Accounts of the First Vision
Highlights from the three other accounts besides the 1838 version, written by Joseph Smith  (from “Joseph Smith’s Recitals of the First Vision” by Milton V. Backman Jr., Ensign, Jan 1985, p. 8)  ---
1832 Account

The First Vision, therefore, did not occur after a brief quest [for the true church] but took place following a two- or three-year inquiry initiated by Joseph’s concern for the welfare of his soul.

While calling upon the Lord, [Joseph] testified, “I was filld 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. go thy way walk in my statutes and keep my commandments behold I am the Lord of glory I was crucifyed for the world that all those who believe on my name may have Eternal life.”

After learning that Jesus was crucified “for the world,” and that all who believed in him would have eternal life, Joseph was instructed that the Savior would return “quickly” in “the cloud clothed in the glory” of the Father. Following this sacred experience, Joseph declared that he rejoiced, and his soul was filled with love for many days.

By way of summary, the 1832 account is the only known recital of the First Vision in which Joseph told of (a) his prolonged quest for religious truth, (b) his earnest desire to secure a forgiveness of sins, (c) his utmost concern because of the sins of mankind, (d) his learning about the nature of the Atonement and the reality of the Second Coming, and (e) his rejoicing following his spiritual experience.

1835 Account

One concept was mentioned in the 1835 recital which was not included in any other account of the First Vision written or dictated by the prophet. Joseph informed [a] Jewish minister named] Matthews that he not only saw two personages during this vision but beheld “many angels.”
In this November 9th diary account Joseph Smith also declared (if Warren Cowdery recorded correctly this statement) that one personage appeared and then another. There is no contradiction in this statement and the 1838 account in which the Prophet testified that he looked up and beheld two personages. The latter account might have been one in which the time element was reduced.

1842 Account

One of the noticeable wording differences in the Wentworth Letter from other recitals of the First Vision pertains to what Joseph learned during his communication with Deity. Instead of writing, as Joseph had done in 1838, that Christ informed him that all creeds were an abomination in God’s sight, the Prophet declared in his 1842 account that the personages told him that “all religious denominations were believing in incorrect doctrines, and that none of them was acknowledged of God as his church and kingdom. And I was expressly commanded to ‘go not after them.’ ”

Joseph concluded this recital with a statement that was implied but not specifically declared in the other three accounts: “… at the same time receiving a promise that the fulness of the gospel should at some future time be made known unto me.”


Ezra Taft Benson - A recent effort to discredit the First Vision is the publication of several accounts of this vision.  Some of these accounts, written during Joseph Smith's lifetime, vary in detail.  Because of this variance, detractors charge that the vision was a product of Joseph Smith's imagination.  How would you answer such a charge?  Well, you must remember that each account understandably differs in some detail because he wrote or explained the First Vision under different circumstances to different audiences, including nonmembers.   

At no time did Joseph reveal everything he learned in the First Vision.  He admitted in the official account, "Many other things did he say unto me, which I cannot write at this time" (Joseph Smith-History 1:20).   

The fact that every account that has come to light does not exactly agree in every minute detail does not discredit the essential truth of the First Vision.  There are at least three recorded accounts of Paul's vision in the New Testament, each of which differs in details, with one account seemingly contradicting the other two.  Each was presented to different audiences under different circumstances.  Should we reject the testimony of Paul's vision because Luke's report appears contradictory in minor detail?     

