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The Confusion Caused by Mormonism

In
Newsweek's September 10, 2001 cover story on the Mormon church,
Kenneth L. Woodward wrote that "The church now insists that it be
regarded as a Christian church, albeit one with doctrines about
God, salvation, and the priesthood that differ radically from
traditional Christianity... [Further] Mormon rhetoric is becoming
more overtly evangelical."

The insistence of the Mormon church that it be
viewed by the world as a Christian church, despite doctrines that
deny basic Christianity, is the subject matter of this book.
Members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints—otherwise known as Mormons—strongly emphasize that they are
authentic, sincere believers in the complete divine authority of
the Bible, in the biblical God, in Jesus Christ, in the Holy
Spirit, in the holy Trinity, in salvation by grace, in heaven and
hell, and in much more that Christians also believe in.

These claims have been so widely broadcast that
legitimate confusion now exists in the minds of many people, even
many Christians, as to whether Mormonism should be classified as a
genuine Christian religion. Do Mormons really have the same beliefs
as Christians? And if so, what is all the fuss about—why do some
claim Mormonism is actually an anti-Christian religion?

How does one proceed to determine the truth? We
have written this book to help clarify what Mormons actually
believe, not what they give the impression of believing.
Unfortunately, this seems to place us in the position of those
attempting to "tell others what they really believe," a task rarely
appreciated, for obvious reasons. Part of the problem is
semantic—using the same words with different meanings. When Mormons
say they "believe in Jesus Christ," they are as sincere as anyone.
The question is, Do they believe in the Jesus Christ of the New
Testament—the true, historical Jesus—or in the Jesus approved by
the LDS church? In addition, part of the problem is the vigorous
program in the LDS church to promote itself as genuinely Christian
(which, obviously, is succeeding in some quarters). Finally, many
Mormons and Christians aren't really quite sure as to what
constitutes genuine Christianity. So the confusion, while
unfortunate, is understandable.

But the larger problem is that well-informed
Mormons, at least, do know what they believe. They also know it is
not what historic, orthodox Christianity has always believed. They
have been taught that LDS doctrines are biblical; hence, they are
convinced that it is traditional Christianity that is wrong in its
beliefs. Mormons are the "true" Christians, having had correct
doctrines and the true interpretation of the Bible restored through
divine revelation by their founder and prophet, Joseph Smith.

The solution here is a relatively easy one. It
is to compare and contrast the beliefs of the Bible and the
authoritative beliefs of the LDS church, as well as to examine LDS
claims that Joseph Smith was a true prophet of God. We have taken
pains to cite sources that the LDS church considers authoritative
in determining LDS beliefs and claims. However the reader should
understand that there are serious doctrinal conflicts between the
alleged divinely inspired teachings of both early and modern
Mormonism. Worse, there is no objective manner by which to
determine which should be trusted as the "true" divine revelation.
As part of our analysis, we have discussed the understandable
problem this presents for LDS credibility

So how do Christians know their faith is valid,
rather than the Mormons' faith? We touched briefly on the evidence
for the uniqueness and truth of biblical Christianity in Ready
with an Answer, Knowing the Truth About Salvation and other
books. Objective evidence of divine revelation is found in only one
religion. This evidence is sufficiently robust to convince even
open-minded skeptics. It includes such things as specific,
fulfilled prophecies concerning the distant future, scientific
prevision, and other facts that are inexplicable apart from divine
omniscience and foreknowledge. It involves the miracles, teachings,
and resurrection of Jesus Christ, proving His claim to be God
incarnate, supplying divine authority to His words.

No critic of Christianity can logically,
convincingly dispute the fact that in all history, only one Man
claimed to be God incarnate, predicted His resurrection from the
dead in public, and rose from the dead in proof of His claims (cf.
Acts 1:3; 17:31). Whether one cares to accept it, the simple fact
is that biblical Christianity is the only religion with convincing,
concrete evidence to support its claims. Further, of the world's
religious literature, only the Bible can logically and evidentially
be considered the Word of God. Therefore, biblical truth is the
only viable standard by which to judge religious truth claims, and
that is why we have applied it here to the issue of LDS assertions
to be the Christian church.1

Unfortunately, when we come to the subject of
religion in general, we find that most religions do not permit the
believer to exercise their God-given right of independent inquiry
and critical examination, at least as far as the religion itself is
concerned. To do so is to permit members to discover the truth,
whereas the "real" truth has been decided beforehand by the
religion in question. In fact, "God" Himself is presented as the
advocate of the status quo; to question one's religion is to
question God. But what kind of God would give us minds to use and
then forbid their use?

To the contrary, the God of the Bible invites
fair-minded, critical investigation so that the truth will be known
and broadcast. "You shall love the Lord your God with...all your
mind" (Matthew 22:37). "Examine everything carefully" (1
Thessalonians 5:21). The Bereans examined the Scriptures every day,
to see if what Paul said was true (Acts 17:11; cf. verses 2-3).
"Come now, and let us reason together, says the LORD" (Isaiah
1:18). Concerning earliest Christianity, the physician said he had
"investigated everything carefully from the beginning" (Luke
1:3-4). "Let us examine and probe our ways" (Lamentations 3:40).
"Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; examine
yourselves" (2 Corinthians 13:5).2

It only makes sense that if God gave us a mind,
He intended us to use it. "The naive believes everything, but the
prudent man considers his steps" (Proverbs 14:15). Regrettably,
Mormons who obey this injunction may pay an unwelcome price.

