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Roman Catholic apologist Patrick Madrid recently posed a challenging question for Latter-day
Saints. That is, if Mormonism is essentially a “restoration” of primitive Christianity, where can
we find historical evidence for some ancient Christian group that “was identical to the Mormon
Church of today”? He goes on, “We have records of many controversies that raged in the early
days of the Church, and there just is no evidence—none at all—that Mormonism existed prior to
the 1830s.”1 Whether Mr. Madrid is adequately informed about LDS claims and the state of the
evidence concerning them, is beside the point. If Latter-day Saints want to make a rigorous
historical case for our faith, we need to demonstrate at least some probability that a group of
“Former-day Saints” really existed. What evidence for such a group should we expect to find,
and what evidence is there? In this paper I attempt to answer these questions, at least in part, and
show a high probability for the proposition that a group of “Former-day Saints” existed within
the early Jewish Christian milieu.

The Spectrum of Early Christian Belief
What was the “early Jewish Christian milieu” and what was its relationship to other forms of
Christianity? It is an irrefutable fact that the first Christians were Jewish Christians, and
consequently their theology made use of Jewish thought-forms and Jewish categories. Since the
discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, it has become increasingly apparent that the Christianity of
the New Testament had clear ties to the kind of Apocalyptic Judaism2 represented by the Essenes
of Qumran.3 In his landmark study of Jewish Christian theology, Jean DaniÈlou writes, “The
thesis is that there was a first form of Christian theology expressed in Jewish-Semitic

terms.”4 And with reference to the first Christians, J.N.D. Kelly writes that their theology “was
taking shape in predominantly Judaistic moulds.”5

The Jews of the diaspora “provided the initial basis for church growth during the first and early
second centuries.”6 However, by the mid-second century we can speak of three major
movements within Christianity-Jewish Christianity, Hellenistic or “Gentile” Christianity, and
Gnosticism. It must be remembered that these are artificial categories, and in reality there was a
spectrum of belief. That is, there were Jewish Gnostic Christians, Gentile Christians with Gnostic
tendencies, Gentile Christians who retained many Jewish Christian traditions, etc. In Latter-day
Saint belief, all of these groups participated in or fell victim to the general apostasy. How did this
happen?

THE APOSTASY IN JEWISH CHRISTIANITY
The New Testament gives evidence that certain factions within Jewish Christianity rebelled
against the authority of the Apostles, and refused to accept the fact that Christ had fulfilled the
Law of Moses. As the missionary efforts of the Church moved beyond Palestine, the question
came up as to whether Gentile converts should be circumcised and be subject to the Law of
Moses. Acts 15 describes a council in Jerusalem where the “Apostles and elders” considered the
matter and decided that the converts did not have to keep the ritual requirements of the Law.
However, many of those who had originally insisted on the continuity of the Law would not
accept this decision, and insisted on preaching their views to the churches. For instance, Paul
complained that the Galatians had turned to “another Gospel” (Galatians 1:6), and specifically
censured those who desired “to be under the law.” (Galatians 4:21) Paul also dealt with this issue
in other letters, such as his Epistle to the Romans, and he further warned Titus against “giving
heed to Jewish fables.” (Titus 1:14) It is clear that New Testament Christianity grew from the
soil of Apocalyptic Judaism, but there were a great number of competing and contradictory
apocalyptic traditions which some Jewish Christians may have inherited and been unwilling to
give up.

DaniÈlou7 describes a host of Jewish Christian heretical sects, including the Ebionites,
Elkesaites, Cerinthians, and others. These ranged from strictly Jewish groups who merely
believed in Jesus as the greatest of the prophets-the son of Joseph and Mary8, to quasi-Gnostic
speculations that drew heavily on miscellaneous Jewish apocalyptic traditions. Apart from these
were more moderate strains of Jewish Christianity known to us from the New Testament,
miscellaneous apocryphal texts, as well as such writings as Barnabas, the Pastor of
Hermas,9 and miscellaneous traditions scattered throughout the writings of more Hellenized
Christians. Gradually, these groups lost their vitality and were melded into the Hellenized
congregations.10

THE GNOSTIC HERETICS
For a few centuries there existed alongside the Catholic Christian tradition various heretical
groups categorized as “Gnostic.”11 This name comes from gnosis, the Greek word for
“knowledge.” Hans Jonas explains that Gnostics believed they were saved by knowledge,
specifically the knowledge of God, or that knowledge was the form of salvation itself.12

While it may be tempting to equate this sentiment to Jesus ‘statement: “Ye shall know the truth,
and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32) or to Joseph Smith’s that “a man is saved no faster
than he gets knowledge,”13 upon further reflection it becomes obvious that the Gnostic belief was
very different from the original Christian teaching. Knowledge itself cannot save without the
atonement of Jesus Christ. On the other hand, in Gnostic circles Christ’s incarnation and
atonement were thought to have been illusory, since Gnosticism radicalized the common
Hellenistic notion that matter is a lesser reality into the doctrine that matter is evil. (If matter is
evil, how could a divine being associate himself with it?) And while true Christians viewed the
physical body as necessary, the Gnostics thought of it as a prison into which the pre-existent
spirit had fallen and from which it must escape.14 In order to promote their reputations as masters
of hidden knowledge, the Gnostic teachers put together a bewildering array of eclectic theologies
utilizing a hodgepodge of “oriental mythologies, astrological doctrines, Iranian theology,

elements of Jewish tradition, Christian salvation-eschatology, [and] Platonic terms and
concepts.”15

The birth of the Gnostic Christian movement took place during the Apostolic period, but
Gnostics probably never became terribly prevalent at that time because the Apostles actively
combated this heresy, calling it the “knowledge falsely so called.” (1 Timothy 6:20) John
condemned these “docetists” (from the Greek dokein = “to seem”) who claimed Jesus only
“seemed” to come in the flesh as antichrists. “And every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus
Christ is come in the flesh is not of God: and this is that spirit of antichrist.” (1 John 4:3) But
according to Eusebius (a fourth century Catholic historian), Gnostic teachers came out of the
woodwork in great profusion after the Apostles were all gone.16

THE “HELLENIZATION” OF CHRISTIANITY
Hellenized Christianity grew out of the original Jewish Christianity as the faith moved more and
more into a Gentile world saturated by Greek, or “Hellenistic” culture and thought. As Adolf von
Harnack observed, this move catalyzed “the greatest transformation which the new religion ever
experienced.”17

Certainly the entire Mediterranean world was touched to one degree or another by Hellenistic
culture and thought, and Israel was no exception, but the Palestinian Jews proved to be a
particularly resistant group, and in large part retained their own distinctive thought-forms and
traditions.18 Therefore, when Gentiles and Hellenized Jews outside of Palestine came to form the
majority of the Christians, it was natural that some would attempt to make the Christian message
more palatable to the Greek mind by building bridges with the popular philosophy of the day,
which was an amalgamation of the thought of various Greek philosophical schools, especially
the Middle Platonists and the Stoics.