After the resurrection and ascension to heaven of the Savior, His disciples, by direction of the President of the Church, wrote accounts of Christ's ministry, crucifixion, and resurrection.  These were recorded by Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  There have been many critics of Christianity who have pointed out discrepancies and contradictions in the various accounts.  But each was written for different audiences and at different times.  Some of the details may not have been perfectly remembered, but responsible Bible scholars have shown that reconciliation of the four accounts is easily possible by those who desire truth.  Rather than weakening the testimony of Joseph Smith, each account of the First Vision gives credence to his testimony.  (The Teachings of Ezra Taft Benson, p. 112–113)
Michael R. Ash - The first record of Paul’s vision, however, which is found in 1 Corinthians 9:1, wasn’t recorded until two dozen years after it happened.  And just as the most detailed description of Joseph’s vision was one of his later accounts, so likewise, Paul’s most detailed account of his vision was the last of several recorded.  (www.fairlds.org/FAIR_Brochures/The_First_Vision.pdf.  See http://en.fairmormon.org/First_Vision_accounts for responses to dozens of specific criticisms regarding the accounts.)
Milton V. Backman, Jr. - In an important way, the existence of these different accounts helps support the integrity of the Latter-day Saint Prophet.  It indicates that Joseph did not deliberately create a memorized version which he related to everyone.  In the legal profession, attorneys and judges recognize that if a witness repeats an incident by using precisely the same language, the court might challenge the validity of such a statement.

Indeed, there are long-standing precedents for differing accounts of the same spiritual experience.  For example, the four Gospels do not correspond exactly concerning the great events at the garden’s empty tomb.  There are variations as to the number of women and angels who were present and whether the angels were sitting or standing …

… Although the description by Matthew of the death of Judas (Matt.  27:5) is different from that described in Acts (Acts 1:18), and although the gospels differ on the message enscribed on the cross and the words that Jesus spoke prior to his death (compare Matt.  27:37; Mark 15:34; Luke 23:38, 43; and John 19:19–21), we should not become so engrossed with differences that we fail to comprehend the basic message conveyed in the Gospels … (Ensign, Jan 1985, p. 8)
Dean C. Jessee - .… A study of the writing of Joseph Smith’s history indicates that while the official account of his First Vision was not compiled until relatively late in his life, the apparent time-lag between the vision and the recording of the event is more presumed than real.  Considering the youth of the Prophet, the frontier conditions in which he lived, his lack of academic training, the absence of any formal directive to motivate him to write, and the antagonistic reception he received upon first relating the experience, it is not strange that he failed to preserve an account of his First Vision during the decade between 1820 and 1830.  However, once directed by an 1830 revelation to keep a history, Joseph acted with all the dispatch that time-consuming responsibilities and frustrating difficulties would allow.  This seems particularly evident when these factors are viewed within the framework of the surviving fragmentary beginnings of the history, and the mass of historical data preserved by the Prophet during the final fourteen years of his life.  ("The Early Accounts of Joseph Smith's First Vision, BYU Studies, 1969, v. 3, p. 275.  This article covers the accounts and their historical background in detail.)
Neal A. Maxwell - Because the scriptures do come to us through mortals, some half-believers fret unduly over details and look beyond the mark.  Would we have wanted Joseph Smith to write, at age fourteen, his account of the First Vision?  That he did as he was instructed in that great theophany [visitation by God] was the most important and immediate thing required of him.  What he wrote years later of that vision is so much richer, more revealing, and more powerful than it would have been in that spring of 1820.  At that time he was inspired, directed, and instructed.  His written reflections and recording were to come later - much as was the case with Nephi when he wrote later of some of the experiences through which he had earlier passed - and so much more tellingly and wisely!   (Things As They Really Are, p. 107)
Orson Pratt - You find a little boy, Joseph Smith, calling upon the name of the Lord, in the spring of the year 1820 before he was not yet fifteen years of age; and the result of his calling upon the name of the Lord was that a pillar of fire appeared in the heavens above him, and it continued to descend and grow brighter and brighter, until it reached the top of the trees that were growing around about where he was praying; and so great was the glory of this light that this lad, this youth, this boy, seemed to feel almost fearful lest the trees themselves would be consumed by it.  (Journal of Discourses, v. 22, p. 29.  See also v.12, p.354.)
Truman Madsen - Joseph described the descending light.  In dictating the account, he sought the proper word.  He first used the word fire.  That is crossed out in favor of spirit or light.  The word he finally settled on and used most often was glory.  It refers to the emanating and radiating spirit and power of God.  But the word fire is important to notice.  Orson Pratt, in his book Interesting Account of Several Remarkable Visions – published in 1840, two years before the Wentworth letter, and circulated widely in the missions in Great Britain and Europe - says that the young prophet expected to see "the leaves and boughs of the trees consumed.”  In other words, he thought he was seeing descending fire, the kind that burns and consumes.  Was that detail something Orson Pratt had learned from conversation with the Prophet?  Or was it an inference from the statement Joseph makes that the "brightness and glory defy all description"?  The Prophet indicates in the 1835 account that he was filled with that light, but also surrounded by it, that it filled the Grove.  Then he adds, "yet nothing consumed," perhaps indicating that he expected it to be.  (Joseph Smith the Prophet, p.11)  

