Discerning Revealed 
Truth from Opinion  

Alma 40:20 - Now, my son, I do not say that their resurrection cometh at the resurrection of Christ; but behold, I give it as my opinion, that the souls and the bodies are reunited, of the righteous, at the resurrection of Christ, and his ascension into heaven.  [Opinion – “The judgment which the mind forms of any proposition, statement, theory, or event, the truth or falsehood of which is supported by a degree of evidence that renders it probable, but does not produce absolute knowledge or certainty.” – Webster’s 1828 Dictionary]
Nyman and Tate - Alma … believed there may be more than one time when people will be resurrected ... Alma acknowledged that he was not sure when the various groups would be resurrected. He supposed that all who died before the resurrection of Christ would come forth before any who died after that event (Alma 40:19). "It is evident," observed Elder Joseph Fielding Smith, that "Alma's understanding of the extent of the resurrection at the time the Savior came forth from the dead was limited, therefore he stated only his opinion". Alma correctly suggested that only the righteous will rise with Christ from the grave (Alma 40:20-21). This confusion stands in marked contrast to Alma's positive testimony concerning the spirit world which he declared had been made known to him by an angel (Alma 40:11-14).  (Monte S. Nyman and Charles D. Tate, Jr., eds., Alma, the Testimony of the Word, BYU Religious Studies Center, p. 203.)
Alma 7:8 - Behold, I do not say that he will come among us at the time of his dwelling in his mortal tabernacle; for behold, the Spirit hath not said unto me that this should be the case. Now as to this thing I do not know; but this much I do know, that the Lord God hath power to do all things which are according to his word.

Alma 37:11 - Now these mysteries are not yet fully made known unto me; therefore I shall forbear.

1 Nephi 22:3 - Wherefore, the things of which I have read are things pertaining to things both temporal and spiritual; for it appears that the house of Israel, sooner or later, will be scattered upon all the face of the earth, and also among all nations. [Appear - to seem, in opposition to reality. – Webster’s 1828 Dictionary]
2 Nephi 2:17 - And I, Lehi, according to the things which I have read, must needs suppose that an angel of God, according to that which is written, had fallen from heaven; wherefore, he became a devil, having sought that which was evil before God.  [Suppose - To lay down or state as a proposition or fact that may exist or be true, though not known or believed to be true or to exist; or to imagine or admit to exist, for the sake of argument or illustration. – Webster’s 1828 Dictionary]
Joseph Fielding Smith - It makes no difference what is written or what anyone has said, if what has been said is in conflict with what the Lord has revealed, we can set it aside.  My word, and teachings of any other member of the Church, high or low, if they do not square with the revelations, we need not accept them. Let us have this matter clear.  We have accepted the four standard works as the measuring yardsticks, or balances, by which we measure every man's doctrine.  You cannot accept the books written by the authorities of the Church as standards of doctrine, only in so far as they accord with revealed word in the standard works. 

Every man who writes is responsible, not the Church, for what he writes.  If Joseph Fielding Smith writes something which is out of harmony with the revelations, then every member of the Church is duty bound to reject it.  If he writes that which is in perfect harmony with the revealed word of the Lord, then it should be accepted." (Doctrines of Salvation, v. 3, p.203-204)

Harold B. Lee - If anyone, regardless of his position in the Church, were to advance a doctrine that is not substantiated by the standard Church works, meaning the Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price, you may know that his statement is merely his private opinion.  The only one authorized to bring forth any new doctrine is the President of the Church, who, when he does, will declare it as revelation from God, and it will be so accepted by the Council of the Twelve and sustained by the body of the Church.  And if any man speak a doctrine which contradicts what is in the standard Church works, you may know by that same token that it is false and you are not bound to accept it as truth.  (The Teachings of Harold B. Lee, p. 544)
Brigham Young - I am more afraid that this people have so much confidence in their leaders that they will not inquire for themselves of God whether they are led by him. I am fearful they settle down in a state of blind self-security, trusting their eternal destiny in the hands of their leaders with a reckless confidence that in itself would thwart the purposes of God in their salvation, and weaken that influence they could give to their leaders, did they know for themselves, by the revelations of Jesus, that they are led in the right way. Let every man and woman know, by the whispering of the Spirit of God to themselves, whether their leaders are walking in the path the Lord dictates, or not. (Discourses of Brigham Young, p.135)

Understanding in Shades and Degrees

D&C 10:37 - But as you cannot always judge the righteous, or as you cannot always tell the wicked from the righteous, therefore I say unto you, hold your peace until I shall see fit to make all things known unto the world concerning the matter.