At first, Christian thought was quite foreign to Greek philosophy, although there were certainly
important points of contact upon which the Christian missionaries capitalized.19 As Harnack
notes, “Yet we cannot say that the earliest Christian writings, let alone the gospel, show, to any

considerable extent, the presence of a Greek element.”20 For instance, Paul warned, “Beware lest
any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the
rudiments of the world, and not after Christ.” (Colossians 2:8) Referring to this passage, James
Shiel of the University of Sussex writes, “Saint Paul’s letters [contain] a severe warning against
Greek philosophy as a dangerous deception”21 Cardinal DaniÈlou writes that “If we now
examine the forms of thought and philosophical systems current at the time when Christianity
first made its appearance in the world, it is clear that they were by no means ready to assimilate
this Christian conception: on the contrary, they were wholly antagonistic thereto.”22 However,
Shiel notes that a few generations after the Apostles, one “comes upon a reversed situation. The
religious message is now framed in philosopher’s language, reminiscent at every turn of
Heraclitus or Plato or Aristotle or Cleanthes or Epictetus. Indeed, the Christian religion is now
occasionally called a philosophy and its founder described as a philosopher.”23

Beginning in the mid-second century, this shift in attitude was accomplished thanks to the efforts
of a class of Christian writers later historians have dubbed the “Apologists.” These included
Aristides, Justin, Tatian, Athenagoras, and others. Intellectuals themselves, they sought to
express their faith in intellectually respectable terms, but the net result of their labors was not just
to translate Christian ideas into a Hellenistic idiom. Rather, they imported philosophical ideas
into their thought that had been anathema to the original Christians.24 One can certainly
understand the temptation to make such accommodations, since the Greeks normally saw the
Christians as intellectually feeble barbarians, but in the end Rebecca Lyman notes that “the
efforts of the apologists succeeded in enabling Christianity to be labeled a third-rate philosophy
rather than a first-rate superstition.”25

The philosophical assumptions and definitions these early Apologists adopted have profoundly
affected Christian theology to this day. Edwin Hatch summarizes:

A large part of what are sometimes called Christian doctrines, and many usages which have
prevailed and continue to prevail in the Christian Church, are in reality Greek theories and Greek

usages changed in form and colour by the influence of primitive Christianity, but in their essence
Greek still.26

It should be clear from the foregoing discussion that the various branches of early Christianity
based their thinking upon fundamentally different sets of axioms, and each branch was not
entirely homogenous. However, if Joseph Smith was correct in his claim to restore the original
Christian theology, we must look for historical confirmation among the specifically Jewish
Christian documents and traditions. As DaniÈlou stated, Jewish Christian teaching was the “first
form of Christian theology”.

Limitations of This Study
There are certianly limitations to our inquiry. Few Jewish Christian documents have survived,
and those that have are from a range of different groups within that milieu. In any case Joseph
Smith said that things would be revealed in this dispensation which have been “kept hid from
before the foundation of the world,” (D&C 124:41) so some LDS doctrines may not have been
taught by the ancient Saints. We should also expect some cultural differences to affect some
matters of interpretation and practice. The prophet Alma wrote, “For behold, the Lord doth grant
unto all nations, of their own nation and tongue, to teach his word, yea, in wisdom, all that he
seeth fit that they should have; therefore we see that the Lord doth counsel in wisdom, according
to that which is just and true.” (Alma 29:8) Nevertheless, it is clear that in most of the basics, at
least, our hypothetical “Former-day Saints” would have to have been very much like the Latterday Saints, so we can expect to find a good deal of Latter-day Saint doctrine and practice within
the ancient documents. The balance of this paper will demonstrate that this is, indeed, the case.

Jewish Christian and LDS Theology/Anthropology
W.D. Davies of Duke University observed that “Mormonism is the Jewish-Christian tradition in
an American key. What it did was to re-Judaize a Christianity that had been too much
Hellenized.”27 This is true with respect to any number of issues, but in order to keep this study to
an acceptable length, we will restrict ourselves to matters of theology and anthropology. It is our

doctrines regarding the nature of God, the nature of man, and the relationship between the two,
that differentiate LDS thought most strikingly from mainstream Christianity. While there are
many important commonalities, close analysis reveals a chasm between the two worldviews that
profoundly affects many other areas of doctrine. And yet, nearly every major tenet of LDS
theology and anthropology can be found within the early Jewish Christian milieu.

THE ANTHROPOMORPHIC GOD
What kind of being is God? How can He be described? Joseph Smith preached that “if you were
to see [God] today, you would see him like a man in form,”28 and that “the Father has a body of
flesh and bones as tangible as man’s; the Son also.” (D&C 130:22)

On the other hand, mainstream Christians generally accept definitions such as that promulgated
by the Vatican Council, where God was said to be “eternal, immense, incomprehensible, who,
being a unique spiritual substance by nature, absolutely simple and unchangeable, must be
declared distinct from the world in fact and by essence.”29 This sort of definition was readily
accepted among second-century Gentile Christians because it exactly coincided with those being
taught by the contemporary Greek philosophers. For instance, the Middle Platonist philosopher
Plutarch wrote the following:

Socrates and Plato held that (God is) the One, the single self-existent nature, the monadic, the real
Being, the good: and all this variety of names points immediately to mind. God therefore is mind,
a separate species, that is to say what is purely immaterial and unconnected with anything
passible.30

Gentile Christian thinkers frankly admitted this correspondence, and in fact promoted the
doctrine as a ready defense against the attacks of pagan critics. Tertullian wrote, “Whatever
attributes therefore you require as worthy of God, must be found in the Father, who is invisible
and unapproachable, and placid, and (so to speak) the God of the philosophers.”31

This was not, however, the case for the Jews or the Jewish Christians, except insofar as they had
been influenced by Hellenistic thought. Thus, even in the third century Origen could say, “The
Jews indeed, but also some of our people, supposed that God should be understood as a man, that
is, adorned with human members and human appearance. But the philosophers despise these
stories as fabulous and formed in the likeness of poetic fictions.”32 Notice that Origen did not
appeal to unanimous Christian tradition to establish his doctrine of the incorporeality of God, but
to the philosophers. Indeed, in another passage Origen admitted this was the subject of some
confusion among Christians. “For it is also to be a subject of investigation how God himself is to
be understood-whether as corporeal, and formed according to some shape, or of a different
nature from bodies-a point which is not clearly indicated in our teaching.”33

A second-century Jewish Christian document, the Clementine Homilies, explicitly taught
anthropomorphism. The following is part of a conversation that is said to have occurred between
Simon Magus and Peter. “And Simon said: ‘I should like to know, Peter, if you really believe
that the shape of man has been moulded after the shape of God.’ And Peter said: ‘I am really
quite certain, Simon, that this is the case. It is the shape of the just God.'”34

