage that simply is not there.19
Now, the context of 1 Corinthians 15:40–42 is set for us in verse 35, where two questions are asked: “How are the dead raised up? and with what body do they come?” The rest of 1 Corinthians 15 seeks to answer these questions. So yes, Paul was talking about resurrection bodies, but no, there is no mention of any kingdoms.
Point out to the Mormon that the word “celestial” literally means “heavenly,” and the word “terrestrial” literally means “earthly.” Paul is talking about the heavenly body as opposed to the earthly body. As we read onward to verses 42–44, we see that the earthly body is fallen, temporal, imperfect, and weak. The heavenly body, by contrast, will be eternal, perfect, and powerful (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:1–4).
Notice the series of contrasts Paul makes between the earthly body and the heavenly body in verses 40–50: perishable/imperishable, weak/powerful, natural/supernatural, and mortal/immortal. Contextually, there is no way to read a theology of three kingdoms into a passage dealing with two kinds of bodies: the earthly and the heavenly.
• According to 1 Corinthians 15:35, what questions does Paul seek to answer throughout the rest of 1 Corinthians 15?
• Since the context clearly shows that Paul is contrasting the earthly (mortal) body with the heavenly (resurrected, glorified) body, where do you find three kingdoms of glory in this passage?
There’s no doubt the Mormon will respond to your questions by mentioning the sun, moon, and stars in 1 Corinthians 15:41 and explaining how each of these have a different level of glory and splendor. You must emphasize to the Mormon that his or her church makes much too much of this verse and is reading a whole theology into it. All Paul is saying here is that the differences in splendor between earthly bodies (animals, birds, fish—see verse 39) and heavenly bodies (sun, moon, stars—see verse 41) serve as an illustration for the incredible difference in splendor between an earthly human body and a heavenly, resurrected human body (cf. Daniel 12:3; Matthew 13:43).
• Isn’t it clear from the context that all Paul is talking about is that the differences in splendor between earthly bodies (animals, birds, fish) and heavenly bodies (sun, moon, stars) illustrate the difference in splendor between an earthly human body and a heavenly, resurrected human body?
(If the Mormon argues about this interpretation, go through the entire passage verse by verse, beginning with verse 35. Emphasize context, context, context.)
After explaining this to the Mormon, you might go on to say that the doctrine of three kingdoms of glory is not in harmony with the Book of Mormon. According to 1 Nephi 15:35 there is only a heaven and a hell: “There is a place prepared, yea, even that awful hell of which I have spoken, and the devil is the preparator of it; wherefore the final state of the souls of men is to dwell in the kingdom of God, or to be cast out because of that justice of which I have spoken” (see also Mormon 9:23; Ether 4:18; Helaman 14:18–19; Alma 3:26; 40:26; 41:4; Mosiah 16:11; 2 Nephi 2:28–29; 9:16; 28:21–22; 3 Nephi 27:11,17).
• Would you please open your Book of Mormon to 1 Nephi 15:35 and read it aloud?
• Doesn’t this passage indicate that there is only a heaven and a hell?
• How do you reconcile this with the Mormon view of the three kingdoms?
2 Corinthians 12:2—Three Degrees of Glory?
The Mormon Teaching. In 2 Corinthians 12:2 we read, “I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years ago, (whether in the body, I cannot tell; or whether out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth;) such an one caught up to the third heaven.” Mormons say this verse adds support to the idea that there are three degrees of glory.21 LeGrand Richards says, “It is obvious there could not be a third heaven unless there is also a first and a second heaven. We therefore have three heavens.”22
The Biblical Teaching. Mormons are reading into this verse an idea that simply is not there. Remind the Mormon of the interpretive principle that Scripture interprets Scripture. By comparing various Scripture passages dealing with heaven, it quickly becomes clear what Paul is talking about in 2 Corinthians 12:2.
There are three “heavens” mentioned in the Bible—the atmospheric heaven (Deuteronomy 11:11), the starry heaven (Genesis 1:14), and the highest heaven—God’s realm where believers go upon death (Isaiah 63:15). It is this last heaven that Paul mentions in 2 Corinthians 12:2.
