DoES THE BoOK OF MORMON TEACH MAINSTREAM
TRINITARIANISM OR MODALISM?

Latter-day Saints have no problem with the suggestion
that our teachings have evolved to some extent over
the years. One of our Articles of Faith states, “We be-
lieve all that God has revealed, all that He does now
reveal, and we believe that He will yet reveal many great
and important things pertaining to the Kingdom of
God.”! When God reveals something new, it does not
follow that He contradicts previous revelations. How-
ever, sometimes our human interpretations of the
former revelations turn out to be wrong, and need to be
adjusted in light of the new information. Critics of the
Church of Jesus Christ, on the other hand, often charge
that later LDS revelations blatantly contradict the
former. For example, Jerald and Sandra Tanner, the
founders of Utah Lighthouse Ministries, wrote a book
entitled The Changing World of Mormonism, designed
to support such charges. Among other things, the Tan-
ners pointed out that the earliest LDS texts, such as
the Book of Mormon, consistently speak of only one God,
whereas Joseph Smith later taught the existence of a
plurality of gods.?

On its face this fact presents no problem for Latter-day
Saints, because in a certain sense we believe there is,
in fact, only one God. Apostle Bruce R. McConkie wrote,
“Monotheism is the doctrine or belief that there is but
one God. If this is properly interpreted to mean that
the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost—each of whom is a
separate and distinct godly personage—are one God,
meaning one Godhead, then true saints are monothe-
ists.”® Robert L. Millett, former dean of Religious Edu-
cation at Brigham Young University explained, “It is
true the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost are one in
mind and power and glory. Indeed they are infinitely
more one than they are separate; they just hap-

pen to be separate personages.” In summary,
Latter-day Saints can say that there is only one
God in a functional sense; i.e. all persons who
are gods function with complete harmony of will,
purpose, love, and covenant.

by Barry R. Bickmore

This definition is not some overly convenient redefini-
tion of “monotheism.” Pennsylvania State University’s
Baruch Halpern wrote, “Scholars have traditionally
taken a theological and prescriptive approach to the
issue of Israelite monotheism: monotheism is the con-
viction that only one god exists, and no others. This
conviction, however, is difficult to document. ... Mono-
theism, Yehezkel Kaufmann observed, postulates mul-
tiple deities, subordinated to the one. ... Two elements
distinguish it from polytheism: a conviction that the one
controls the pantheon, and the idea of false gods.” The
Bible speaks in many places of “one God” contrasted
with false gods, but in some cases mentions real beings
who are called “gods.” For instance, the Hebrew text of
Psalm 8:5 says that God made man “a little lower than
the gods.” Given facts such as this, scholars such as
Peter Hayman and Margaret Barker have gone so far
as to claim Judaism and earliest Christianity were not,
in fact, monotheistic.® Larry Hurtado of the University
of Manitoba argues against such a view, as well as
anachronistic projections of modern “orthodox” defini-
tions of monotheism back on ancient Judaism.

That is, on both sides there is a tendency to pro-
ceed as if we can know in advance what “mono-
theism” must mean, which turns out to be a very
modern, monistic form of monotheism, and can
accordingly evaluate ancient Jewish texts and
beliefs as to whether or how closely they meet
an a priori standard of “pure” monotheism.’

But the critics charge this sort of explanation is anach-
ronistic—an ad hoc harmonization made up after the
fact to cover up the contradiction. They assert that the

Book of Mormon clearly teaches some version of
mainstream Trinitarianism, from which Joseph
Smith departed in his later teachings. And while
the Tanners and their anti-Mormon ilk gener-
ally do not provide much in the way of coherent
historical analysis, essentially the same charge

The Foundation for Apologetic Information & Research



2 Does the Book of Mormon Teach Mainstream Trinitarianism or Modalism?

has been made by a number of more serious historians
and researchers such as Thomas Alexander,® Melodie
Moench Charles,” and Dan Vogel.!

While the accusation that Joseph Smith originally
taught some version of mainstream Trinitarianism can-
not be brushed away in a sentence or two, a careful
examination of the evidence reveals that the orthodox
LDS explanation is the only viable one proposed so far.
Furthermore, it will be shown that this examination
leads to significant new evidence for the authenticity of
the Book of Mormon.