The anthropomorphic teaching of the Jews and Jewish Christians was based upon a literal
interpretation of the Bible. Many examples of anthropomorphic Bible passages could be cited,
but for now a few explicit statements will suffice. Ezekiel’s vision of the heavenly throne is
described thus: “Above the vault over their heads there appeared, as it were, a sapphire in the
shape of a throne, and high above all, upon the throne, a form in human likeness.” (Ezekiel 1:26
NEB) Just prior to his martyrdom, Stephen said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son
of man standing on the right hand of God.” (Acts 7:56) John reported a similar vision of God.
“And immediately I was in the spirit: and, behold, a throne was set in heaven, and one sat on the
throne.” (Revelation 4:2) Edmond LaB. Cherbonnier of Trinity College summarizes this
phenomenon as follows: “In short, to use the forbidden word, the biblical God is clearly
anthropomorphic-not apologetically so, but proudly, even militantly.”35 Christopher Stead of the
Cambridge Divinity School agrees that, “The Hebrews pictured the God whom they worshipped

as having a body and mind like our own, though transcending humanity in the splendour of his
appearance, in his power, his wisdom, and the constancy of his care for his creatures.”36

Mainstream Christians usually interpret the Biblical statements allegorically, and offer two major
points of scriptural evidence. First, they cite John 4:24, “God is Spirit” or “God is a Spirit.” If
God is a Spirit, they say, He cannot have a body. However, John’s statement “God is Spirit” is
parallel to two passages in his first epistle, “God is light” (1 John 1:5) and “God is love” (1 John
4:8) In context, all of these passages seem to be referring to God’s activity toward men rather
than to the nature of His “Being”. Furthermore, Christopher Stead explains how such statements
would have been interpreted within ancient Judaism. “By saying that God is spiritual, we do not
mean that he has no body but rather that he is the source of a mysterious life-giving power and
energy that animates the human body, and himself possesses this energy in the fullest
measure.”37

Second, mainstream Christians appeal to passages like John 1:18. “No man hath seen God at any
time.” Latter-day Saints can harmonize these passages with those that describe visions of the
Father by referring to Moses’ vision of God, as described in the Pearl of Great Price. “And he
saw God face to face, and he talked with him, and the glory of God was upon Moses; therefore
Moses could endure his presence. [Moses said] For behold, I could not look upon God, except
his glory should come upon me, and I were transfigured before him.” (Moses 1:2, 14) An
identical solution is offered by Peter in the Jewish Christian Clementine Homilies:

For I maintain that the eyes of mortals cannot see the incorporeal form of the Father or Son,
because it is illumined by exceeding great light. For he who sees God cannot live. For the excess
of light dissolves the flesh of him who sees; unless by the secret power of God the flesh be
changed into the nature of light, so that it can see light.38

The point of these passages is not that no one has or will have a vision of God’s person, but
rather that men cannot see God as He is. We must be changed and protected by the grace of God

to withstand His presence. However, this will not always be the case. As John further wrote,
“Beloved, now are we the sons of God, and it doth not yet appear what we shall be: but we know
that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.” (1 John 3:2,
emphasis added)

THE UNITY OF THE GODHEAD
One feature of the New Testament all Christians must come to terms with is the fact that in some
passages the Father is represented as “the only true God” (John 17:3), while in others the Son
and Holy Spirit are also called “God” (John 1:1; John 14:26; Acts 13:2). How can this apparent
contradiction be resolved? It can readily be seen that the two disparate definitions of God
discussed above must lead to different conclusions regarding this question.

In harmony with their definition of God as an indivisible, eternal, unchanging spiritual
“essence”, mainstream Christians say that the members of the Trinity are separate “persons” who
share a single “Divine Being”. All three persons have always existed in the same relationship to
one another, and there is no hierarchy within the Trinity. That is, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit
do not differ in rank or glory. On the other hand, Latter-day Saints believe the members of the
Godhead are separate beings, and so in a sense we believe in more than one God. However,
Latter-day Saints also speak of “one God” in two senses. First, the Godhead is “one” in will,
purpose, love, and covenant. Second, the Father is the absolute monarch of the known Universe,
and all others are subject to Him.

In order to find a historical basis for the Latter-day Saint doctrine of the Divine Unity, we need
not look exclusively among the Jewish Christians, because it was almost universally accepted
among Christians before the Nicene Council of 325 A.D. that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost
were united in will, but separate in rank and glory. J.N.D. Kelly of Oxford University notes that
even at the Council of Nicea the majority party believed “that there are three divine hypostases
[or “persons”], separate in rank and glory but united in harmony of will.”39 This doctrine is
called “subordinationism”, and R.P.C. Hansen writes, “Indeed, until Athanasius began writing,

every single theologian, East and West, had postulated some form of Subordinationism. It could,
about the year 300, have been described as a fixed part of catholic theology.”40 Henry Bettenson
writes that “‘subordinationism’ was pre-Nicene orthodoxy.”41 Paul wrote that the Father is “the
God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Romans 15:6, NEB), and revealed that after the
resurrection Jesus will “be subject unto him [the Father] that put all things under him, that God
may be all in all.” (1 Corinthians 15:24-28) Indeed, Jesus Himself said, “My Father is greater
than I.” (John 14:28)

This doctrine took various forms, depending on the particular concept of God involved. Within
Jewish Christianity, where God was often conceived of as having a body in human form, Jesus
and the Holy Spirit were described both as gods, worthy of worship, and the chief among the
archangels.42 While Latter-day Saints generally do not refer to the Son and Spirit as “angels”,
such a designation is consistent with our belief that Jesus, the Holy Spirit, and all angels and men
are “sons of God” (Job 38:7), differing in degree and power, but not in essential nature. This
belief is graphically illustrated in the Jewish Christian apocryphal text, The Ascension of Isaiah:

Then the angel who conducted me said to me, “Worship this one”; so I worshiped and praised.
And the angel said to me, “This is the Lord of all glory whom you have seen”. And while the
angel was still speaking, I saw another glorious one, like to him, and the righteous drew near to
him, worshiped, and sang praise. And I saw the Lord and the second angel, and they were
standing; but the second one whom I saw was on the left of my Lord. And I asked, “Who is this?”
and he said to me, “Worship him, for this is the angel of the Holy Spirit”. So my Lord drew near
to me, and the angel of the Spirit and said, “Behold, now it is granted to you to behold God, and
on your account is power given to the angel with you.” And I saw how my Lord worshiped, and
the angel of the Holy Spirit, and how both together praised God.43