When Hebrews 4:14 speaks of Christ having passed “into the heavens,” it is the atmospheric and starry heavens that are in mind. Indeed, Christ “ascended up far above all heavens” (Ephesians 4:10), and has been “made higher than the heavens” (Hebrews 7:26). Christ dwells in the highest heaven (the third heaven), and that is the realm to which the apostle Paul was caught up.
• Would you read aloud from Deuteronomy 11:11? Isn’t “heaven” in this verse clearly a reference to the atmospheric heaven, from which rain comes?
• Would you read aloud from Genesis 1:14? Isn’t “heaven” in this verse clearly a reference to the stellar heaven, where God has placed “lights” (stars)?
• Would you read aloud from Isaiah 63:15? Isn’t “heaven” in this verse the highest heaven where God dwells”?
• Is it not clear from these verses that the three “heavens” are the atmospheric heaven, the stellar heaven, and the highest or third heaven where God dwells? (Emphasize that Scripture interprets Scripture.)
The Biblical Doctrine of Hell
The Bible reveals that those who go into eternity having rejected Jesus Christ will suffer forever and ever in hell. There is no second chance. Contrary to the Mormon view, a person (including the moral person) who dies without placing a saving faith in the true Jesus of the Bible will spend eternity apart from Christ in a place of great suffering. Let’s look now at a few passages in support of this.
Matthew 25:46 tells us, “These shall go away into everlasting punishment: but the righteous into life eternal.” A critical point to make about this verse is that the punishment is said to be eternal. The Greek adjective aionion in this verse means “everlasting, without end.” You might want to tell the Mormon that this same adjective is predicated of God (the “eternal” God) in Romans 16:26, 1 Timothy 1:17, Hebrews 9:14, 13:8, and Revelation 4:9. The punishment of the wicked is just as eternal as our eternal God. Moreover, as Professor Alan Gomes notes,
What is particularly determinative here is the fact that the duration of punishment for the wicked forms a parallel with the duration of life for the righteous: the adjective aionion is used to describe both the length of punishment for the wicked and the length of eternal life for the righteous. One cannot limit the duration of punishment for the wicked without at the same time limiting the duration of eternal life for the redeemed. It would do violence to the parallel to give it an unlimited signification in the case of eternal life, but a limited one when applied to the punishment of the wicked.23
In view of this, you might want to . . .
• The same Greek word for “eternal” in the phrase “eternal punishment” is used to describe the eternality of God (1 Timothy 1:17; Romans 16:26; Hebrews 9:14; 13:8; Revelation 4:9). Doesn’t this indicate that the punishment of the wicked will be just as eternal as God is?
• Since the same Greek word for “eternal” in the phrase “eternal punishment” in Matthew 25:46 is used in the phrase “eternal life” (same verse), doesn’t this indicate that the punishment of the wicked is just as eternal as the life of the righteous?
You’ll also want to point the Mormon to Revelation 14:9–11:
The third angel followed them, saying with a loud voice, If any man worship the beast and his image, and receive his mark in his forehead, or in his hand, The same shall drink of the wine of the wrath of God, which is poured out without mixture into the cup of his indignation; and he shall be tormented with fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy angels, and in the presence of the Lamb: And the smoke of their torment ascendeth up for ever and ever: and they have no rest day nor night, who worship the beast and his image, and whosoever receiveth the mark of his name (emphasis added).
In this passage, the Greek word for “torment” is basanizo. Joseph Thayer’s lexicon says the word means “to vex with grievous pains . . . to torment.”24 Likewise, Arndt and Gingrich’s lexicon tells us the word means “to torture, torment.”25 When we examine the way this word is used throughout Scripture, it becomes plain that it is always used in contexts of great pain and conscious misery.
This torment is also described as never-ending: “The smoke of their torment asendeth up for ever and ever: and they have no rest day nor night . . .” (verse 11, emphasis added). The words “for ever and ever” translate an emphatic Greek phrase, eis aionas aionon (“unto the ages of the ages”). The twofold use of the term aionas is used in Scripture to emphasize the concept of eternity. And the plural forms (“unto the ages of the ages”) reinforces the idea of never-ending duration. Lutheran scholar R.C.H. Lenski comments:
The strongest expression for our “forever” is eis tous aionan ton aionon, “for the eons of eons”; many eons, each of vast duration, are multiplied by many more, which we imitate by “forever and ever.” Human language is able to use only temporal terms to express what is altogether beyond time and timeless. The Greek takes its greatest term for time, the eon, pluralizes this, and then multiplies it by its own plural, even using articles which make these eons the definite ones.26
You’ll want to let the Mormon know that this same emphatic construction is used to speak of the never-ending worship of God in Revelation 1:6, 4:9, and 5:3. It is also used to describe the eternality of God in Revelation 4:10 and 10:6. We cannot emphasize too strongly that this phrase shows beyond doubt that the physical torment of the wicked is forever and ever and ever.