Besides millions of faithful Mormons, there are
also, apparently, millions of Mormons who have left the LDS church,
often the result of having discovered serious doctrinal
contradictions or moral and ethical breaches in church leadership,
both historically and today. The only thing these Mormons know is
that the LDS church is not what it claims to be. Such Mormons can
only be described as being in a state of "spiritual suspension,"
unsure of what to believe, if anything. We hope they will
understand that God is not at fault for what men do.

Sadly, if we look at LDS leadership impartially,
we discover that the Mormon faithful have been kept from the truth,
as we document herein. This means that church members must take
special pains to test what they have been told, even if this
requires real work and courage—i.e., a sacrificial love for truth.
But once again, discovering the truth can be expensive. As R.K.
McGregor Wright asks, "Would we be able to reject our religious
beliefs if we felt God were telling us to? Are we willing to seek
God and His truth if, respectively, it would cost us that? What if
it would cost the alienation of one's longtime friends, family,
even one's most cherished way of life?" Sooner or later one pays a
price for learning and loving the truth, but the rewards, happily,
are far greater—knowing God as a person and experiencing His love
and fellowship now, and later, forever. And, once you have met Him,
how can you leave Him?

It should additionally be noted that the
arguments in defense of Mormonism have recently become more
sophisticated and scholarly through FARMS and related
organizations. We briefly touched upon this in our Encyclopedia of
Cults and New Religions (1999, pp. 314-333). The arguments
presented by scholarly Mormons, however, are generally found to be
extraneous. No amount of research and scholarship can prove the
truth of something already demonstrated as false by biblical
revelation. This misuse of argument is common today even outside
religious circles, and is a warning against complacency. Consider
the current frustration of the scientific establishment over the
nature of the evidence for naturalistic evolution: great scientific
scholarship and research are put forth, to little effect. This will
always be the case with something artificial to begin with, but
when such beliefs are robustly defended, it may require more time
and effort to sort through the issues. (Cf. our Darwin's Leap of
Faith.) Ignoring the problems is never the answer, opening one's
mind and looking at the facts without prejudice is. Otherwise, the
cost is merely accountability in expanding the number of
falsehoods.

Nevertheless, recent scholarly LDS arguments are
probably convincing to LDS members who do not take the necessary
time to look at the other side fairly and examine such arguments
critically. Our hope and prayer is that this book will begin to
help Mormons and Christians to "examine everything carefully" and
"hold fast to that which is good." In addition, the following
online sources will prove useful for additional study and further
documentation of the arguments made in this book:

Utah Lighthouse Mission—http://www.utlm.org

Mormon Research Ministry—http://www.mrm.org

Apologetics Index—
http://www.gospelcom.net/apologeticsindex/

Recovery from Mormonism—http://www.exmormon.org

The Ankerberg Theological Research
Institute—http://www.jashow.org

Alpha & Omega Ministries—http://aomin.org/Mormonism.html


Section I: What Is the Mormon Church?

1.
The Mormon Church Today

In the
minds of most people Mormonism has a good, clean reputation and is
often thought to be a respectable Christian religion.

This is partly because in recent years the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormon) has initiated
a powerful camp4ign to influence millions of people with its
message. Sophisticated magazine, newspaper, and television ads have
reached literally tens of millions of people with the claims of
Mormonism. Multiple full-page newspaper inserts proclaim, "We
believe the New Testament Scriptures are true and that they testify
that Jesus is indeed the Promised Messiah and Savior of the world."
Headlines blare, "Mormons believe Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior"
and "Mormons testify Jesus is the Christ."

These advertisements have also been placed in
Reader's Digest and TV Guide and have even provided
an 800 number that respondents could call and receive a free copy
of the Book of Mormon, which is boldly advertised as
"another testament of Jesus Christ."

The success of these ads is evident; back in
1989 almost 260,000 requests for a free Book of Mormon were
received, and 86,000 of those responding wanted missionaries to
make a personal visit. In addition, forty percent of the
respondents said they "believed the book was the Word of God" and
indicated that "they had a special feeling about it."1
By 2001, the church had published a total of 105 million copies of
the Book of Mormon, distributing almost six million copies
in the year 2000 alone.

Direct advertising is only one way by which the
Mormon church seeks converts. Its methods of proselytizing are as
varied as its corporate holdings. For example, the church takes
advantage of the fact that every year millions of people visit
Hawaii:

Mormons own a substantial portion of Hawaii
[including] the major financial institutions of this area. When you
go to the [Mormon sponsored] Polynesian Culture Center they offer
you a tour to [visit] their Temple....Soon after you return from
your visit...you will receive a knock from a Mormon missionary
asking how you enjoyed your visit and whether you would like to
know more about the Church. The Mormons have many other ways of
recruiting members: through door-to-door missionaries, visitor
centers, the thousands of church sponsored Boy Scout troops and
educational institutions, and...the Marriott Hotel chain which
places Mormon literature in every room.2

The power of Mormonism also stems from the fact
that it is perhaps the largest, most influential and
missionary-minded of the various unconventional religions of the
United States. In 2001, the church had over 60,000 missionaries
engaged in proselytizing activities around the world, and they won
over 300,000 converts. The church's current membership passed the
eleven million mark worldwide in 2000.3 By November
2000, 31 new Mormon temples had opened up, bringing the total
number to 100 worldwide4 By September 2001, there were
106 temples in operation, with plans for 20 more. That's in
addition to the more than 12,000 local churches or meetinghouses in
the world.

Moreover, the church maintains financial assets
valued at $25 to $30 billion, with annual revenues approaching $6
billion.5 This makes it one of the wealthiest churches
per capita in the entire world. Not unexpectedly, many of the lay
leaders within the Mormon church are businessmen who help the
church oversee a vast and growing worldwide financial empire.