An early second century Jewish Christian document, the Shepherd of Hermas spoke of “the
angel of the prophetic Spirit”44 and Jesus as the “‘glorious angel’ or ‘most venerable
angel’.”45 Justin Martyr, a converted philosopher who lived in Rome in the mid-second century,

was no Jewish Christian, but Robert M. Grant suggests that in passages like the following, he
was influenced by the Jewish Christian writings of Hermas, who lived in the same
congregation.46 Justin Martyr wrote that the “first-begotten,” the Logos, is the “first force after
the Father:” he is “a second God, second numerically but not in will,” doing only the Father’s
pleasure.47 He designated the Son as “this power which the prophetic word calls God and
Angel”48, and in the same vein stated the following. “We reverence and worship Him and the
Son who came forth from Him and taught us these things, and the host of other good angels who
are about Him and are made quite like Him, and the Prophetic Spirit.”49 He also maintained that
the Son is “in the second place, and the prophetic Spirit in the third.”50 Finally, the Jewish
Christian Clementine Recognitions had this to say regarding Jesus’ status:

For the Most High God, who alone holds the power of all things, has divided all the nations of the
earth into seventy-two parts, and over these He hath appointed angels as princes. But to the one
among the archangels who is greatest, was committed the government of those who, before all
others, received the worship and knowledge of the Most High God. Thus the princes of the
several nations are called gods. But Christ is God of princes, who is Judge of all.51

THE NAMES OF GOD
The above-mentioned text from the Clementine Recognitions brings up the issue of how Latterday Saints use the names of God in the Bible. Four names or titles are commonly used to connote
God in the Old Testament-El (“God”), Elohim (“God” or “gods”), Elyon (“Most High”), and
Yahweh (equivalent to “Jehovah”).52 Most mainline Christians see all these designations as
referring to one divine being. However, the Latter-day Saint usage is much more complicated.
On one hand, the Divine names can refer to specific Persons, i.e. El or Elohim usually refers to
the Father, and “Yahweh” usually refers to the Son. On the other hand, they have also been used
as titles in reference to more than one Divine Person. Both the Father and the Son have been
called “Jehovah” or Yahweh (D&C 109:34, 42, 68; D&C 110:3)53, and it is believed that the
Bible passages which link Yahweh with Elohim or Elyon (e.g. Isaiah 43:12-13; Isaiah 45:21-22

NEB) refer to a “divine investiture of authority”, where the Son is allowed to speak in the first
person as the Father.54

When one examines the context of passages such as the foregoing reference to the Clementine
Recognitions, it becomes clear that the usage of the Divine Names/Titles was similarly
complicated in the Jewish Apocalyptic and Jewish Christian traditions. The Recognitions was
referring to a particular passage which occurs in both the Septuagint and Dead Sea Scrolls
manuscripts of Deuteronomy. “When the Most High parcelled out the nations, when he dispersed
all mankind, he laid down the boundaries of every people according to the number of the sons of
God; but the LORD’s [Yahweh’s] share was his own people, Jacob was his allotted portion.”
(Deuteronomy 32:8-9 NEB) Based on this and other passages, some Biblical scholars now
conclude that the Israelites originally believed El to be the high God, and Yahweh to be the chief
among the “sons of El”-the second God and chief archangel who had special responsibility for
Israel.55

Certainly this is a debated point, and beyond the scope of this paper, but it is beyond debate that
this was a standard early Christian interpretation of the passage. As late as the fourth century, the
great historian and bishop, Eusebius of Caesarea, could write:

In these words [Deut. 32:8] surely he names first the Most High God, the Supreme God of the
Universe, and then as Lord His Word, Whom we call Lord in the second degree after the God of
the Universe. And their import is that all the nations and the sons of men, here called sons of
Adam, were distributed among the invisible guardians of the nations, that is the angels, by the
decision of the Most High God, and His secret counsel unknown to us. Whereas to One beyond
comparison with them, the Head and King of the Universe, I mean to Christ Himself, as being the
Only-begotten Son, was handed over that part of humanity denominated Jacob and Israel, that is
to say, the whole division which has vision and piety.56

According to Alan Segal, in a number of Jewish Apocalyptic texts there were actually two
Yahwehs. Both the High God and principal angel were so designated.57 Similarly, in the Jewish
ChristianApocalypse of Abraham, preserved only in the Slavonic language, God is designated
both as El and “Jaoil”, and in some manuscripts the angel accompanying Abraham is also named
“Jaoil”.58 Indeed, Segal notes that during the first Christian centuries, the rabbis engaged in
debates with various sects, including the Christians, who all seem to have claimed there was a
second God, in many cases identifying him with Yahweh or “the bearer of the divine
name.”59 Significantly, Jean DaniÈlou writes that “the Name of God” was one of the principal
designations of the Son within Jewish Christianity.60

CREATION FROM UNFORMED MATTER
The idea that there are multiple Divine Beings who have material bodies with human form is
sharply at odds with the axiom of the theologians that God’s “Essence” is “wholly other” than
the rest of the universe. This assumption on the part of mainstream Christians is based on the
doctrine of creatio ex nihilo – creation from nothing. In his 1990 Presidential address to the
British Association for Jewish Studies, Peter Hayman asserted the following:

Nearly all recent studies on the origin of the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo have come to the
conclusion that this doctrine is not native to Judaism, is nowhere attested in the Hebrew Bible,
and probably arose in Christianity in the second century C.E. in the course of its fierce battle with
Gnosticism. The one scholar who continues to maintain that the doctrine is native to Judaism,
namely Jonathan Goldstein, thinks that it first appears at the end of the first century C.E., but has
recently conceded the weakness of his position in the course of debate with David Winston.61

The Apostle Peter was quite explicit about his belief in creation from a watery chaos, rather than
from nothingness. He wrote, “There were heavens and earth long ago, created by God’s word out
of water and with water.” (2 Peter 3:5 NEB) The background for this passage is the first two
verses of Genesis: “In the beginning of creation the earth was without form and void, with
darkness over the face of the abyss, and a mighty wind that swept over the surface of the waters.”

(Genesis 1:1-2 NEB) David Winston writes that the Rabbis presupposed the same watery chaos.
For instance, he notes that Mekilta, Shirta 8 states that “to make a roof man requires wood,
stones, dirt, and water, whereas God has made a roof for his world out of water. God’s first act of
creation thus presupposes the existence of water.”62 Similarly, the Sefer Yesira states, “He
formed substance from chaos and made it with fire and it exists, and he hewed out great columns
from intangible air.”63 In the Bereshit Rabbawe find, “R. Huna said,’ If it were not written
explicitly in Scripture, it would not be possible to say it:God created the heaven and the
earth. From the earth was chaos, etc.'”64

However, the interpretation of some of the early texts can be confusing, and indeed, a few
seemingly contradict creation from chaos. In the Apocrypha, 2 Maccabees asserts that “God
made [the sky and the earth] out of nothing, and man comes into being in the same way.” (2
Maccabees 7:28 NEB) On the other hand, the Wisdom of Solomon says, “For thy almighty hand,
which created the world out of formless matter, was not without further resource.” (Wisdom of
Solomon 11:17 NEB) Paul seemed to imply creation out of nothing: “God summons things that
are not yet in existence as if they already were” (Romans 4:17 NEB), and yet we saw that Peter’s
language recalled the Genesis account of creation from a watery chaos. Indeed, in the very same
verse Paul wrote that God “fashioned” (Greekkatertisthai = “adjusted, put in order again,
restored, repaired”) the universe, but in such a way that “the visible came forth from the
invisible.” (Hebrews 11:3 NEB) The second-century Pastor of Hermasasserted that God “made
out of nothing the things that exist,”65 but in another passage clearly presupposed creation from a
watery chaos: “By His strong word [He] has fixed the heavens and laid the foundations of the
earth upon the waters.”66