D&C 50:24 - That which is of God is light; and he that receiveth light, and continueth in God, receiveth more light; and that light groweth brighter and brighter until the perfect day.

D&C 128:21 - … Giving line upon line, precept upon precept; here a little, and there a little …

Example #1:  Does the City of Enoch 
include the buildings and the ground they are on?

Moses 7:59 - And Enoch and all his people walked with God, and he dwelt in the midst of Zion; and it came to pass that Zion was not, for God received it up into his own bosom; and from thence went forth the saying, ZION IS FLED. 

Melvin R. Brooks - Joseph Young, brother of Brigham Young, … heard the prophet Joseph Smith tell … “The people, and the city, and the foundations of the earth on which it stood, had partaken of so much of the immortal elements, bestowed upon them by God through the teachings of Enoch, that it became philosophically impossible for them to remain any longer upon the earth."  (LDS Reference Encyclopedia, p. 121, quoting from Enoch and His City, p. 11-12.  Elder Young also states that he heard the prophet say that when it returns, “the City of Enoch would again take its place in the identical spot from which it had been detached, now forming that chasm of the earth, filled with water, called the Gulf of Mexico.”)
Brigham Young – Yet Enoch had to talk with and teach his people during a period of three hundred and sixty years, before he could get them prepared to enter into their rest, and then he obtained power to translate himself and his people, with the region they inhabited, their houses, gardens, fields, cattle, and all their possessions.  (Journal of Discourses, v. 3, p. 320.)

Joseph Fielding Smith - Moreover, we are taught that portions of this earth have been taken from it, such as the city of Enoch, which included the land surface as well as the people.  Yet the earth has maintained its steady course, and "abideth the law" which was given to it. (Doctrines of Salvation, v. 2, p. 316.)
Bruce R. McConkie - After the Lord’s people were translated—for it was people who were caught up into heaven, not brick and mortar and stone, for there are better homes already in heaven than men can build on earth—after these righteous saints went to dwell beyond the veil, others, being converted and desiring righteousness, looked for a city which hath foundation, whose builder and maker is God, and they too “were caught up by the powers of heaven into Zion.” (Moses 7:27.)  (Ensign, May 1977, p. 115–118.)
Example #2:  Did Nephi see the 
spirit body of the Holy Ghost?

1 Nephi 11:11 - … For I beheld that he was in the form of a man; yet nevertheless, I knew that it was the Spirit of the Lord; and he spake unto me as a man speaketh with another. 

James E. Talmage - The Holy Ghost, called also Spirit, and Spirit of the Lord, Spirit of God, Comforter, and Spirit of Truth, is not tabernacled in a body of flesh and bones, but is a personage of spirit;  yet we know that the Spirit has manifested Himself in the form of a man.  (Articles of Faith, p. 38. His sentence ends with a footnote that says, “See 1 Nephi 11:11.”  He states something similar on p. 144.)
Bruce R. McConkie - … When we read the account of the appearance of "the Spirit of the Lord" to Nephi (1 Nephi 11), we are left to our own interpretive powers to determine whether the messenger is the Spirit Christ or the Holy Ghost.  Presumptively it is the Spirit Christ ministering to Nephi much as he did to the Brother of Jared, for such is in keeping with the principle of advocacy, intercession, and mediation, the principle that all personal appearances of Deity to man since the fall of Adam, excepting appearances of the Father and the Son together, have been appearances of Christ.  (Mormon Doctrine, 2nd edition, p. 752.)
Example #3: Joseph Smith and the Second Coming

D&C 130:14-17 – I was once praying very earnestly to know the time of the coming of the Son of Man, when I heard a voice repeat the following:  Joseph, my son, if thou livest until thou art eighty-five years old, thou shalt see the face of the Son of Man; therefore let this suffice, and trouble me no more on this matter.  I was left thus, without being able to decide whether this coming referred to the beginning of the millennium or to some previous appearing, or whether I should die and thus see his face.  I believe the coming of the Son of Man will not be any sooner than that time.

Consider these questions -

· What would we think or conclude if the Prophet had not included his comments at the end?

· In this passage Joseph speculates as to three possible explanations.  Why did he go to that extra effort and thought instead of just saying he was not sure of the meaning?

· Why did the Lord not just say “No man knoweth the day or hour - and that’s the way it’s going to stay”?  

· Is the Lord’s tone in this passage one of discouraging our inquiries about things that are not already revealed? 