(by Zan and Misty Larsen, www.elarsen.net/lessons)
The Full Versions of the Three Other Accounts
(From Encyclopedia of Joseph Smith's Teachings, p. 252-255.)

1832 Recital: A History of the life of Joseph Smith Jr an account of his marvilous experience and of all the mighty acts which he doeth in the name of Jesus Christ the son of the living God of whom he beareth record and also an account of the rise of the church of Christ in the eve of time according as the Lord brought forth and established by his hand firstly he receiving the testamony from on high secondly the ministering of Angels thirdly the reception of the holy Priesthood by the ministring of Aangels to adminster the letter of the Gospel - the Law and commandments as they were given unto him - and the ordinencs, forthly a confirmation and reception of the high Priesthood after the holy order of the son of the living God power and ordinence from on high to preach the Gospel in the administration and demonstration of the spirit the Kees of the Kingdom of God confered upon him and the continuation of the blessings of God to him &c - First VisionFirst Vision I was born in the town of Charon in the State of Vermont North America on the twenty third day of December A D 1805 of goodly Parents who spared no pains to instructing me in the christian religion at the age of about ten years my Father Joseph Smith Siegnior moved to Palmyra Ontario County in the State of New York and being in indigent circumstances were obliged to labour hard for the Support of a large Family having nine children and as it required the exertions of all that were able to render any assistance for the Support of the Family therefore we were deprived of the bennifit of an education Suffice it to Say I was mearly instructed in reading and writing and the ground rules of Arithmatic which constuted my whole literary acquirements.  At about the age of twelve years my mind became seriously imprest with regard to the all importent concerns for the wellfare of my immortal Soul which led me to Searching the Scriptures believeing as I was taught, that they contained the word of God thus applying myself to them and my intimate acquaintance with those of differant denominations led me to marvel excedingly for I discovered that they did not adorn instead of adorning their profession by a holy walk and Godly conversation agreeable to what I found contained in that Sacred depository this was a grief to my Soul thus from the age of twelve years to fifteen I pondered many things in my heart concerning the sittuation of the world of mankind the contentions and divions the wickeness and abominations and the darkness which pervaded the of the minds of mankind my mind become excedingly distressed for I became convicted of my Sins and by Searching the Scriptures I found that mand mankind did not come unto the Lord but that they had apostatised from the true and liveing faith and there was no society or denomination that built upon the Gospel of Jesus Christ as recorded in the new testament and I felt to mourn for my own Sins and for the Sins of the world for I learned in the Scriptures that God was the same yesterday to day and forever that he was no respecter to persons for he was God for I looked upon the sun the glorious luminary of the earth and also the moon rolling in their magesty through the heavens and also the Stars Shining in their courses and the earth also upon which I stood and the beast of the field and the fowls of heaven and the fish of the waters and also man walking forth upon the face of the earth in magesty and in the Strength of beauty whose power and intiligence in governing the things which are so exceding great and marvilous even in the likeness of him who created him them and when I considered upon these things my heart exclaimed well hath the wise man Said the it is a fool that Saith in his heart there is no God my heart exclained all all these bear testimony and bespeak an omnipotent and omnipreasant power a being who makith Laws and decreeeth and bindeth all things in their bounds who filleth Eternity who was and is and will be fron all Eternity to Eternity and when I considered all these things and that that being Seeketh such to worship him as worship him in spirit and in truth therefore I cried unto the Lord for mercy for there was none else to whom I could go and to obtain mercy and the Lord heard my cry in the wilderness and while in the attitude of calling upon the Lord in the 16th year of my age a pillar of fire light above the brightness of the Sun at noon day come down from above and rested upon me and I was filld 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.  go thy way walk in my Statutes and keep my commandments behold I am the Lord of glory I was crucifyed for the world that all those who believe on my name may have Eternal life behold the world lieth in sin and at this time and none doeth good no not one they have turned asside from the Gospel and keep not my commandments they draw near to me with their lips while their hearts are far from me and mine anger is kindling against the inhabitants of the earth to visit them according to this ungodliness and to bring to pass that which hath been spoken by the mouth of the prophets and Apostles behold and lo I come quickly as it written of me in the cloud clothed in the glory of my Father and my Soul was filled with love and for many days I could rejoice with great joy and the Lord was with me but could find none that would believe the hevenly vision nevertheless I pondered these things in my heart about that time my mother and but after many days I fell into transgression and sinned in many things which brought wound upon my Soul and there were many things which transpired that cannot be writen and my Fathers family have suffered many persecutions and afflictions.  (Milton V. Backman, Jr., Joseph Smith's First Vision, p. 155-57; also Joseph Smith, The Papers of Joseph Smith, v. 1, p. 7)     