Gerhard May has convincingly shown that where these early texts say God created out of
“nothing” or “non-being”, etc., they were using a common ancient idiom to say that “something
new, something that was not there before, comes into being; whether this something new comes
through a change in something that was already there, or whether it is something absolutely new,
is beside the question.”67 For instance, the Greek writer Xenophon wrote that parents “bring forth

their children out of non-being’.68 Philo of Alexandria wrote that Moses and Plato were in
agreement in accepting a pre-existent material, but also that God brings things “out of nothing
into being” or “out of non-being”.69 Therefore, in view of this common usage, and the many
explicit statements by ancient authors regarding the pre-existent matter, we must rule out a belief
in creatio ex nihilo unless it is explicitly stated otherwise.

We do not find such explicit statements anywhere until the mid-second century with the Gnostic
teacher Basilides and later the Christian apologists Tatian and Theophilus of Antioch.70 Even as
late as the turn of the third century, Tertullian had to take the more ancient usage into account
when arguing for the new doctrine. “And even if they were made out of some (previous) matter,
as some will have it, they are even thus out of nothing, because they were not what they are.”71

Given the state of the evidence, we can be fairly certain that when Joseph Smith said matter is
eternal, and that God fashioned the earth from pre-existent matter72, he was restoring the earliest
Jewish Christian belief.

THE PRE-MORTAL EXISTENCE OF SOULS
Latter-day Saints not only reject the notion that the material world was created from nothing, but
that the spiritual world was so created. Joseph Smith taught that the “intelligence” of man is
eternal, and at some point God organized this “intelligence” into the spirits of men. (Abraham
3:22-23) Thus, the spirits of men pre-existed their bodies.

R.G. Hammerton-Kelly, professor of New Testament at McCormick Theological Seminary,
reports that “the idea that certain things pre-exist in the mind of God or in heaven has a long
history in the Biblical and early Jewish traditions.”73 For instance, “in Job 15:8 the primal man is
pictured in the council of the gods before the world was made.”74 David Winston reports that
the Bereshith Rabbaand Ruth Rabba tells of God consulting the souls of the righteous before
deciding to create the world.75 The Wisdom of Solomon, in the Apocrypha, states: “As a child I
was born to excellence, and a noble soul fell to my lot; or rather, I myself was noble; and I
entered into an unblemished body.” (Wisdom of Solomon 8:19-20 NEB) The Midrash Kee

Tov says that all the souls of the righteous, including Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, etc. “were
with God before the creation of the world.”76 And an important Jewish theologian at about the
time of Christ, Philo, taught that “the heavenly man is God’s offspring while the earthly man is
merely the work of an artificer.”77

Origen quoted a Jewish apocryphal document called the Prayer of Joseph, which asserted that
Jacob was one of the archangels in his premortal existence:

Thus Jacob says: “I, Jacob, who speak to you, arid Israel, I am an angel of God, a ruling spirit,
and Abraham and Isaac were created before every work of God; and I am Jacob, called Jacob by
men, but my name is Israel, called Israel by God, a man seeing God, because I am the first-born
of every creature which God caused to live.”78

The Enoch texts also contain the common element of the pre-existence. (This is significant, since
the early Christians apparently took at least one of these documents very seriously. Indeed, Jude
referred to one of them in his general epistle. (See Jude 1:14) 2 Enoch states that, “all souls are
prepared to eternity, before the formation of the world,”79 and cites Adam as the prime example:

And I placed on the earth, a second angel, honorable, great and glorious, and I appointed him as
ruler to rule on earth and to have my wisdom, and there was none like him of earth of all my
existing creatures. I called his name Adam.80

1 Enoch relates that before God created the world he held a consultation with the souls of the
righteous.81

Clearly the pre-existence of souls, and even their identification with the angels of God, was a
commonplace in the soil of Apocalyptic Judaism from which Christianity sprang. But did the
Jewish Christians continue this tradition? Certainly the pre-existence of Christ is explicitly taught
in the New Testament (John 1:1; 1 Peter 1:19-20; Colossians 1:12-15), but what about the rest of
us? Hammerton-Kelly writes that the pre-existence of the Church, at least, is everywhere

presupposed in the New Testament.82 For instance, Paul wrote to Titus, “In hope of eternal life,
which God, that cannot lie, promised before the world began.” (Titus 1:2) Similarly, two of the
earliest Jewish Christian writings, the Shepherd of Hermas and 2 Clement say the following
about the Church. “She was created first of all and for her sake was the world
made.”83 “Moreover, the books and the Apostles declare that the Church belongs not to the
present, but existed from the beginning.”84 However, it must be remembered that some of the
ancients believed the creation pre-existed in the mind of God, rather than as a number of distinct
entities. Which concept formed the background of the New Testament anthropology?
Commenting on Paul’s doctrine of foreordination as expounded in Romans 8:28-30,
Hammerton-Kelly explains that the Greek verb for “foreknow” used in the passage means “‘to
take note of’, ‘to fix regard upon’ something, preliminary to selecting it for some special
purpose.” But when did this selection occur? “Most commentators believe that it took place in
the eternal counsels of God, before the creation of the world.”85 Thus, it is clear that, according
to Paul, in the eternal counsels of God we existed as specific entities.

This belief continued within Jewish Christianity even after the Apostolic age. For instance, in the
Jewish Christian Clementine Recognitions Peter states, “after all these things He made man, on
whose account He had prepared all things, whose internal species is older, and for whose sake all
things that are were made.”86 Regarding the “internal species” of man mentioned here, the
Presbyterian translators of this passage declare in the footnote: “That is, his soul, according to
the doctrine of the pre-existence of souls.” Even more striking, from a Latter-day Saint point of
view, is Abraham’s vision of the pre-existent host as reported in the Jewish Christian Apocalypse
of Abraham, also called the Book of Abraham in some manuscripts. Compare the following to
Abraham’s vision of the pre-existent host in the Pearl of Great Price, Abraham 3.