· Joseph would have turned 85 in the year 1890.  Living before then, would you have taken the Lord’s response as a clear definition that the Second Coming would be in that year?
How should we weigh the 
merits of a particular quote?

Here are some guidelines:

•
Is it a scriptural passage?  Scripture verses rank highly, especially those from the restoration.

•
If not, was the quote from an oral speech alone, or was it from an article written and reviewed by the author before publication?  The writing process helps the author refine and clarify his wording.

•
Does the author state directly, or at least give strong clues, that the statement is coming by revelation?  If not, it might represent the author’s understanding – which is still useful.

•
Does the statement agree with scripture and statements from modern leaders and faithful scholars?  There may always be unique new solo numbers, but strength comes from a chorus singing in harmony. 
(Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen, www.elarsen.net/lessons)

Presentation Notes
Chalk board:
U.S. Government

· President & Congress

· Court system 

“The President and Congress make laws.  However, the 

courts can reject them using the Constitution.”
“Yet, in a special process, the President and Congress can amend the Constitution.  The last time that happened was in 1992.  Before that was 1971.”
Chalk board (next to the things above):

Doctrinal Issues

· President & Apostles

· Scriptures

“The President of The Church and the apostles can teach doctrines.  However, if a particular idea does not square with scripture, then it is opinion.”  

“However, in a special process, the President can add to scripture.  The last time that happened was in 1978 (Official Declaration 2).  Before that was 1918 (D&C 138.  Official Declaration 1 was in 1890.)”


We normally think this:
1. The Prophet (or apostles) speak.

2. We obey.

The quotes in this lesson are saying:

1. The Prophet (or apostles) speak.

2. We “study it out”.

3. We pray about it.

4. We obey.

This process doesn’t make us less likely to obey, but the opposite.  Plus we obey better.



Example of great obedience is the 2,000 stripling warriors.  They “obeyed every word of command with exactness”.  Yet war is a confusing, complicated  thing.  Nothing ever goes the way it was planned.  For them to obey that well they had to have –

· studied the commands, 

· understood them thoroughly and 

· agreed with them in their hearts and minds.

It’s like American football. The quarterback calls a play where everyone knows where they’re supposed to be and what they are supposed to do.  But if the play breaks down, because of their studying and preparation, everyone knows instantly what to do next.  If the quarterback gets chased, everyone on his team knows what to do. Often those plays turn out to be as successful as the ones where everything went according to plan.

Constitution vs. Congress

Comparing the role of modern prophets to scripture might be similar in America to the relationship between the courts and congress.  The courts can rule that something the congress does is unconstitutional (scriptures) but the congress (prophets) can also add to the constitution.  Amendments do not happen often and when they do it is a special process.



Imagine we lived in the time of Alma when he wrote his opinion to his son Corianton, which was about 73 BC.  As of that date, what scriptural evidence would we have to back up Alma’s view?  Assuming we have the Book of Mormon up to that point and also the Old Testament, there is still little to support the opinion.  It would have to remain in the realm of “possibly” or “probably”.
We have had a few premature concepts in the restored Church as well –
1. Blacks were “fence-sitters” in the pre-mortal existence (as an explanation why black males were denied the priesthood).

2. All American Indians are descended from Lehi.

Both of these points have General Authority quotes to support them.  Point #1 is now reversed and point #2 has not been cited or reiterated (to our knowledge at least) in many years – and has given fuel to the enemies of the Church with the issue of DNA.
There are clearly two categories of statements from General Authorities –

1. “Thus saith the Lord”, meaning the Lord clearly instructed the servant.

2. “It is my opinion”.  

It is certainly a speaker’s duty to clarify by which he or she is speaking.  However the final responsibility of discernment is ours.

Extra Material



For extra material, see the document “Upon Rock, 2-Discerning Opinion.doc”.
Joseph Smith - This morning I read German and visited with a brother and sister from Michigan, who thought that "a prophet is always a prophet;" but I told them that a prophet was a prophet only when he was acting as such.  �(Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 278)





Harold B. Lee - Someone has rightly said that it is not to be thought that every word spoken by our leaders is inspired … It is not to be thought that every word spoken by the General Authorities is inspired, or that they are moved upon by the Holy Ghost in everything they write.  


I don't care what his position is, if he writes something or speaks something that goes beyond anything that you can find in the standard Church works, unless that one be the prophet, seer, and revelator - please note that one exception - you may immediately say, "Well, that is his own idea.”  And if he says something that contradicts what is found in the standard Church works, you may know by that same token that it is false, regardless of the position of the man who says it.  �(The Teachings of Harold B. Lee, p. 540-542)