THE CASE AGAINST THE PROPHET

Four main categories, representing the most relevant
evidence the critics bring to bear against Joseph Smith,
will be briefly discussed in this article. 1) Passages in
The Book of Mormon that refer to the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit as “one God.” 2) Passages in The Book of
Mormon that refer to Jesus as both “the Son” and “the
Father.” 3) Passages in the Bible changed by Joseph
Smith (in the Joseph Smith Translation, hereafter JST)
to seemingly equate the Father and the Son. 4) The
earliest (1832) account of Joseph Smith’s First Vision,
which says only that “the Lord appeared” to Joseph
Smith, rather than specifying both the Father and the
Son.

In the first category, we have passages such as 2 Nephi
31:21, which refers to “the Father, and...the Son,
and...the Holy Ghost, which is one God.” In the second
category we find statements like that of the premortal
Jesus, “Behold I am Jesus Christ. I am the Father and
the Son.”! In his inspired revision of the Bible, Joseph
changed the text of Luke 10:22 to read, “no man knoweth
that the Son is the Father, and the Father is the Son,
but him to whom the Son will reveal it.” Finally, in his
1832 history, Joseph Smith wrote of the First Vision, “a
piller of light above the brightness of the sun at noon
day come down from above and rested upon me and I
was filled with the spirit of god and the Lord opened
the heavens upon me and I saw the Lord and he spake
unto me saying Joseph my son thy sins are forgiven
thee.”!? Since Joseph Smith did not say there was only
one personage, but rather mentioned only one, this pas-
sage is neutral as evidence, and will be passed over for
the remainder of our discussion.

A few more facts are sometimes put forward, but these
are by far the strongest evidences to support the con-
clusion that in 1830 Joseph Smith believed the Father
and the Son were the same person.

TRINITARIANISM OR MoODALISM?

Thomas Alexander called the earliest Mormon doctrine
of God “essentially trinitarian,” explaining, “The Book
of Mormon tended to define God as an absolute person-
age of spirit who, clothed in flesh, revealed himself in
Jesus Christ.”"® However, the idea that the Father and
the Son are the same person specifically violates stan-
dard Trinitarian orthodoxy.'* Dan Vogel pointed out that
such an idea is, rather, “modalistic.”’® Modalism is a
heresy with roots in the late second century. This doc-
trine affirms that there is one person who is God, and
that person reveals Himself in three different “modes”
(Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) to men. On the other hand,
Evangelical scholar E. Calvin Beisner wrote that or-
thodox Trinitarianism affirms “that in the nature of the
one true God, there are three distinct persons, the Fa-
ther, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, each fully God, co-
equal and coeternal.”'® That is, there are three distinct
Persons who are one indivisible Being. Just how three
Persons can be one indivisible Being is a mystery too
lofty for human minds to comprehend. Beisner also
wrote, “As the differences between Modalism and pure
Trinitarianism are rather minute, it is not surprising
that a great number of Christians in mainline denomi-
nations, including Roman Catholicism, hold a modalistic
conception of the Trinity, at least unconsciously.”!’
Therefore, if Joseph Smith was not inspired, but sim-
ply produced the Book of Mormon from his fertile imagi-
nation, it would not be surprising if he inserted a
modalistic concept of God into the narrative, since it
has been a common belief for many centuries.

However, if the Book of Mormon teaches modalism, it
is demonstrably a very odd variation. For example, in
Mosiah 15:1-5, the prophet Abinadi equated “the Fa-
ther” with Jesus’ premortal spirit, and “the Son” with
His body.

And now Abinadi said unto them: I would that
ye should understand that God himself shall
come down among the children of men, and shall
redeem his people. And because he dwelleth in
flesh he shall be called the Son of God, and hav-
ing subjected the flesh to the will of the Father,
being the Father and the Son—The Father, be-
cause he was conceived by the power of God;
and the Son, because of the flesh; thus becom-
ing the Father and Son—And they are one God,
yea, the very Eternal Father of heaven and of
carth. And thus the flesh becoming subject to
the Spirit, or the Son to the Father, being one
God, suffereth temptation, and yieldeth not to
the temptation, but suffereth himself to be
mocked, and scourged, and cast out, and dis-
owned by his people.
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In Ether 3:16, the premortal Jesus indicated that His
spirit is anthropomorphic (having human form). “Be-
hold, this body, which ye now behold, is the body of my
spirit; and man have I created after the body of my spirit;
and even as I appear unto thee to be in the spirit will I
appear unto my people in the flesh.” Typically modalists
have held to a mainstream definition of God as an eter-
nal, omnipresent, indivisible, immaterial spirit essence,
“without body, parts, or passions.”® The adoption of this
definition of God, derived from the Greek philosophical
schools, was in fact the entire reason why modalism
came into existence. If “God” is defined as an eternally
unchanging and indivisible essence, how can there be
three persons who are called “God”? The solution of the
modalists was to deny the real existence of three Di-
vine Persons.!” Therefore, if the Book of Mormon is
modalistic, it presents a version of the doctrine that is
much more restrictive. That is, “the Father” is an an-
thropomorphic spirit that is not physically present in
more than one place. Specifically, “the Father” is located
inside “the Son,” which is the physical body of Jesus
Christ.