And everything I had planned to be came into being: it was already pre-figured in this, for all the
things and all the people you have seen stood before me before they were created. And I said,
Mighty and Eternal Ruler, who then are the people in this picture on this side and on that? And
he said to me, Those on the left side are the many peoples which have existed in the past, and

after you are appointed, some for judgement and restoration, some for vengeance and perdition,
until the end of the age. And those on the right side of the picture, they are the people set apart
for me from the people with Azazil [Satan]. These are the people who are going to spring from
you and will be called my people.87

THE DEIFICATION OF MAN
At this point it should be clear that within both Jewish Christianity and Mormonism, men are
thought to be more than some “rational animal”, brought into existence out of nothing by God.
Joseph Smith went on to teach that those who fully keep God’s law will “be gods, because they
have no end; therefore shall they be from everlasting to everlasting, because they continue; then
shall they be above all, because all things are subject unto them.” (D&C 132:20) For the Prophet,
this went hand in hand with the doctrine of pre-existence. Humans are the same species as God,
and hence have the potential to become like Him.

When we search for similar deification doctrines within early Christianity, we are deluged with
examples. Within Gentile Christianity, we find numerous texts like the following from Justin
Martyr (ca. 150 A.D.), who wrote that “all men are deemed worthy of becoming ‘gods,’ and of
having power to become sons of the Highest.”88 Hans Jonas writes that the ultimate object of the
Gnostics was to obtain the knowledge of God, and become a partaker in the divine
essence.89 One text states, “This is the good end of those who have attained gnosis: to become
God.”90 There is also considerable support for this doctrine in the New Testament. For example,
John wrote, “Beloved, now are we the sons of God, and it doth not yet appear what we shall be:
but we know that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is.” (1
John 3:2.) And Jesus Christ told John that, “To him that overcometh will I grant to sit with me in
my throne, even as I also overcame, and am set down with my Father in his throne.” (Revelation
3:21) Also, “He that overcometh shall inherit all things; and I will be his God, and he shall be my
son.” (Revelation 21:7) Paul wrote to the Romans, “The Spirit itself beareth witness with our
spirit, that we are the children of God: And if children, then heirs; heirs of God, and joint-heirs
with Christ.” (Romans 8:16-17) Such statements would not have been out of place in

Apocalyptic Judaism, for in the Dead Sea Scrolls we find the appelations “el” and “elohim”
applied to Melchizedek. “A godlike being has taken his place in the council of God; in the midst
of the divine beings [elohim] he holds judgment.”91 Similarly, the War Scroll says that God will
“exalt the authority of Michael among the gods and the dominion of Israel among all flesh.”92

The question, therefore, is not whether the primitive Church believed men could become gods,
but what that meant to them. The fourth century theologian Gregory of Nazianzus gave us an
interpretive key: “I too might be made God so far as He is made Man.”93 Within early
Christianity there were any number of views about who Christ was in relation to the Father, and
with respect to men. However, given the Hellenistic assumptions of the Gentile Christians, it was
usually thought that men could become “gods” in a different sense than the Father, though not
necessarily in a different sense than the Son. The idea was that there are two classes of beings –
God, who is an eternal, unchangeable, simple, spiritual “essence”, and everything else, which is
created out of nothing. And those who are created out of nothing can only approach the status of
the Eternal God, but never reach it.

We have already seen, however, that within the Jewish Christian milieu, the following precepts
were taught: 1) the Father has a body in human form; 2) there is more than one Divine Being,
though they are united in will under the monarchy of the “only true God”, the Father; 3) creation
out of pre-existent materials; 4) the pre-existence of the human soul, and the identification of
human souls, the Son, and the Spirit with the angels of God. But are humans really “the offspring
of God” (Acts 17:28), as Paul put it, in the sense that we are the same “species”? Christopher
Stead writes, “In a Palestinian milieu it was still possible to picture the heavenly Father in human
form and to see the contrast between heaven and earth as one of light and glory against relative
darkness and indignity.”94 Thus, among the Jews God was thought to be above every other being,
but still fundamentally akin to mankind. This concept is brought out clearly in a fascinating
passage in the Jewish Christian Clementine Homilies:

Learn this also: The bodies of men have immortal souls, which have been clothed with the breath
of God; and having come forth from God, they are of the same substance, but they are not gods.
But if they are gods, then in this way the souls of all men, both those who have died, and those
who are alive, and those who shall come into being, are gods. But if in a spirit of controversy you
maintain that these also are gods, what great matter is it, then, for Christ to be called God? for He
has only what all have.95

Several things should be noted about this passage. First, it is maintained that the Father is “the
only true God”. (John 17:3) All others, including Jesus, can be called gods in a subsidiary sense.
Second, the “immortal souls” of men are said to “come forth from God” and are “of the same
substance” as God. Prior to the fourth century, phrases such as “of one substance” or “of the
same substance” implied a generic unity of species, meaning something like “made of the same
kind of stuff”. 96 Finally, Jesus is said to have exactly the same kind of soul as the rest of
humanity.

On the other hand, why is Jesus called God’s “only begotten Son” in the New Testament (John
1:18; 3:16; 3:18; Hebrews 11:17; 1 John 4:9) if we are all the children of God? The answer lies
in what was meant by the word “begotten”. Within modern mainstream Christianity, it has been
held that the Son was eternally generated, or “begotten”, from the Father since before the
beginning of time, hence there was never a time when the Father was not a Father, and the Son
was not a Son. However, Jean DaniÈlou points out that Origen (early third century) was the first
Catholic Christian to explicitly state a doctrine of eternal generation, although some Gnostics had
expressed a similar view in the second century.97 Commenting on a passage from the writings of
Ignatius of Antioch (ca. 110 A.D.), J.N.D. Kelly notes the following:

His divine Sonship dates from the incarnation…. In tracing His divine Sonship to His conception
in Mary’s womb, he was simply reproducing a commonplace of pre-Origenist theology; the idea
did not convey, and was not intended to convey, any denial of His pre-existence. So far as

Ignatius is concerned, he definitely states that He “existed with the Father before the ages”, and
that He “came forth from the unique Father, was with Him and has returned to Him”.98

This is completely in harmony with the LDS teaching that all are the spiritual children of God,
but Jesus is the only one begotten by God in the flesh. Given all this, it is also clear that in the
early Jewish Christian milieu, deified men would have been considered subordinate to the
Father, but not fundamentally different than Him in nature.

ETERNAL MARRIAGE
In Latter-day Saint thought, deification is intimately related to marriage. That is, in order to
obtain the highest degree of heaven and be deified, “a man must enter into this order of the
priesthood [meaning the new and everlasting covenant of marriage].” (D&C 131:2) Men and
women are deified together, and their marriage, performed in an LDS Temple, is an eternal
covenant. (D&C 132:15-17) This principle is not clearly taught in the New Testament, but as we
shall see, it is not incompatible with it. Consider the following account of a conversation Jesus
had with some of his detractors:

The same day came to him the Sadducees, which say that there is no resurrection, and asked
him… Now there were with us seven brethren: and the first, when he had married a wife,
deceased, and, having no issue, left his wife unto his brother: Likewise the second also, and the
third, unto the seventh. And last of all the woman died also. Therefore in the resurrection whose
wife shall she be of the seven? for they all had her. Jesus answered and said unto them, Ye do err,
not knowing the scriptures, nor the power of God. For in the resurrection they neither marry, nor
are given in marriage, but are as the angels of God in heaven. (Matthew 22:23-30)

At first glance, this passage seems to contradict the LDS doctrine, but several points can be made
to show that this is not necessarily so. First, Latter-day Saints believe Jesus’ answer was strictly
true, since the apostate Sadducees said the seven brothers “were with us”.