• The Greek words that are used to describe God’s eternality in Revelation 4:10 are the same as the Greek words used to describe the “for ever and ever” torment in Revelation 14:11. Doesn’t that tell us that the torment of the wicked is just as eternal as God Himself?
The use of the words “day nor night” in Revelation 14:11 is also significant. Gomes comments, “The expression ‘day and night’ is indicative of ceaseless activity. This same phrase is used of the never-ending worship of God in Revelation 4:8 and 7:15. By juxtaposing the words ‘day and night’ with ‘forever and ever’ in 20:10 [another passage dealing with eternal torment], we have the most emphatic expression of unending, ceaseless activity possible in the Greek language”27 (insert added).
It’s also interesting to note that many of the most graphic descriptions we have of the eternal perdition of the lost come from the lips of Jesus Himself.28 And the truths that Jesus taught about the lost suffering eternally were communicated very clearly. We must therefore ask: “Had Christ wished to teach that there would not be eternal suffering in hell, is it reasonable that He would have selected language guaranteed to lead His church astray?”29
You might also want to point out to the Mormon that Mosiah 2:39 in the Book of Mormon makes reference to “never-ending” torment (cf. Alma 34:35). This is but another example of how the Book of Mormon disagrees with current Mormon doctrine.
Where Do True Believers Go Upon Death?
The Mormon church teaches that at the moment of death, believers enter a spirit world where they eventually continue on their progression toward exaltation and godhood. But the Bible says otherwise. At the moment of death, believers are ushered immediately into the presence of Jesus Christ Himself. Let us consider a few verses that affirm this.
In Philippians 1:21–23 we read, “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. But if I live in the flesh, this is the fruit of my labor: yet what I shall choose I wot not. For I am in a strait betwixt two, having a desire to depart, and to be with Christ; which is far better.”
What Paul meant by “gain” is clear from the context, for he defines that gain as departing the physical body to be with Christ. Being with Christ is far better, Paul says, than remaining in the physical body.
In this passage, Paul is saying that the very moment after physical death occurs he will be with Christ. How do we know this? It’s clear from the Greek text. Without going into too much detail, suffice it to say that an aorist infinitive (“to depart”) is linked by a single article with a present infinitive (“to be with Christ”). The infinitives thus belong together. “The single article ties the two infinitives together, so that the actions depicted by the two infinitives are to be considered two aspects of the same thing, or two sides of the same coin.”30 Thus, Paul is saying that the very moment after he “departs” the body or dies, he will be with Christ in heaven.
We see this same truth taught in 2 Corinthians 5:6–8: “We are always confident, knowing that, whilst we are at home in the body, we are absent from the Lord: (For we walk by faith, not by sight:) We are confident, I say, and willing rather to be absent from the body, and to be present with the Lord.”
The Greek text from which this passage was translated is highly informative. The phrases “at home in the body” and “absent from the Lord” are present tenses (which indicate continuing action). We could paraphrase Paul’s words this way: “Being always of good courage, and knowing that while we are continuing to be at home in the body we are continuing to be absent from the Lord.”31
By contrast, the latter part of the passage contains two aorist infinitives. Anthony Hoekema explains: “Whereas the present tenses in verse 6 picture a continuing at-homeness in the body and a continuing away-from-homeness as to the Lord, the aorist infinitives of verse 8 point to a once-for-all momentary happening. What can this be? There is only one answer: death, which is an immediate transition from being at home in the body to being away from home as to the body.”32 The moment a Christian dies, he or she is immediately in the presence of Christ.