1835 Recital: Monday Nov.  9th.  . .  . While sitting in his [Joseph Smith's] house this morning between the hours of ten and eleven a man came in and introduced himself to him calling himself Joshua the Jewish Minister.  His appearance was something singular, having a beard about three inches in length which is quite grey, his hair was also long and considerably silvered with age.  He had the appearance of a man about 50 or 55 years old.  He was tall and straight, slender frame, blue eyes, thin visage, and fair complexion.  He wore a green frock coat and pantaloons of the same color.  He had on a black fur hat with a narrow brim.  When speaking he frequently shuts his eyes and exhibits a kind of scowl upon his countenance.  He (Joseph) made some inquiry after his name, but received no definite answer.  The conversation soon turned upon the subject of Religion, and after the subject of this narrative had made some remarks concerning the bible, he commenced giving him a relation of the circumstances, connected with the coming forth of the Book of Mormon, which were nearly as follows.  Being wrought up in my mind respecting the subject of Religion, and looking at the different systems taught the children of men, I knew not who was right or who was wrong, but considered it of the first importance to me that I should be right, in matters of so much moment, matter[s] involving eternal consequences.  Being thus perplexed in mind I retired to the silent grove and there bowed down before the Lord, under a realizing sense (if the bible be true) ask and you shall receive, knock and it shall be opened, seek and you shall find, and again, if any man lack wisdom, let [him ask] of God who giveth to all men liberally & upbraideth not.  Information was what I most desired at this time, and with a fixed determination to obtain it, I called on the Lord for the first time in the place above stated, or in other words, I made a fruitless attempt to pray My tongue seemed to be swoolen in my mouth, so that I could not utter, I heard a noise behind me like some one walking towards me.  I strove again to pray, but could not; the noise of walking seemed to draw nearer, I sprang upon my feet and looked round, but saw no person or thing that was calculated to produce the noise of walking.  I kneeled again, my mouth was opened and my tongue loosed; I called on the Lord in mighty prayer.  A pillar of fire appeared above my head; which presently rested down upon me, and filled me with unspeakable joy.  A personage appeared in the midst of this pillar of flame, which was spread all around and yet nothing consumed.  Another personage soon appeared like unto the first: he said unto me thy sins are forgiven thee.  He testified also unto me that Jesus Christ is the son of God.  I saw many angels in this vision.  I was about 14 years old when I received this first communication.  (Milton V. Backman, Jr., Joseph Smith's First Vision, p.  158-59)      

Three Additional Accounts by Others
(From Encyclopedia of Joseph Smith's Teachings, p. 268-269.)