For example, the church's real estate holdings
are worth billions of dollars. In addition, the church owns or has
owned five insurance companies, a newspaper, two television
stations, a chain of bookstores, a shopping mall, a dozen radio
stations, hundreds of thousands of acres of farmland, one of the
nation's largest private television networks, and most of Salt Lake
City's tallest skyscrapers.6 The Mormon empire also runs
several colleges and schools, including Brigham Young
University.

Mormons tend to view financial prosperity as a
sign of God's blessing (cf. Alma 1:29; 4 Nephi 1:23). Their
corporate wealth confirms their belief that Mormonism is wealthy
because it is pleasing to God. Tithing is a principal means of
church income. According to Mormon doctrine, tithing is a law of
God commanded upon the people; Doctrine and Covenants
(hereafter cited in the text as D&C) 119:3,4 calls it a
"standing law...forever." A devoted former church member estimates
that many Mormons "will be paying 20%-25% of their gross income to
the Church."7 Wealthy Mormon celebrities and business
executives also tend to tithe generously. For example, the Osmond
and Marriott families are two large contributors to the Mormon
empire.*8

* Such tithing is part of the "package" of good
works that will eventually earn a Mormon his supposed exaltation or
godhood9 In fact, in Mormonism, the logical motive
undergirding both tithing and missions work is the personal hope of
exaltation to divinity. Any Mormon who desires godhood must tithe
generously and also become a Mormon missionary.10 In
essence, two of the most effective means for expanding the Mormon
empire are sustained by one of the most compelling and enticing
motivators known to man—the anticipation of absolute power.

In state and national politics, Mormons have
retained more than their share of influence. Richard Beal, one of
the most powerful men in the Reagan administration, was a
Mormon,11 and Mormons have headed the following posts
and departments: Assistant Attorney General, head of the National
Security Council, Secretary of Agriculture, Treasurer of the United
States, the United States Chamber of Commerce, the Department of
Interior, the Federal Communications Commission, the Department of
Housing and Urban Development, the Federal Research Board, the
Securities and Exchange Commission, and various state government
posts.12 Mormons also head or have headed Walt Disney
Productions, Say-On Drugs, Max Factor, Standard Oil, and many other
conglomerates.13

The Mormon church is also the single largest
sponsor of Boy Scout units in the United States, and Mormon
officials have admitted this is an effective manner in which to
share the faith.14 For example, former Secretary of
Agriculture in the Eisenhower administration and former Mormon
prophet and president, Ezra Taft Benson, comments, "Scouting is
Church work. It is part of the [Mormon] Church
program."15 And,

I have been deeply impressed with the record that has
been made by the Church....In no other field do we have a better
reputation than in the field of Scouting....We have...a higher
proportion of Scout troops sponsored by the Church than any other
church or civic organization in the world.... [And] we have the
highest enrollment of boys in Scouting of any church on the
earth.16

In fact, President Benson stated, "Religious
emphasis is a part of Scouting" and, "Scouting helps prepare boys
for [Mormon] Church responsibility.... We want these boys to become
better men and boys and honor their [Mormon] priesthood and to be
faithful members of the [Mormon] Church and kingdom of
God."17

Thus, the positive image of Mormonism is
undergirded by many factors: their scouting leadership, their
financial reputation, their moral emphasis, and their Christian
appearance. All this is why even many Christians think that the
Mormon church is a Christian organization and that individual
Mormons are Christians.

In fact, the Mormon church's successful
portrayal of itself as Christian explains why there may be
(according to Mormons) more converts to Mormonism from Christian
churches than there are official defections from Mormonism.
According to research published in a Mormon magazine, "Far more
persons convert to the Mormon Church from other churches or from a
status of no religious affiliation than leave."18 The
report cited a 1990 study published by Mormons Howard M. Bahr and
David Hunt relying on NORC General Social Survey data from
1972-1988 and the University of Wisconsin National Survey of
Families and Households, 1987-1988.

This study also indicated that the conversion
rates from various Christian denominations to Mormonism were
proportionately similar. Jewish, Catholic, Baptist, and Christian
Reformed churches had somewhat lower conversion rates, though, than
several Evangelical and Fundamentalist denominations and some
mainline denominations (Presbyterian, Episcopal, Christian and
United Churches of Christ, among others). Studies also indicated
that among leading world religions, Mormonism has the fourth
highest retention rate: Islam (92 percent), Jewish (88 percent),
Catholic (83.5 percent), Mormon (82 percent).19 But such
studies do not give us the whole picture.

Even though global membership of the Mormon
church has climbed sevenfold since 1947, making it the fifth
largest religious denomination in America, not all is well with
Mormonism. For example, according to the Los Angeles Times,
several analysts familiar with the Mormon church have stated that
at least 40 percent of Mormons are inactive and that many of these
are disillusioned.20 But if even 30 percent of Mormons
are inactive or disillusioned, the Mormon empire could face some
serious future problems.

One purpose of this book is to reveal some of
the reasons for this disillusionment. We will seek to answer the
following questions: What exactly is Mormonism and what does it
teach? How did the Mormon religion begin? What kind of men founded
the Mormon church and are they to be considered prophets according
to biblical definition and standards? Can Mormonism truly be
considered a Christian religion? Are the early teachings of the
inspired Mormon prophets the doctrines of the church today? Has the
official history of the church been suppressed or altered? Is the
average Mormon aware of the early history and teachings of the
church? Has the church engaged in deliberate suppression or
alteration of its own divine revelations? Does Mormonism really
believe that Jesus was the product of the physical sexual
union between God the Father and the "virgin" Mary? Are those the
Mormon church labels its "enemies" really guilty of misrepresenting
and distorting what Mormonism teaches? Is one branded an enemy of
the church merely for raising these questions?