THE CASE WEAKENS

It must be admitted that the facts presented so far fit
very well with a modified modalist interpretation of the
Book of Mormon, but the devil is in the details. A num-
ber of passages in the Book of Mormon appear to con-
tradict the modalistic thesis proposed by Vogel, and
support the interpretation proposed by the First Presi-
dency and the twelve Apostles in 1916.2° In this state-
ment, it was explained that while the Father and the
Son are indeed separate persons, Jesus is sometimes
given the title “Father” in certain contexts. For instance,
the Book of Mormon often modifies the title “Father”
with respect to Jesus Christ by specifying the He is “the
Father of Heaven and of Earth, the Creator of all things
from the beginning.”?' Thus, this is nothing more than
the biblical teaching that “All things were made by
[Christ]; and without him was not any thing made that
was made.”?> Second, Jesus is called “Father” in the
sense that those who are saved by Him become His chil-
dren, as explained by Abinadi in Mosiah 15:10-13.

And now I say unto you, who shall declare his
generation? Behold, I say unto you, that when
his soul has been made an offering for sin he
shall see his seed. And now what say ye? And
who shall be his seed? Behold I say unto you,
that whosoever has heard the words of the
prophets, yea, all the holy prophets who have
prophesied concerning the coming of the Lord -
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I say unto you, that all those who have hear-
kened unto their words, and believed that the
Lord would redeem his people, and have looked
forward to that day for a remission of their sins,
I say unto you, that these are his seed, or they
are the heirs of the kingdom of God. For these
are they whose sins he has borne; these are they
for whom he has died, to redeem them from their
transgressions. And now, are they not his seed?
Yea, and are not the prophets, every one that
has opened his mouth to prophesy, that has not
fallen into transgression, I mean all the holy
prophets ever since the world began? I say unto
you that they are his seed.

Similarly, Jesus called the wicked the children of the
Devil.? Finally, Jesus is called Father by “Divine In-
vestiture of Authority.” That is, Jesus Christ has always
been the chief agent of the Father’s will. “Thus the Fa-
ther placed His name upon the Son; and Jesus Christ
spoke and ministered in and through the Father’s name;
and so far as power, authority, and Godship are con-
cerned His words and acts were and are those of the
Father.”?* The statement goes on, “We read, by way of
analogy, that God placed His name upon or in the An-
gel who was assigned to special ministry unto the people
of Israel during the exodus. Of that Angel the Lord said:
‘Beware of him, and obey his voice, provoke him not;
for he will not pardon your transgressions: for my name
is in him.” (Exodus 23:21)"*

Clearly this interpretation explains the above-men-
tioned passages, and there are clear precedents for this
sort of language usage in the Bible and Book of Mor-
mon. In addition, the orthodox LDS belief that the
Godhead is one in will, love, purpose, and covenant,
rather than one in Being, fits equally well. However, at
this point the modalistic interpretation still has the
advantage of taking the passages we have treated so
far in a literal sense. Are there any other passages that
contradict modalism when taken literally? Consider the
following.

In 3 Nephi 9:15 the resurrected Christ referred to the
Father in the third person and said He was with the
Father in the beginning. “Behold, I am Jesus Christ
the Son of God. I created the heavens and the earth,
and all things that in them are. I was with the Father
from the beginning. I am in the Father, and the Father
in me; and in me hath the Father glorified his name.” If
“the Father” referred to here is the anthropomorphic
spirit inside Jesus’ body, how could Jesus be “with” the
Father at the creation? A literal interpretation demands
that there be another person with the title “Father.”
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In 3 Nephi 17: 15, the resurrected Christ is said to have
prayed to the Father. Who prays to their own spirit?
“And when he had said these words, he himself also
knelt upon the earth; and behold he prayed unto the
Father, and the things which he prayed cannot be writ-
ten, and the multitude did bear record who heard him.”