If a man marry him a wife in the world, and he marry her not by me nor by my word, when they
are out of the world they neither marry nor are given in marriage; but are appointed angels in
heaven, which angels are ministering servants, to minister for those who are worthy of a far more,
and an exceeding, and an eternal weight of glory. (D&C 132:15-16)

But why didn’t Jesus, or at least the writers of the New Testament, explain the doctrine in its
entirety? In fact, it was common practice within early Christianity and Judaism to preserve the
highest and holiest doctrines for the ears of mature disciples.99 Jesus commanded, “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.” (Matthew 7:6) Paul told the Corinthians, who had
been Christians for years, “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.” (1 Corinthians 3:2) Peter explained the same
principle to the apostate Simon Magus in the Clementine Homilies:

And Peter said: “We remember that our Lord and Teacher, commanding us, said, ‘Keep the
mysteries for me and the sons of my house.’ Wherefore also He explained to His disciples
privately the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven. But to you who do battle with us, and examine
into nothing else but our statements, whether they be true or false, it would be impious to state the
hidden truths.”100

Robert M. Grant notes that, “In Ephesians 5:22-33 the prophecy of Genesis 2:24 {‘the two shall
become one flesh.’} is described as “a great mystery” and is referred not only to Christ and the
church but also to Christian marriage in general.”101 And Paul may have hinted at this mystery
when he said, “Neither is the man without the woman, neither the woman without the man, in the
Lord.” (1 Corinthians 11:11) Thus, it seems doubtful that Jesus would have explained His
doctrine of marriage in full to the Sadducees.

Second, we must ask what Jesus was referring to when he said, “Ye do err, not knowing the
scriptures.” Which scriptures? John Tvedtnes argues that Jesus was referring to a passage in the
book of Tobit, in the Apocrypha:

In the Apocrypha… we read of a young woman, Sarah, who had been married to seven husbands
(all brothers), each of whom was killed on the wedding night by a demon. But in the story
(Tobit 6:10-8:9), Sara ultimately marries an eighth husband, Tobias, son of Tobit, who, following
instructions from the archangel Raphael, manages to chase the demon away and is therefore not
slain. Of special interest is the fact that the archangel (who, according to Tobit 3:17, had been sent
to arrange the marriage) tells the young man that his wife had been appointed to him “from the
beginning” (Tobit 6:17). This implies that she had not been sealed to any of her earlier husbands,
which would explain why none of them would claim her in the resurrection, as Jesus explained.
But if she were sealed to Tobias, the situation changes. Assuming that the Sadducees (whose real
issue was one of resurrection, not of eternal marriage) were alluding to this story but left off part
of it, this would explain why Jesus told them, “Ye do err, not knowing the scriptures, nor the
power of God” 102

Finally, many Jewish Christians did practice a form of celestial marriage, and this can be traced
back to the first century. The Christian philosopher Origen complained in the third century about
the Jewish Christians and others who believed in a literal millennial reign of Christ, and he added
this:

Certain persons are of the opinion that the fulfillment of the promises of the future are to be
looked for in bodily pleasure and luxury. And consequently they say, that after the resurrection
there will be marriages, and the begetting of children. Such are the views of those who, while
believing in Christ, understand the divine Scriptures in a sort of Jewish sense, drawing from them
nothing worthy of the divine promises. 103

Cardinal DaniÈlou infers a similar interpretation from an enigmatic passage in the Didache, a
first-century Jewish Christian document, where prophets are mentioned as performing something
called “the cosmic mystery of the Church”.104 DaniÈlou links this mystery to the type of
“spiritual marriages” some Gnostic groups practiced:

The expression “cosmic mystery of the Church” seems to stand in opposition to a “heavenly
mystery of the church”. This heavenly mystery is the celestial marriage of Christ to the Church,
which also finds its expression in this world. The allusion in this passage would therefore seem to
be to those spiritual unions which existed in Jewish Christianity between prophet-apostles and a
sister. . . The relation of these unions to their heavenly ideal is explicitly stated by the Gnostics:
“Some of them prepare a nuptial couch and perform a sort of mystic rite (mystagogia) affirming
that what is performed by them is a spiritual marriage after the likeness of the unions above”
(Adv. haer. I, 21:3).105

The Gnostic rite is described in the Gospel of Philip as being performed in “the mirrored bridal
chamber”,106 and “those who have united in the bridal chamber will no longer be separated.”107
Stuart George Hall writes that Melito, Bishop of Sardis in the late second century, may have
preserved a fragment of the ancient bridal chamber ceremony in his writings, as well.108

HEAVENLY MOTHER
If men and women are deified together as husband and wife, the question naturally arises, “Does
God the Father have a wife?” Latter-day Saints believe this to be the case, and it was also the
case among the ancient Israelites and Jewish Christians.

It is well known that the Israelites worshipped a goddess, from time to time, who was believed to
be the consort of “Yahweh” or Jehovah. Theodore Robinson explains:

From our Old Testament alone we should never have guessed that Israel associated a goddess
with Yahweh, even popularly, but the conclusion is irresistible, and we are justified in assuming
that she played her part in the mythology and ritual of Israel.109

Widengren also reports that in Jeremiah’s day a goddess called the “Queen of Heaven” received
officially sanctioned worship in Jerusalem. He sees this as connected to the year-rites, in which a
sacred marriage was performed for the god and goddess, who then gave birth to a Savior-King:

In much later times there was a goddess called the Queen of Heaven(s), to whom official
sacrifices were offered by kings and princes, both in Jerusalem and in other cities of Judah, [Jer.
44:17]. That the sacred marriage should bring as its fruit the birth of the Savior-King is in
accordance with the general myth and ritual pattern.110

The worship of the Queen of Heaven was forbidden by Jeremiah, but this also is consistent with
LDS practice, since Mother-worship is not permitted for Mormons, either.111

All of this is consistent with the creation account in Genesis. “And God said, Let us make man in
our image, after our likeness. So God created man in his image, in the image of God created he
him; male and female created he them.” (Genesis 1:26-27) Given the fact that the Israelites and
the earliest Christians believed in an anthropomorphic God, it is significant that God said
“Let us make man in our image,” and that the image of God is defined as “male and female”.

Origen quoted a lost Jewish Christian Gospel According to the Hebrews, where the Savior
Himself says, “My mother, the Holy Spirit took me just now by one of my hairs and carried me
off to the great mount Tabor,”112 Melito of Sardis (late second century), who was not a Jewish
Christian, but believed the Jewish Christian doctrine of an anthropomorphic deity, preserves this
fragment, which may have come from the liturgy of the bridal chamber ritual. “Hymn the Father,
you holy ones; sing to your Mother, virgins.” 113 In many Gnostic documents, as well, there is a
Trinity of Father, Mother, and Son. For instance, the Secret Book of John speaks of “the three:
the Father, the Mother, and the Son, the perfect power.”114

Certainly there are differences in detail here with the LDS belief, but it is perfectly clear that a
Heavenly Mother played a role in ancient Israelite and Jewish Christian thought.