It is also noteworthy that the Greek word pros is used for “with” in the phrase “be at home with the Lord.” This word suggests very close fellowship—that is, face-to-face. It is a word used to speak of intimate relationships. Paul is telling us that he expects to have intimate fellowship with Christ immediately following his physical death.
As believers, we can look forward to spending eternity with Christ in heaven. This is the destiny of the saved! In the heavenly estate, “the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God. And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away” (Revelation 21:3–4).
There are, then, only two possible destinies for human beings—heaven or hell. It is one or the other. It is our prayer that this book will help you introduce the Mormon to the true Jesus of Scripture so he or she can enjoy eternity in the true heaven of Scripture.
*Since Christ’s ascension into heaven, believers at the moment of death go directly to heaven into Christ’s presence. Paul had the “desire to depart, and to be with Christ” (Philippians 1:23). He said he would “rather to be absent from the body, and to be present with the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:8).
In this book, we have devoted much space to answering Mormon arguments with the help of specific passages in the Bible. In this closing chapter—which is short and to the point—our intention is to depart from our focus on Mormon theology and turn our attention to some final hints on witnessing to the Mormons.
Many of these hints were gleaned from the personal experience of Dr. Walter Martin, who witnessed to Mormons and other cultists for decades. We have adopted his methods as our own, and we acknowledge our indebtedness to him for the insights contained on the following pages.
During one of his many speaking engagements, Dr. Martin said that there are both do’s and don’ts to observe when we witness to cultists like the Mormons.1 Let’s look now at his four do’s and two don’ts.
Identify with the Mormons
First, DO IDENTIFY WITH THE MORMONS. Martin says you must “convince him (or her) that you consider him to be a person in his own right—worthwhile, basically honest, and not trying to put something over on you. Cultists are people before they’re cultists. They have families, they have children, they have needs, they have frustrations and fears, and they are brothers and sisters in Adam, though not in Christ.”2
Acts 17:26–28 tells us that all people on earth, by virtue of being created by God, are “offspring” of God. In Adam, then, all of us share a common heritage. In view of this, Martin suggests, let’s talk to Mormons from the “family-of-Adam perspective,” prayerfully hoping to bring them to the “family-of-God perspective.”3
Mormons are people before they’re cultists. They have families and children and all the other things that are important to human beings. If you can keep in mind that Mormons are people before they’re cultists—people with families and children; people who have the need for friendship, love, and security; people who laugh and cry; and so on—you will find it much easier to treat him or her with respect and kindness when they show up on your doorstep.
Labor Persistently with the Mormons
Second, DO LABOR PERSISTENTLY WITH THE MORMONS. Never give up unless he or she decisively refuses further contact. Martin says, “until they pull the plug, we need to hang in there—remembering that the Lord blesses His Word.”4 Remember what God said about His sovereign Word in the book of Isaiah : “It shall not return unto me void, but it shall accomplish that which I please, and it shall prosper in the thing whereto I sent it” (Isaiah 55:11).
You must keep in mind that God’s Word is alive and powerful. Hebrews 4:12 says, “The word of God is quick [living], and powerful, and sharper than any twoedged sword, piercing even to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart” (emphasis and insert added). As you persist in sharing insights from the Word of God, you can be sure that God is at work in the Mormon’s heart.
Now, we know from personal experience that it’s not easy to labor persistently with the Mormons. Sometimes when a Mormon you have met pays you another visit unexpectedly, the temptation is to say, “This is not a good time; would you mind coming back later?” (This is especially true if you’ve already got your day planned.) The problem is, he or she may not come back later—and hence, this may be your last opportunity to share the truth with them. Let’s face it: If you want to serve as an effective witness for Christ, you need to expect unexpected time interruptions.
Answer the Questions of Mormons
Third, DO EXHAUST EVERY EFFORT TO ANSWER THE QUESTIONS OF MORMONS. We must share not only what we believe as Christians, but why we believe it as well. Can you give convincing reasons for your beliefs? Dr. Martin notes that “the apostles were apologists [defenders of the faith] as well as evangelists. They not only proclaimed Christ, but when they were questioned, they had good, solid reasons for their faith.”5 This is why the apostle Peter said, “Be ready always to give an answer to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you” (1 Peter 3:15).