The resurrected Christ also was said to have “gone unto
the Father” by ascending into heaven. “And it came to
pass that after he had ascended into heaven?the sec-
ond time that he showed himself unto them, and had
gone unto the Father.”* Again, if “the Father” referred
to here is the anthropomorphic spirit inside Jesus’ body,
why would Jesus have to ascend to heaven to be with
His own spirit?

Finally, nearly six hundred years before Jesus’ incar-
nation, Nephi reported hearing the voices of both the
Father and the Son.

And the Father said: Repent ye, repent ye, and
be baptized in the name of my Beloved Son. And
also, the voice of the Son came unto me, saying:
He that is baptized in my name, to him will the
Father give the Holy Ghost, like unto me;
wherefore, follow me, and do the things which
ye have seen me do.... But, behold, my beloved
brethren, thus came the voice of the Son unto
me, saying: After ye have repented of your sins,
and witnessed unto the Father that ye are will-
ing to keep my commandments, by the baptism
of water, and have received the baptism of fire
and of the Holy Ghost, and can speak with a
new tongue, yea, even with the tongue of an-
gels, and after this should deny me, it would
have been better for you that ye had not known
me. And I heard a voice from the Father, say-
ing: Yea, the words of my Beloved are true and
faithful. He that endureth to the end, the same
shall be saved.”

The problem that now presents itself for those who see
the Book of Mormon through the spectacles of modalism
is that most of these passages do not lend themselves
to any figurative interpretation. Whereas it is not at all
unusual to find figurative uses of the title “Father” or
of the adjective “one” (e.g. when describing “oneness”
among a group of people or, in this case, the oneness of
the Godhead), most of the above passages simply re-
port events. Perhaps God could conceivably have repre-
sented Himself to Nephi as both Father and Son before
the incarnation to symbolically convey His design to
come to Earth as the Son. But what is the symbolic in-
terpretation of Jesus ascending to heaven to be with
His Father? Why would Jesus pray to Himself?

Undaunted by such passages, Dan Vogel asserted that

the voice of the Father introducing the Son, the
subjection of the Son unto the Father, the Son
ascending to the Father (3 Ne. 11:6-8, 32; 15:1,
18-19; 18:27; 26:2, 5, 15)—all have parallels in
the New Testament (Matt. 3:13-17; Jn. 14:28;
15:10; 16:28; 20:17). But such passages never
dissuaded modalists. In view of the explicit
modalistic passages in the Book of Mormon, the
presence of apparent contradictions does not
necessarily detract from a modalistic interpre-
tation.”?

The problem with this comparison, however, is that
modalists have typically been stuck with the scriptures
they inherited. On the other hand, Joseph Smith not
only produced new scripture, but felt so comfortable in
his prophetic calling that he actually revised the Bible!
Vogel himself pointed this out. So why, if the Prophet
wished to promote a modalistic theology, did he leave
anti-modalistic passages in the Bible unrevised, and
reinforce those same passages in the Book of Mormon?

Another point worth noting is that J.N.D. Kelly referred
to “the ancient view that ‘Father’ signified the Godhead
Itself” as one of the factors involved in the rise of third-
century modalism.* Although Kelly was speaking of
the second-century Christian apologists®® who accepted
various Greek philosophical concepts of the nature of
God, none of these men were modalists, or even
trinitarians in the later sense of the word.’! Further-
more, it is quite likely that this practice had anteced-
ents in earlier, Jewish forms of Christianity, since the
Hebrew text of Isaiah 9:6 calls the Messiah “son” and
“everlasting Father.” It appears that Vogel and others
may have misinterpreted the Book of Mormon based
on the same sorts of statements that “simple and un-
cultured™? Christians of the third century used to mis-
interpret the Bible and earlier Christian traditions.

Although Vogel’s thesis has been shown to be quite weak,
it must be admitted at this point in the argument that
his modalistic interpretation of the Book of Mormon is
still arguably possible. And while the orthodox LDS in-
terpretation explains all the data presented adequately,
certainly the Book of Mormon does not state this doc-
trine explicitly.

WHY THE AMBIGUITY?