These are only some of the issues we will seek
to answer in this volume.

2. The Beginning of Mormonism

The
official version of Mormonism's beginnings is recorded in the
Mormon scripture known as the Pearl of Great Price (1851).
By this account, the seeds of Mormonism were sown in Joseph Smith,
Mormonism's founder, during a powerful divine visitation. This
encounter is known as the "first vision." Allegedly, God the Father
and Jesus Christ appeared to Smith as part of their plan to begin
the Mormon religion and reestablish "true Christianity"

This "first vision" episode is crucial to the
claims of the Mormon religion. Because of the importance of this
alleged event, we will cite the Pearl of Great Price
verbatim, after giving a brief introduction.

Joseph Smith (1805-1844) claimed that in his
fifteenth year (1820), while living in Manchester, New York, a
religious revival of significant proportions took place and "great
multitudes united themselves to the different religious
parties.1 However, Smith alleges that the doctrinal
strife among these religious parties was so great as to confuse a
person entirely: with such conflicting claims, how could anyone
determine which religion was correct—Presbyterians, Methodists,
Baptists, or any other denomination?

Furthermore, according to Smith, the teachers of
the various denominations allegedly "understood the same passage of
Scripture so differently as to destroy all confidence in settling
the question [of which group to join] by an appeal to the
Bible."

Because of this confusion, Smith determined to
seek God's counsel as to which of the various denominations was
true, so that he might know which church he should join. As he
explains it, James 1:5, which refers to asking God for wisdom, had
a crucial impact at this juncture. In Smith's own words,

Never did any passage of Scripture come with more
power to the heart of man than this did at this time to mine. It
seemed to enter with great force into every feeling of my heart. I
reflected on it again and again, knowing that if any person needed
wisdom from God, I did; for how to act I did not know and unless I
could get more wisdom than I then had, I would never
know.2

He concluded at this point that either he must
"remain in darkness and confusion" or else he must "do as James
directs, that is, ask of God."3

In his attempt to seek God, the teenage Joseph
Smith retired to a secluded place in the woods in order to pray. He
notes that it was on the morning of a "beautiful, clear day, early
in the spring of IBM."4

After finding an appropriate spot, Smith reports
that he "kneeled down and began to offer up the desires of my heart
to God." But what Smith encountered terrified him:

I had scarcely done so, when immediately I was seized
upon by some power which entirely overcame me, and had such an
astonishing influence over me as to bind my tongue so that I could
not speak. Thick darkness gathered around me, and it seemed to me
for a time as if I were doomed to sudden
destruction.5

Smith then describes how, fearing immediate
death, he called upon God for deliverance:

But, exerting all my powers to call upon God to
deliver me out of the power of this enemy which had seized upon me,
and at the very moment which I was ready to sink into despair and
abandon myself to destruction—not to an imaginary ruin, but to the
power of some actual being from the unseen world, who had such
marvelous power as I had never before felt in any being—just at
this moment of great alarm, I saw a pillar of light exactly over my
head, above the brightness of the sun, which descended gradually
until it fell upon me.6

Having felt the panic of imminent destruction,
Smith was amazed to find himself delivered:

It no sooner appeared when I found myself delivered
from the enemy which held me bound. 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 spoke unto
me, calling me by name, and said—pointing to the other—"THIS IS MY
BELOVED SON, HEAR HIM."7

At this point, the claims of Joseph Smith are
clear. Having called on God for help, he has been immediately
delivered by nothing less than the astonishing appearance of God
the Father and His Son Jesus Christ. At this juncture, Smith
collected his senses and recalled his mission:

My object in going to inquire of the Lord was to know
which of all the sects was right, that I might know which to join.
No sooner, therefore, did I get possession of myself, so as to be
able to speak, than I asked the personages who stood above me in
the light, which of all the sects was right—and which I should
join.8

Smith was answered immediately. In fact, to
answer the question of "How did Mormonism begin?" we only need read
the reply that the two supernatural personages supplied to Joseph
Smith's question. According to Joseph Smith, God the Father and God
the Son told him that

I must join none of them, for they were all wrong,
and the Personage who addressed me [God the Father] said that all
their creeds were an abomination in his sight: that those
professors [of Christian religion] 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."

He [God the Father] again forbade me to join with any
of them; and many other things did he say unto me, which I cannot
write at this time. When I came to myself again [fully regained his
senses], I found myself lying on my back, looking up into heaven.
When the light had departed, I had no strength; but soon recovering
it in some degree, I went home.9

Joseph Smith had found his answer. He was
convinced that God had appeared to him to inform him that
Christianity was a false religion. Thus, he recalls, "My mind [was]
satisfied so far as the sectarian [Christian] world was
concerned...it was not my duty to join with any of them, but to
continue as I was until further directed."10

Smith became persuaded that, out of all the men
in the world, he had been uniquely called of God. Although he
admits that he "frequently fell into many foolish errors" (cf.
James 1:20-22,26), he waited patiently until the next
revelation.11

Three years later, on September 21, 1823, Smith
experienced the first of several major necromantic encounters, or
contacts with the dead. At this time a spirit appeared to Smith to
tell him the location of certain "gold plates." These gold plates
contained the purported historical records of the Jewish "Nephite"
peoples concerning their early migration to the Americas.