Levi Richards's Account:  attended Meeting at the Temple weather vary fine moderately warm.  heard J. Smith preach from Math "Oh Jerusalem Jerusalem &c, how oft would I have gathered you, as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings & Ye would not, behold your house is left unto you desolate &c     

Pres. J. Smith bore testimony to the same saying that when he was a youth he began to think about these things but could not find out which of all the sects were right he went into the grove & enquired of the Lord which of all the sects were right he received for answer that none of them were right, that they were all wrong, & that the Everlasting Covenant was broken= =he said he understood the fulness of the Gospel from beginning to end-& could Teach it & also the order of the priesthood in all its ramifications= =Earth & hell had opposed him & tryed to destroy him, but they had not done it= =& they never would.  (The Words of Joseph Smith, p. 215)     

David Nye White's Account:  He [Joseph Smith] said: “. .  . The Lord does reveal himself to me.  I know it.  He revealed himself first to me when I was about fourteen years old, a mere boy.  I will tell you about it.  There was a reformation among the different religious denominations in the neighborhood where I lived, and I became serious, and was desirous to know what Church to join.  While thinking of this matter, I opened the Testament promiscuously on these words, in James, 'Ask of the Lord who giveth to all men liberally and upbraideth not.' I just determined I'd ask him.  I immediately went out into the woods where my father had a clearing, and went to the stump where I had stuck my axe when I had quit work, and I kneeled down, and prayed, saying, 'O Lord, what Church shall I join?' Directly I saw a light, and then a glorious personage in the light, and then another personage, and the first personage said to the second, 'Behold my beloved Son, hear him.' I then, addressed this second person, saying, 'O Lord, what Church shall I join.' He replied, 'don't join any of them, they are all corrupt.' The vision then vanished, and when I came to myself, I was sprawling on my back; and it was some time before my strength returned.  When I went home and told the people that I had a revelation, and that all the churches were corrupt, they persecuted me, and they have persecuted me ever since.”  (Joseph Smith, The Papers of Joseph Smith, 2 vols.  1:443, 444)     

Alexander Neibaur's Account:  After Dinner .  . .  called at BR. J.S.  met Mr. Bonnie.  Br. Joseph tolt us the first call he had a Revival Meeting, his Mother, Br. and Sisters got Religion.  He wanted to get Religion too, wanted to feel and shout like the rest but could feel nothing, opened his Bible of the first Passage that struck him was if any man lack wisdom let him ask of God who giveth to all men liberallity & upbraideth not.  Went into the Wood to pray, kneels himself Down, his tongue was closet cleaveh to his roof-could utter not a word, felt easier after awhile-saw a fire toward heaven came near and nearer; saw a personage in the fire, light complexion, blue eyes, a piece of white cloth Drawn over his shoulders his right arm bear after a while a other person came to the side of the first.  Mr. Smith then asked, must I join the Methodist Church.  No, they are not my People, have gone astray There is none that Doeth good, not one, but this is my Beloved Son harken ye him, the fire drew nigher, Rested upon the tree, enveloped him comforted I endeavored to arise but felt uncomen feeble-got into the house told the Methodist priest, said this was not a age for God to Reveal himself in Vision Revelation has ceased with the New Testament.  (Milton V. Backman, Jr., Joseph Smith's First Vision, p. 177)   (Note: The Encyclopedia of Joseph Smith’s Teachings also includes the unedited [spelling mistakes] of the 1838 plus versions written by Orson Pratt and Orson Hyde for missionary tracts.)


Hugh Nibley - The oldest and best testimony to Joseph Smith's first vision has received no attention whatever by the Latter-day Saints since its discovery in 1969, and so it goes.  (Temple and Cosmos: Beyond This Ignorant Present, p. 396.  The footnote states: The 1832 recital of the First Vision as dictated by Joseph Smith to Frederick G. Williams. See Dean C. Jessee, The Personal Writings of Joseph Smith, 3-8; Milton V. Backman, Joseph Smith's First Vision, Appendix A; cf. Dean C. Jessee, ed., "The Early Accounts of Joseph Smith's First Vision," BYUS 9, 1969, 280.)