The question naturally arises of why the Book of Mor-
mon is somewhat ambiguous on this point. The answer
to this question can be found in the Book of Mormon
itself. Mormon wrote,

Copyright © 2001 by FAIR



Barry Bickmore

5

And these things have I written, which are a
lesser part of the things which he taught the
people; and I have written them to the intent
that they may be brought again unto this people,
from the Gentiles, according to the words which
Jesus hath spoken. And when they shall have
received this, which is expedient that they
should have first, to try their faith, and if it shall
so be that they shall believe these things then
shall the greater things be made manifest unto
them. And if it so be that they will not believe
these things, then shall the greater things be
withheld from them, unto their condemnation.*

In other words, Mormon, the principal editor of the Book
of Mormon, explicitly stated that he was leaving some
information out, which would be revealed at a later time
to the faithful. Therefore, the assumption that every
teaching in the Book of Mormon should be perfectly clear
is misguided, whether one believes in the historical
authenticity of the book or not.

Jesus also used this method of teaching. His normal
method of operation was to teach a series of parables,
and then take His disciples aside and explain the mean-
ing. Contrary to the popular myth that He taught in
parables to bring his teachings down to the level of the
common man, Jesus said that He used this method to
conceal His teachings.

And the disciples came, and said unto him, Why
speakest thou unto them in parables? He an-
swered and said unto them, Because it is given
unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom
of heaven, but to them it is not given. For whoso-
ever hath, to him shall be given, and he shall
have more abundance: but whosoever hath not,
from him shall be taken away even that he hath.
Therefore speak I to them in parables: because
they seeing see not; and hearing they hear not,
neither do they understand. And in them is ful-
filled the prophecy of Esaias, which saith, By
hearing ye shall hear, and shall not understand;
and seeing ye shall see, and shall not perceive.**

Jesus also said, “Give not that which is holy unto the
dogs, neither cast ye your pearls before swine, lest they
trample them under their feet, and turn again and rend
you.”® And although the Corinthian saints had been
Christians for years, Paul wrote to them, “I have fed
you with milk, and not with meat: for hitherto ye were
not able to bear it, neither yet now are ye able.”?

Ignatius of Antioch (ca. 110 A.D.), reputed to have been
a disciple of the Apostle John, wrote the following to
the Roman saints on his way to martyrdom. “I am able
to write to you of heavenly things, but I fear lest I should
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do you an injury. Know me from myself. For I am cau-
tious lest ye should not be able to receive [such knowl-
edge], and should be perplexed.”’

St. Clement of Alexandria (ca. AD 200) stated that in
his Miscellanies he was deliberately concealing higher
teachings by sprinkling the truth sparsely through his
book.

But since this tradition is not published alone
for him who perceives the magnificence of the
word; it is requisite, therefore, to hide in a mys-
tery the wisdom spoken, which the Son of God
taught. ... Such were the impediments in the
way of my writing. And even now I fear, as it is
said, ‘to cast the pearls before swine, lest they
tread them under foot, and turn and rend us.’
[Matthew 7:6] For it is difficult to exhibit the
really pure and transparent words respecting
the true light, to swinish and untrained hear-
ers. ... But the wise do not utter with their
mouth what they reason in council. “But what
ye hear in the ear,” says the Lord, “proclaim
upon the houses;” [Matthew 10:27] bidding them
receive the secret traditions of the true knowl-
edge, and expound them aloft and conspicu-
ously; and as we have heard in the ear, so to
deliver them to whom it is requisite; but not
enjoining us to communicate to all without dis-
tinction, what is said to them in parables. But
there is only a delineation in the memoranda,
which have the truth sowed sparse and broad-
cast, that it may escape the notice of those who
pick up seeds like jackdaws; but when they find
a good husbandman, each one of them will ger-
minate and produce corn.’®

Another Alexandrian Christian, Origen (early third cen-
tury), stated that the Church in his time had some exo-
teric (public), and some esoteric (hidden) teachings.