In his History of the Church, Smith
records the visit by this spirit who identified itself as "Moroni"
(the son of a "Nephite" historian named Mormon, the alleged author
of the "gold plates" from which the Book of Mormon was
"translated"):

While I was thus in the act of calling upon God, I
discovered a light appearing in my room, which continued to
increase until the room was lighter than at noonday, when
immediately a [spirit] personage appeared at my bed side, standing
in the air....He called me by name, and said unto me that he was a
messenger sent from the presence of God to me and that his name was
Moroni; that God had a work for me to do....He said there was a
book deposited, written upon gold plates, giving an account of the
former inhabitants of this [American] continent, and the sources
from whence they sprang. He also said that the fullness of the
everlasting Gospel was contained int it, as delivered by the Savior
[Jesus] to the ancient inhabitants [of America]; also that there
were two stones in silver bows—and these stones, fastened to a
breastplate, constituted what is called the Urim and
Thummim—deposited with the plates; and the possession and use of
these stones were what constituted [the category of] "seers" in
ancient or former times; and that God had prepared them for the
purpose of translating the book.12

In addition, the spirit quoted numerous passages
of prophetic scripture, either implying or stating that some of
them were about to be fulfilled. The spirit then departed, although
it soon reappeared twice to state the same
message.13

These and other necromantic contacts were
probably the result of Joseph Smith's use of magic ritual to invoke
the spirit world; the specific nature of the encounters frequently
fit the pattern for magical contacts, as can be seen from D.
Michael Quinn, Early Mormonism and the Magic World View
(1987) and John L. Brooke, The Refiner’s Fire: The Making of
Mormon Cosmology 1844-1894 (1984).

Further supernatural encounters continued to
profoundly influence the young Joseph Smith. The very next day, the
seventeen-year-old lad was crossing a field when suddenly "my
strength entirely failed me, and I fell helpless on the ground, and
for a time was unconscious of anything.”14 The first
thing Smith remembered was hearing the same spirit calling his
name. Regaining his senses, he was commanded to go and locate the
"gold plates" buried in a certain hill named Cumorah. After that,
according to the spirit, he was to return yearly to that same spot
for further instructions and teaching, and in the fourth year (in
1827) the translation of the "gold plates" would be permitted.
Thus, by 1829 the translation was completed, and in 1830 the
Book of Mormon was published. Named after its author, the
alleged Nephite historian Mormon, it became one of the three
scriptures unique to the Mormon faith.

In conclusion, just as the Mormon church
originated in supernatural revelations, it was sustained by this
means, especially by contact with various spirits, including
alleged spirits of the dead such as Moroni.

In fact, from 1825 until his untimely death in
1844, Joseph Smith received several hundred direct
revelations from the spirit world, which helped the new religious
movement to grow and solidify itself:15 Smith claimed he
received revelations not only from "God," "Jesus," and "angels,"
but also from many of the dead. Some 135 of these revelations were
printed in Doctrine and Covenants, the second and
doctrinally most important volume of Mormon scripture.16
For example, in this book are recorded alleged revelations from
Moroni (2); the Apostles John, Peter, and James (7; 27:12; 128:20);
John the Baptist (13); and others (e.g., 128).17

Although most of the revelations claim to be
from God the Father and Jesus Christ, this is not possible for
reasons that will become evident later in this book. What's more,
Joseph Smith's first vision account raises serious questions. At
least three earlier versions of the first vision account are known
to exist.18 Which account is to be trusted?

Mormons themselves confess that the first vision
is second in importance only to Christ's "divinity": that it is the
"foundation of the Church," that the church stands or falls on the
authenticity of the event, and that the "truth and validity" of all
Smith's subsequent work rests upon its genuineness.19 In
other words, if the "first vision account" is established as not
credible—either on the basis of serious internal discrepancies or
other factors—then, according to Mormonism itself, the legitimacy
of the entire church collapses.

Smith's official account of this pivotal event
was published in Times and Seasons in 1842, twenty-two years
after the episode allegedly took place. However, as we said, at
least three additional earlier accounts of the first vision, all by
Smith, were suppressed by Mormon authorities because they
contradicted the official story.20

For example, the earliest account we now
possess, from 1832, varies in key details from the official 1842
version. There are discrepancies in Smith's age, in the message
given, and in the number of divine personages in the vision. There
are also details added, such as the presence of an evil power,
Smith's reason for seeking the Lord, and the existence of a
revival.21 All this lends serious doubt to the
credibility of the official account.

Consider, for instance, the divine persons in
the revelation. In this version only "Jesus" appears. What happened
to God the Father? Jerald and Sandra Tanner reveal that the first
handwritten account of Joseph Smith does not even mention the
existence of the Father—who plays so crucial a role in the official
version:

It is absolutely impossible for us to believe
that Joseph Smith would not have mentioned the Father if he had
actually appeared.... We feel that the only reasonable explanation
for the Father not being mentioned in the account which was
suppressed is that Joseph Smith did not see God the Father, and
that he made up this part of the story after the writing of the
first manuscript. This, of course, throws a shadow of doubt upon
the whole story.22

Consider another of Smith's accounts written
between 1835 and 1836. In this case there is no mention of God or
Christ at all—only of many spirits who "testified" of Jesus. But
here again, the authority of the account—and of Mormonism's divine
origin—is called into question. No longer is it God and Jesus
telling Joseph Smith to begin a new church because all others are
abominations; it is now only a group of nebulous "spirits." Why
should anyone accept the word of a fifteen year-old boy who claimed
he talked with some unidentified spirits? Even if he did, why
should anyone trust such spirits in the first place? If my
fifteen-year-old boy claimed he saw a vision of God or Jesus giving
him divine authority, why should Mormons believe him? So why should
anyone else believe their story of Joseph Smith—especially when
Smith himself kept telling different stories about his alleged
divine encounter?