What happens if you don’t know the answer to a question asked by the Mormon? Following Walter Martin’s lead (from his early days of witnessing to cultists), just say, “That’s a good question. I’m not sure what the answer is, but I’m going to do some research this week and find the answer. Can we talk about this the next time you stop by?” The Mormon will invariably go along with your request. Hopefully, the book you’re holding in your hand will go a long way toward providing the answers you need.
Allow the Mormon to Save Face
Fourth, DO ALLOW THE MORMON TO SAVE FACE. When you share the gospel with a Mormon and defend your position from Scripture, there will come a time in your encounter when you know that you’ve “won the argument.” When that moment arrives, you must make every effort to let love shine through and allow the Mormon to save face. Otherwise, he will resent you and fight you, even though he knows in his heart that you’re right.
Dr. Martin suggests handling it this way: “When you sense that the person has lost the argument and is deflated, that’s the time to be magnanimous and say to the person, lovingly: ‘I realize that we can get awfully uptight in these areas if we let ourselves. Let’s just forget that you’re a Mormon and I’m a Baptist (or whatever you are). And let’s just think of ourselves as two people who want more than anything else to know the whole truth and the whole counsel of God. Right?’ I haven’t met a cultist yet who wouldn’t say ‘Right’ in response.”6 Disarming the situation in this way will help lower defensive barriers and will create an atmosphere in which the Mormon will actually want to hear what you have to say.
Former cultists attest to the importance of taking a loving, disarming approach. One such person points out that “empathy is so very important when reaching out to these misled individuals. Try to think of how you would want others to speak to you, if you were the one who was misled. Then remember that ‘all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them’ (Matthew 7:12).”7
No Spiritual Chips on the Shoulder
The first don’t to keep in mind when witnessing to the Mormons is, DON’T APPROACH A MORMON WITH A SPIRITUAL CHIP ON YOUR SHOULDER. Martin says that “a spiritual chip is the communication of the feeling that you are looking down on the cultist because you have something he or she doesn’t have. Such an attitude will turn them off as fast as anything you could imagine.”8
Christians who have thoroughly prepared themselves by learning hard-hitting scriptural answers to Mormon errors (such as those contained in this book) may find themselves tempted to talk down at the Mormon instead of conversing with him or her. Don’t let this happen. Be on your guard and make every effort, with God’s help, to remain humble during your witnessing encounter. Watch out for spiritual pride; it’s deadly!
Be Patient
A second don’t is, DON’T LOSE YOUR PATIENCE, REGARDLESS OF HOW DENSE YOU MAY THINK THE MORMON IS (2 Timothy 2:24–26). This is an extremely important point. Dr. Martin advises, “Remember how dense you and I were—until the Lord managed to break through. Because cultists are bound in the chains of slavery to sin, you need to be patient. And being patient means being willing to go over something ten times if necessary, believing that the Lord will bless your efforts.”9
If you should lose your patience and raise your voice at the Mormon, the likelihood is that the Mormon will not come to your house again. You don’t want that to happen. After all, it may take multiple exposures to the truth before the Mormon comes to see that the Mormon church has led him astray. You need to maintain a witnessing environment such that the Mormon will feel free to stop by your house without fearing a verbal assault.
We can personally attest that the above do’s and don’ts will help you as you seek to share the gospel with Mormons. But as important as these are, you must not forget that the Holy Spirit’s role is central to effective evangelism—with Mormons and everyone else. After all, it is He who touches their souls; it is He who convinces them of sin and of righteousness and of judgment (John 16:8). And we become in His hands effective instruments for the Master’s use (cf. 1 Corinthians 6:19; 12:11; Ephesians 5:18).10
Remember, only God can lift the veil of darkness that Mormon theology has cast over the hearts of individual Mormons. Your success in bringing a Mormon to Christ depends in a big way on the Holy Spirit’s work in that person’s life. For this reason, be sure to pray fervently for the Holy Spirit’s involvement in all your witnessing encounters (1 Corinthians 7:5; Philippians 4:6; 1 Thessalonians 5:17).
We close with an invitation: If we can help you in your work of witnessing for Christ, please feel free to contact us at the address below.
Ron Rhodes and Marian Bodine
Reasoning from the Scriptures Ministries
Email: reasoning@aol.com
Web: www.ronrhodes.org
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