In these circumstances, to speak of the Chris-
tian doctrine as a secret system, is altogether
absurd. But that there should be certain doc-
trines, not made known to the multitude, which
are (revealed) after the exoteric ones have been
taught, is not a peculiarity of Christianity alone,
but also of philosophic systems, in which cer-
tain truths are exoteric and others esoteric.*

We have shown that esoteric teaching was a common-
place in ancient Christianity,* so if Joseph Smith used
this method in his restoration of ancient Christianity,
it would hardly be surprising.*! The following quota-
tions from the book The Teachings of the Prophet Jo-
seph Smith show that Joseph Smith did indeed use eso-
teric teaching methods.
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The reason we do not have the secrets of the
Lord revealed unto us, is because we do not keep
them but reveal them; we do not keep our own
secrets, but reveal our difficulties to the world,
even to our enemies, then how would we keep
the secrets of the Lord? I can keep a secret till
Doomsday.*

I could explain a hundred fold more than I ever
have of the glories of the kingdoms manifested
to me in the vision [D&C 76], were I permitted,
and were the people prepared to receive them.®

Upon reaching this point in our discussion, critics of
the Book of Mormon might be scoffing. Isn’t it a little
too convenient to postulate that Book of Mormon theol-
ogy is ambiguous because it is concealing a teaching
the Prophet was to reveal years later?* Perhaps, but
the fact is that Joseph Smith did not wait years to re-
veal that the Father and Son are separate personages.

THE PROSECUTION’S CASE CRUMBLES

Just a few months after the publication of the Book of
Mormon, the Prophet produced another text known as
the Book of Moses, part of his inspired revision of the
Bible. In this text we witness a three-way conversation
between Satan, the Father, and the Son.

And I, the Lord God, spake unto Moses, saying:
That Satan, whom thou hast commanded in the
name of mine Only Begotten, is the same which
was from the beginning, and he came before me,
saying—Behold, here am I, send me, I will be
thy son, and I will redeem all mankind, that
one soul shall not be lost, and surely I will do it;
wherefore give me thine honor. But, behold, my
Beloved Son, which was my Beloved and Cho-
sen from the beginning, said unto me—Father,
thy will be done, and the glory be thine forever.*

Perhaps realizing this passage is devastating to his case,
Vogel relegated an incoherent discussion of Moses 4:1—
2 to a footnote.

Some have referred to Joseph Smith’s revision
of Genesis as evidence that as early as June
1830 he conceived the Father and Son as dis-
tinct persons in the Godhead (Moses 1:6; 2:26-
27; 4:1-3). However, Smith’s revision does not
necessarily imply that there were two “person-
ages” in the Godhead before the incarnation.
Rather consider the following: “By the word of
my power, have I created them [the inhabitants
of the earth], which is mine Only Begotten Son.”
(Moses 1:32)%

If we stretch our imaginations, we might conceive of a
modalistic God who ascends to Himself or was with
Himself in the beginning. But a modalistic God who
talks to Himself and says He will do His will (rather
than His will), giving all the Glory to Himself instead of
Himself?

And what of Vogel’s suggestion that we consider Jesus’
designation as “the Word?” Does he mean that this des-
ignation necessarily implies modalism? Yet, the Apostle
John used the same title for Jesus,*’” and Vogel would
be hard pressed to find a single New Testament scholar
or historian of early Christianity who would claim John
or any of the other New Testament writers were
modalists.*

We have already seen that the Book of Mormon explic-
itly claims to be an exoteric text—one that does not
clearly teach certain “greater things.” But is there any
evidence that chapter 4 of the Book of Moses is the cor-
responding esoteric text, where certain doctrines are
taught more clearly, but are intended only for believ-
ers? At the end of the chapter we find the following in-
sertion.

(And these are the words which I spake unto
my servant Moses, and they are true even as |
will; and I have spoken them unto you. See thou
show them unto no man, until I command you,
except to them that believe. Amen.)*

The Book of Moses explicitly claims to be an esoteric
text, and it just happens to do so at the end of the chap-
ter where the Father and Son are clearly represented
as two separate personages.

THE DEFENSE RESTS

Vogel and company don’t stop with Joseph Smith’s 1829—
1830 beliefs, however. They generally tend to be oblivi-
ous to any signs of a doctrine of separate personages
within the Godhead before the 1835 publication of the
Lectures on Faith. Consider the following sources, which
predate 1835. John Whitmer wrote in 1831 of a vision
of Joseph Smith, where he “saw the heavens opened,
and the Son of Man sitting on the right hand of the
Father making intercession for his brethren, the
Saints.”® In February of 1832, Joseph Smith and Sidney
Rigdon recorded a vision of the Son of God sitting at
the right hand of the Father.