The dilemma posed by these various accounts of
the first vision is explained by the Tanners, who conclude:

We have now examined three different hand-written
manuscripts of the first vision. They were all written by Joseph
Smith or his scribes, and yet every one of them is different. The
first account says there was only one personage. The second account
says there were many, and the third says there were two. The
church, of course, accepts the version that contains two
personages. If we have to accept any of the versions, we would
choose the first account. It was written six or seven years closer
to the event, and therefore it should give a more accurate picture
of what really took place. Also, this account, which mentions only
one personage, is the only account in Joseph Smith's own
handwriting.

At any rate, when one becomes aware of the fact that
there are conflicting versions of the story, it becomes very
difficult to believe that Joseph Smith ever had a vision in the
grove.

On top of all this, there is irrefutable evidence
that an important reference to the first vision in the History
of the Church has been falsified by Mormon historians after
Joseph Smith's death.23

How does the Mormon church respond to these
charges? They claim that the discrepancies in the accounts in fact
support the conclusion that the accounts are truthful!
Milton V. Blackman, Jr., professor of Church History at Brigham
Young University, presents the standard argument:

On at least four different occasions, Joseph Smith
either wrote or dictated to scribes accounts of his sacred
experience in 1820. Possibly he wrote or dictated other histories
of the First Vision.... each of them emphasizes different aspects
of the Prophet's experience....the existence of these different
accounts help support the integrity of the Latter-day Saint
Prophet. It indicates that Joseph did not deliberately create a
memorized version that he related to everyone.... [consider that]
the Four Gospels do not correspond exactly concerning the great
events at the Garden's empty tomb.24

But neither this nor similar responses deal with
the real problem. Why? Because Smith never did what Mormon
apologists say he did. It is one thing to recount an incident
selectively. It is something else entirely to recount it in several
contradictory versions. If selective reports of a single event are
given accurately, they should "add up" when totaled, making one
complete, coherent description of that single event. Despite the
contentions of critics, this is what we find when examining the
resurrection narratives in the four Gospels—as we have shown in
Do the Resurrection Accounts Conflict? And What Proof Is There
Jesus Rose from the Dead?25 But this central
coherence is not what we find when all the facts of up to six (some
claim nine)26 different accounts of the first vision are
combined. Gordon Fraser comments, "...there are at least six
versions of the famed First Vision of the prophet, with his own
final version, written about 1838, being the least
credible."27

Here are some of the inconsistencies: If Jesus
had really been standing before Joseph Smith, why would a multitude
of spirits also have been necessary to "testify" of Him? How old
was Smith? He couldn't have been two different ages in the same
year. Was there a commanding evil power that Smith was delivered
from—or not? In what year did the revival occur that precipitated
Smith's alleged seeking of the divine wisdom? What exactly did God,
Jesus, or the spirits say? Contrary answers to these questions
cannot all be true at the same time. Further, Joseph Smith never
discarded only minor aspects of a larger experience that he then
reported in general fashion to different audiences. Absolutely
decisive elements were discarded. But key incidents are almost
never left out of a reported event, no matter when or under
what circumstances they are written—especially if they are public
writings intended to make an essentially crucial point: that God
was reestablishing true Christianity after an immense lapse of
eighteen hundred years.

For example, the four Gospel accounts of the
resurrection do not leave out vital incidents. None of them leave
out the fact of Christ's death, or the empty tomb itself, or the
appearances of the risen Christ to the disciples.

But consider the versions of Joseph Smith's
first vision. Is it conceivable that in any retelling of Smith's
story he would leave out the crucial parts about 1) the Father or
2) both the Father and the Son together? For Smith to leave out
critical details in recounting such a crucial event makes one
suspect that whatever his initial experience may have been, it was
later embellished by him or others. One is also forced to the
conclusion that that initial experience could have been
anything—from pure invention, to religious suggestion and
self-deception, to spiritistic manipulation.28

In essence, the official account of the church
cannot be accepted as reliable, and, therefore, the authority and
legitimacy of the entire Mormon church is undermined by this one
conclusion alone. If even Joseph Smith was uncertain as to what he
experienced, or worse yet fabricated evidence, why should anyone
trust his other claims?

We are not saying Smith never had a mystical
experience. We are only saying it is impossible to establish
evidence of the divine origin of the Mormon church on the basis of
this event. Our own personal view is that, based on his occult
background, Smith probably did have a vision of spirits—and that it
was their intent, not God's, to establish the Mormon
church.

Thus, we may observe that Smith's vision was not
something wholly unique, as Mormon authorities emphasize. In fact,
his experience fit a characteristic pattern of spiritistic contacts
that have occurred throughout history. Indeed, many similar
incidents were evident during the time Smith was making his own
pronouncements as to divine visitations. Elias Smith, Alexander
Campbell, Asa Wild, and others were making similar
claims29 Joseph Smith's story was thus only one of many
similar episodes, and, therefore, it seems at least possible that
after an initial vision of spirits, he later added the account of
the Father and/or the Son appearing to him. Why? Because it would
singlehandedly give his claims more divine authority and
make them stand out from the many other revelations of spirits that
clamored for the attention of the public.30

The evidence appears conclusive, then, that the
first vision account cannot be trusted. Even if the official
version were legitimate—accurately recording what Joseph Smith
thought he experienced—the revelation could not possibly have been
true. From a biblical viewpoint, it would logically have to be
considered a spiritual deception. For example, we can know that
Smith never saw the biblical Jesus, for Jesus would never appear to
a practicing occultist, reject His own faithful servants as
"abominations," and then proceed to begin a new, heretical church
that denied and opposed everything He ever taught.

In conclusion, Mormons who trust in the first
vision account need to seriously reflect on the many unanswered
questions surrounding this event. Did Smith actually see anything?
Did he fabricate part or all of the vision? Did he change or
combine elements of several different occult visions? Did church
leaders suppress damaging evidence of the event? Until they can
satisfactorily answer these and other questions, perhaps they
should reserve judgment on the meaning and value of Joseph Smith's
personal experiences.