GOD AS A DEIFIED MAN
At the end of his prophetic career, Joseph Smith revealed one final point that sheds brilliant light
on all the other doctrines we have examined here. Namely, “God himself was once as we are
now, and is an exalted man, and sits enthroned in yonder heavens!”115 Unfortunately, the above
quotation summarizes essentially all we know about this truth. We do not necessarily expect this
doctrine to have been known among the ancient Christians, since Joseph Smith taught that
“things that have not been before revealed” would be known in this dispensation. (D&C 124:41)
This marvelous key lies at the pinnacle of the Prophet’s teaching, and at the very outskirts of our
knowledge about God. Two questions must be answered in this context, however. That is, does
the doctrine contradict previously revealed scripture, and did anyone hold such a view among the
ancient Jewish Christians?

Our detractors constantly point out Bible verses concerning God’s unchanging and eternal nature
to show that the scriptures do contradict the Prophets teachings. Even the Book of Mormon
states, “I know that God is not a partial God, neither a changeable being; but he is unchangeable
from all eternity to all eternity.” (Moroni 8:18) However, it can easily be shown that the LDS
interpretation of the scriptures is in harmony with the mindset of the ancient Hebrews, while
mainstream Christians apply Hellenistic assumptions to the text.

The ancient Greeks were absolutely enamored with metaphysics-with “being,” “essence,”
“eternity,” etc. The Greek philosophers pondered incessantly about how the material world
relates to the true reality, whereas for the Hebrews the material world was reality. When they
wrote about God, they didn’t obsess about his “being” or “essence,” but rather focused on His
relationship to men and the world. Likewise, when they spoke of God’s nature and eternity, they
used relative terms — relative, that is, to them. For example, many of the Biblical passages
which speak of God’s immutability do so in terms of His honesty, justice, mercy, and constancy.
(See Titus 1:2; Numbers 23:19; 1 Samuel 15:29; Hebrews 6:18; Genesis 18:25; Ezekiel 18:1432; Isaiah 46:10-11; Mark 13:31; Matt. 24:35; Luke 1:20; James 1:17; Daniel 6:26: Hebrews
6:18-19) Christopher Stead explains, “The Old Testament writers sometimes speak of God as

unchanging. In Christian writers influenced by Greek philosophy this doctrine is developed in an
absolute metaphysical sense. Hebrew writers are more concrete, and their thinking includes two
main points: (1) God has the dignity appropriate to old age, but without its disabilities; and (2)
God is faithful to his covenant promises, even though men break theirs.”116 (Cf. Isaiah 40:28;
Exodus 34:9-10) When God is described as “From everlasting to everlasting” (Psalm 41:13
NEB), the word translated as “everlasting” is the Hebrew olam, which means “(practically)
eternity” or “time out of mind.”117 Another Psalm (104:5 NASB) says that God “established the
earth upon its foundations, so that it will not totter forever and ever.” And yet Isaiah (24:20
NEB) saw a future time when “the earth reels to and fro like a drunken man.” To the Hebrew
mind these passages were not contradictory, because terms like “everlasting” and “forever” were
relative terms, and they had no conception of “eternity” and “infinity” as modern people see
them.

So it is with the Latter-day Saints. We see such scriptural statements about the “everlasting” and
“unchanging” God as an indication of God’s perfect and unchanging moral character, as well as
God’s eternity relative to men. God is spoken of as the “only true God,” because in relation to
us this is perfectly true. Given this Hebrew mindset, it is easy to see how Latter-day Saints can
accept the biblical statements about God and also believe that God was once a man, having a
Father Himself. And as it turns out, some early Christians may have believed the same type of
doctrine. Consider the reasoning of Irenaeus of Lyons (ca. 180 A.D.) while arguing against the
Gnostic belief that the Creator was only a secondary God.118 Irenaeus pounded home the fact that
the true God is the Creator, but what about the possibility that there is a God above God? And
what was God doing before the creation of the world? Irenaeus cited Matthew 24:36, where
Christ indicates that only the Father knows the time of the Second Coming, and asserted that
since even Jesus doesn’t know everything, we ought to leave such unrevealed questions to God.

If, for instance, any one asks, “What was God doing before He made the world?” we reply that
the answer to such a question lies with God Himself. For that this world was formed perfect by
God, receiving a beginning in time, the Scriptures teach us; but no Scripture reveals to us what

God was employed about before this event. The Father, therefore, has been declared by our Lord
to excel with respect to knowledge; for this reason, that we, too, as long as we are connected with
the scheme of things in this world, should leave perfect knowledge, and such questions [as have
been mentioned], to God, and should not by any chance, while we seek to investigate the sublime
nature of the Father, fall into the danger of starting the question whether there is another God
above God.

Certainly Irenaeus, as a Gentile Christian with a philosophical viewpoint, believed no such thing.
Irenaeus was not shy at all about labeling the Gnostic heresies as damnable and ridiculous
falsehoods, yet in this case his language was strangely subdued. It is not clear whether this
particular doctrine had been revealed to the early Christians, but certainly the Hebrew conception
of God had not died out in all quarters of the Church, and in this mindset these “speculations”
could be seen as a distinct possibility. There were some Christians – probably Jewish Christians
— who were “speculating” about these things, or Irenaeus would have said things differently.

Conclusions
In the preface to his book, On First Principles, the early Christian theologian Origen listed
several questions for which he said there was no uniform answer in the Church of his time. These
included the origin of the Holy Spirit, the origin of the soul and of angels, what existed before
the creation of the world and what will exist after, whether God has a body, and some others also
of interest to Latter-day Saints. Robert M. Grant comments on Origen’s list, “If one takes all
these questions together, it is obvious that they are concerned with the basic question as to what
kind of philosophical-theological framework is to be provided for the apostolic preaching.”119 It
should be clear from the information presented here that one of the competing philosophical
frameworks was very similar to that taught by the Prophet Joseph Smith.

What are we to make of this fact? Detractors often point to various disparate sources
contemporary with Joseph Smith as the inspiration for this or that doctrine. But wherever he got
his ideas, Joseph Smith put them together in a coherent and complete system, which can be

found almost in its entirety within ancient Jewish Christianity. Finally, he went beyond what we
now find in the ancient documents with striking insight and clarity. How did he accomplish this
amazing feat at a time when very little was known about the Jewish origins of the Church?
Personally, I can think of no other reasonable explanation than the one Joseph Smith gave, and to
which the Holy Spirit testifies. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is a divinely
ordained Restoration of the ancient Apostolic Church.
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