And we beheld the glory of the Son, on the right
hand of the Father, and received of his fulness;
And saw the holy angels, and them who are
sanctified before his throne, worshiping God,
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and the Lamb, who worship him forever and
ever. And now, after the many testimonies which
have been given of him, this is the testimony,
last of all, which we give of him: That he lives!
For we saw him, even on the right hand of God;
and we heard the voice bearing record that he
is the Only Begotten of the Father—That by
him, and through him, and of him, the worlds
are and were created, and the inhabitants
thereof are begotten sons and daughters unto
God. (D&C 76:20-24)

Summarizing, Milton V. Backman wrote that no one

has located a publication (such as an article
appearing in a church periodical or statement
from a missionary pamphlet) written by an ac-
tive Latter-day Saint prior to the martyrdom of
the Prophet that defends the traditional or
popular creedal concept of the Trinity. ... More-
over, there are no references in critical writings
of the 1830s (including statements by apostates)
that Joseph Smith introduced in the mid-thir-
ties the doctrine of separateness of the Father
and Son.”!

With these final pieces of evidence, the case against the
Prophet crumbles to nothing. Whatever their motiva-
tion, historians such as Thomas Alexander and Dan
Vogel have had to ignore a significant body of evidence
to construct their case for trinitarianism or modalism
in the Book of Mormon.

CONCLUSION

This article has presented a detailed argument that can
be summarized as follows.

e A strict trinitarian interpretation of Book
of Mormon theology is impossible because
the text calls a single person both Father
and Son.?

* A modalist interpretation is possible, if we
base it solely on Book of Mormon texts, but
several passages contradict this thesis if
taken literally. Furthermore, some of these
passages are not really amenable to figura-
tive interpretation.

e The orthodox LDS explanation that the
Father and Son are separate personages
perfectly united in will, love, purpose, and
covenant, and that Jesus Christ is some-
times given the title “Father,” fits all the
data in the Book of Mormon. It is superior
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to the modalistic thesis because the sort of
language that must be taken figuratively
in this view is often used figuratively in the
scriptures.

e The fact that the Book of Mormon is some-
what vague on this point, while Joseph
Smith’s later teachings are quite clear, can
be explained by noting that 3 Nephi 26:8—
11 states there were “greater things” not
clearly taught in the text, reserved for be-
lievers.

e This method of teaching—concealing higher
doctrines in public (exoteric) texts and re-
vealing them in those meant only for be-
lievers (esoteric)—was common in ancient
Christianity, and Joseph Smith explicitly
claimed to use it himself.

e This thesis is strongly supported by the ob-
servation that a few months after the pub-
lication of the Book of Mormon, Joseph
Smith produced the Book of Moses, which
explicitly claims to be an esoteric text and
clearly presents the Father and Son as sepa-
rate persons.™

e Moses 4:1-2 effectively destroys the theory
that Joseph Smith was a modalist in 1830.

e Records of Joseph Smith’s visions (such as
D&C 76:20-24) make clear that he consid-
ered the Father and Son separate person-
ages by 1832, so charges that he developed
this belief in the mid-1830s are pure fan-
tasy.

The reader may be satisfied that the argument pre-
sented here is sound, but still be wondering how this is
evidence in favor of the authenticity of the Book of Mor-
mon. In answer we offer this challenge. Try producing
a document wherein you present information relating
to your theology in such a way that your beliefs are not
contradicted, but neither are they presented clearly. In
fact, the information must be presented in such a way
that a reader might be misled if he does not pay close
attention. Certainly this is possible—it has been done
before. But consider the planning and effort required!
How likely is it that the ill-educated farmboy could
weave such a thing into a narrative of over 500 pages?
We might interpret it as simply a case of bad writing,
but consider how clearly many of the other doctrines in
the Book of Mormon are presented. Since the writers
were at least capable of coherent thought processes, and
since the Book of Mormon specifically claims to be with-
holding higher teachings, we have every reason to be-
lieve that the concealing of doctrine demonstrated here
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was done intentionally. To do such a thing intentionally
would take a good deal of planning, effort, and probably
copious editing on Joseph Smith’s part.