What can be learned from the first vision
episode is that 1) it is now unwise to place trust in the official
account, and that 2) as the Bible warns, one should not take "his
stand on visions he has seen" (Colossians 2:18), but rather on
scriptural authority alone.* But this raises another
issue. What is scriptural authority to the Mormon? When Mormons add
new scripture to the canon, can these claims to divine revelation
be trusted either?

* The reader may pursue the issue of the various
accounts in Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, Autumn
1966 and Spring 1971; Brigham Young University Studies, Spring
1969; and elsewhere.

The first vision narrative is interesting on one
more account: its display of spiritual intimidation. Confronted by
destruction from one source, Smith naturally interprets his
deliverance from another as divine. But how does he know that the
entire event was not staged by evil forces for just this effect?
Such accounts are legion in the ranks of mediumism and othertforms
of spiritism. Lying spirits, which the Bible identifies as demons,
often claim to be God, Jesus, angels, or the human
dead.31 A similar account of evil spirits imitating
divine spirits or angels is found, for example, in former medium
Raphael Gasson's The Challenging Counterfeit: "Demons have
to use some method of deception in their attempt to prove the
counterfeit is of God and so they play a game of make-believe.
Although they are literally evil spirits, one pretends to be the
'good' spirit while the other proclaims his
'evil'ness."32

Nevertheless, the early Mormons followed the
leading of Joseph Smith, and they continued to rely upon dramatic
supernatural revelations and visions that only claimed to be
divine.


Section II: What Do the Mormons Believe About
God?

3.
Mormon Teachings on God and the Trinity

Jesus
Himself emphasized the importance of having an accurate knowledge
of the one true God. He stated, "And this is eternal life, that
they may know Thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom Thou
hast sent" (John 17:3).

The Mormon church also emphasizes the importance
of a correct understanding of God. For example, Doctrines of the
Gospel, published by the Mormon church, emphasizes that
"central to our faith as Latter-day Saints is a correct
understanding of God the Father."1 And this is the
student manual used at Brigham Young University for courses
Religion 231 and 232. But the Mormon church also claims that only
they understand God in truth; all other conceptions are wrong.
Joseph Smith testifies, "There are but a few beings in the world
who understand rightly the character of God."2 Likewise
the leading Mormon theologian James Talmage claims, "[The]
sectarian [Christian] view of the Godhead [contains] ...numerous
theories and dogmas of men, many of which are utterly
incomprehensible in their inconsistency and
mysticism."3

Nevertheless, Mormonism proceeds to claim that
its confession of faith is in the one true God, the God of the
Bible.

But when Mormons claim they believe in the
biblical God, what they mean is that the Bible
teaches the Mormon concept of God. Because of its alleged
apostasy, Christianity lost the true teaching of God, and therefore
the historic Christian doctrine of God is not truly biblical.

Thus, Mormons do freely concede that their
concept of deity is contrary to traditional Christian faith.
William O. Nelson, director of the Melchizedek Priesthood
Department, agrees: "Some who write anti-Mormon pamphlets insist
that the Latter-day Saint concept of Deity is contrary to what is
recognized as traditional Christian doctrine. In this they are
quite correct."4 So the real issue becomes one of
ascertaining the true biblical teaching on the nature of God. For
the rest of this chapter we will document that the Mormon teaching
on God is not biblical.

The Key Differences

Here is a brief chart noting major differences
between the Mormon concept of God and the biblical or Christian
view:

Mormon Concept of Deity (Pagan
Polytheism)

1. The Gods are many (polytheistic)

2. The Gods are evolving (changing, mutable)

3. The Gods are material (physical)

4. The Gods are sexual (physically procreating
divine "spirit children")

5. The Gods are polygamists (taking wives and
husbands)

6. The Gods are imperfect, requiring
salvation

Biblical (Christian) Concept of Deity
(Monotheism)

1. God is one (monotheistic)

2. God is immutable

3. God is immaterial (spirit)

4. God is asexual (having no literal
descendants)

5. God is celibate (unmarried)

6. God is eternally holy

In the pages that follow, we will discuss these
topics in turn.

Mormon Teaching No. 1—The Gods Are Many:
Pagan Polytheism

How do we know that the Mormon concept of God is
pagan? Merely by examining its teachings.

The Encyclopedia Britannica defines
paganism as "practices and beliefs that are incompatible with
monotheism." According to the normal understanding of pagan,
any religion teaching that 1) there are many gods and that 2) God
is finite; He evolves and changes, and 3) that matter and spirit
are eternal is a pagan religion. Thus Mormonism is properly
classified as a religion offering pagan theology (cf. p. 150).

Monotheism—the belief in one Supreme God—stands
in contrast to paganism which rejects that central belief. The
three great monotheistic religions, Christianity, Judaism, and
Islam, all teach that there is one eternal, sovereign, immutable,
and merciful God who created the universe. By contrast—unlike many
polytheistic occult religions of the East—they do not teach th4t
God changes over the eons (that God is finite), or that there are
many gods (which is polytheism), or that matter and God are both
eternal and inseparably divine.

Of course, Mormons are very uncomfortable with
the charge of polytheism or paganism, and rightly so. Historically,
these ideas have been teachings of great consequence in the
world.

It is thus not surprising that Mormons
emphatically deny they are polytheists or pagans and that they wish
to consider such charges false and "damnable." No less a church
authority than Bruce McConkie categorically insists that "the
saints [Mormons] are not polytheists."5 Stephen
Robinson, chairman of the Department of Ancient Scripture at
Brigham Young University and author of Are Mormons
Christians? (which he emphatically affirms), argues that "the
Latter-day Saints [doctrine does not]...constitute genuine
polytheism."6 And he takes pains to argue that "the
Latter-day Saints [should] be considered worshipers of the one true
God."7 He argues that only by "distorting and
misinterpreting our doctrine" can others charge Mormonism with
polytheism.8

But if Mormons are really polytheists, why do
they think they are monotheists? Principally, it is through the
uncritical acceptance of the statements of church authorities, and
secondarily, it is by a process of seemingly deliberate
self-deception caused by the improper use of words. When Mormons
deny the charge of polytheism, they illustrate a characteristic
feature of Mormon apologetics—equivocation. Equivocation involves
the ambiguous use of words in order to conceal something or
duplicity of meaning in a word.

The truth is that Mormons are polytheists by any
standard definition of the term. For example, the Oxford
American Dictionary defines polytheism as "belief in or worship
of more than one god."9

Technically, Mormon theology is "henotheistic"—a
form of polytheism which stresses a central deity. In Mormonism,
the central deity is Elohim, whom Mormons call "God the Father."
But henotheism also accepts other deities. In Mormonism the other
deities accepted include Jesus, the Holy Ghost, and endless other
gods who were once men and have now evolved into godhood. Even the
Encyclopedia Britannica classifies Mormonism as
polytheistic.

The fact is, when pressed, Mormons must confess
that they are polytheists, not monotheists. In his discussion of
polytheism in Mormon Doctrine, LDS doctrinal theologian
Bruce McConkie freely declares that Mormons believe in "three
Gods."10

Nevertheless, he equivocates by vainly
attempting to distinguish pagan polytheism from Mormon polytheism.
Further, only by stressing their primary belief in Elohim, are
Mormons able to convince themselves they are really monotheists.
But this is, unfortunately, self-deception.

Mormons claim they are monotheistic merely
because their principal concern is with the one central
deity, the earth god Elohim. In other words, even though they
freely confess, at least when pressed, to be doctrinal
polytheists,11 they think they are practical
monotheists. But whatever Mormons may claim, they are equally
concerned with at least two other gods, the earth god Jesus and the
strange god they call the Holy Ghost.

Consider the following discussion in the student
manual used at Brigham Young University, Doctrines of the
Gospel. Note the initial claim to worship one supreme, absolute
being: "By definition, God (generally meaning the Father) is the
one supreme and absolute Being...God is the only supreme
governor...who is omnipotent, omnipresent, and omniscient; without
beginning of days or end of life."12

This sounds like monotheism, but as we read
further the discussion digresses from monotheism to henotheism.
Thus, "Our relationship with the Father is supreme, paramount, and
preeminent over all others [e.g., over Mormon relationships with
other gods like the Holy Ghost]. He is the God we worship....He is
the one who was once as we are now [i.e., a man]."13

Further, the three members of the Mormon Godhead
(the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost), all of whom were once men,
remain "three separate and distinct entities. Each occupies space
and is and can be in but one place at one time, but each has power
and influence that is everywhere present." 14

In an attempt to quell the charge of polytheism,
the manual declares, "There is a oneness in the Godhead as
well as distinctness of personality. This oneness is emphasized in
the sayings and writings of prophets and apostles in order to
guard against the erroneous idea that these three may be distinct
and independent deities."15

In other words, the claim is clearly made that
the Father, Son, and Spirit are not "distinct and independent
deities." But just a few pages later, in this very same text
appears: "Both the Father and Son, being omnipotent Gods,
are designated by the name-titles, Almighty...Almighty
God...Lord Almighty... and Lord God Almighty.... These
holy beings have all power and unlimited might."16

Joseph Smith himself is quoted as declaring, "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 in it."17 This is polytheism, not monotheism.

Consider the following excerpts from Joseph
Smith's new revelation of the Creation account in the Mormon
scripture known as the Pearl of Great Price. Does the
following sound like monotheism or polytheism?

At the beginning...the Gods organized and formed the
heavens and the earth....And the Gods called the light Day....And
the Gods also said: let there be an expanse in the midst of the
waters.... And the Gods ordered the expanse, so that it divided the
waters....And the Gods called the expanse Heaven....And the Gods
pronounced the dry land Earth.... And the Gods said: let us prepare
the earth to bring forth grass....And the Gods organized the lights
in the expanse of the heaven....And the Gods organized the two
great lights, the greater light to rule the day, and the lesser
light to rule the night....And the Gods set them'in the expanse of
the heavens.... And the Gods organized the earth to bring forth the
beasts after their kind....And the Gods took counsel among
themselves and said: let us go down and form man in our image....So
the Gods went down to organize man in their own image....And the
Gods said: we will bless them....And the Gods said: Behold, we will
give them every herb bearing seed....And the Gods formed man from
the dust of the ground....And the Gods planted a garden, eastward
in Eden....And the Gods took the man and put him in the Garden of
Eden.... And the Gods said: let us make an help meet for the
man.18

In fact, Abraham chapters 4 and 5 refer
to the activity of the "Gods" almost fifty separate times. Anyone
who thinks this is monotheism is deceiving himself.

Different Aspects of Mormon Polytheism

Mormon polytheism encompasses two aspects.
First, there is a predominant "local" polytheism as far as the
earth is concerned. The earth has three distinct gods who "rule
it." Thus, Mormonism's concept of the biblical Trinity is
tritheistic, not monotheistic. In Mormon Doctrine, McConkie
declares, "There are three Gods—the Father, the












































































































































4. Mormon Beliefs About the Holy Spirit
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