At the very least we can add this complexity to the long
and continuously growing list of astonishing feats Jo-
seph Smith had to accomplish to produce the Book of
Mormon. He had to rattle off the entire text to scribes
in around two months with no revisions, creating a co-
herent picture of a complex culture over a thousand-
year history.”* He had to convince eleven apparently
sane and honest men that they saw and touched a set
of gold plates engraved with strange characters, and
later excommunicate many of them without any fear
they would retract their testimonies. (None of them ever
did.)*® He had to accurately describe a route through
Arabia, including a place name (Nahom) used for a
burial ground described as existing in an area where
the site of an ancient burial ground associated with the
very same name is now known to exist. (Of course, this
was not known in Joseph Smith’s day.)*® He had to in-
clude authentic, extrabiblical, ancient Near Eastern
personal names, including a male Hebrew name (Alma)
not known before the twentieth century.’” He had to
use Hebrew poetic forms essentially unknown in his
day.”® He had to use different writing styles when trans-
lating different Book of Mormon authors.*

We could go on in this vein considerably longer, but this
is not the proper place. For more information the reader
is referred to the notes at the end of this paper. How-
ever, the point of this exercise has been to add context
to our little challenge. Perhaps it is barely possible that
Joseph Smith hatched a plan and put in the necessary
effort to create exoteric and esoteric versions of his doc-
trine, but when we add this to the already long list of
things he had to do to produce the Book of Mormon,
naturalistic explanations of its origin appear patently
ridiculous.

This is yet another incidence where a criticism of the
Book of Mormon has turned out to be a point in its fa-
vor. However, such things are not foolproof tests. We
invite the reader to gain a sure testimony of the truth-
fulness of this book of scripture by studying it and pray-
ing in faith to God.
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apparent that at the time of writing he was unaware of the
conceptual baggage accompanying some of the theological
terms he used. An excellent example is his discussion of the
history of the concepts of “original sin” and free will in Mor-
monism. In one instance, he cited a statement in James E.
Talmage’s Articles of Faith that man “inherits absolute free-
dom to choose the good or the evil in life as he may elect.” God
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semblance of compulsion or restraint, beyond the influences
of paternal counsel and loving direction.” [James E. Talmage,
Articles of Faith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Company,
1984), 47. Alexander cited the 1899 edition, p. 54.] Alexander
opined, “Such a radical doctrine of free will essentially re-
jected the ideas implicit in the Book of Mormon by denying
man’s predisposition under any conditions to evil, whether
before or after the Fall.” However, Talmage’s statement said
nothing whatever about whether men inherit a predisposi-
tion to do evil, but denied that God forces anyone to obey Him.
Later in the same work, Talmage explicitly asserted that man
does inherit a predisposition toward evil.

To a degree, children are born heirs to the good or evil
natures of their parents; the effects of heredity are admit-
ted. Good and evil tendencies, blessings and curses, are
transmitted from generation to generation. Through this
divinely-appointed order, the justice of which is plain in
the revealed light of knowledge concerning the ante-mor-
tal state of the spirits of mankind, the children of Adam
are natural heirs to the ills of mortality; but through
Christ’s atonement they are all redeemed from the curse
of this fallen state. The debt, which comes to them as a
legacy, is paid for them and thus are they left free. [1984
ed., p. 79; 1899 ed., p. 90.]

This is entirely consistent with the doctrine presented in the
Book of Mormon. For instance, Lehi told his sons,

And the Messiah cometh in the fullness of time, that he
may redeem the children of men from the fall. And be-
cause that they are redeemed from the fall they have be-
come free forever, knowing good from evil; to act for them-
selves and not to be acted upon, save it be by the punish-
ment of the law at the great and last day, according to the
commandments which God hath given. Wherefore, men
are free according to the flesh. ... And now, my sons, [
would that ye should look to the great Mediator, and hear-
ken unto his great commandments; and be faithful unto
his words, and choose eternal life, according to the will of
his Holy Spirit; And not choose eternal death, according
to the will of the flesh and the evil which is therein. (2
Nephi 2:26-29, see also 4:27.)

Here it is stated that Jesus Christ redeemed all men from the
Fall, making them completely free to act, but man inherits a
sinful nature that specifically resides in “the flesh.” Elsewhere
it is made clear that Christ’s Redemption removed the guilt
associated with the Fall (Moroni 8:8; see also Moses 6:54).
Since the sinful nature is identified with the mortal body, this
is also consistent with the 1833 revelation that “Every spirit
of man was innocent in the beginning; and God having re-
deemed man from the fall, men became again, in their infant
state, innocent before God.” (D&C 93:38) Brigham Young ex-
plained,
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do good rather than to do evil, and would pursue a correct
course, were it not for the evil power that subjects them to
its sway. In wrong doing, their own consciences condemn
them. They are taught what is right, they read what is
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