A Form of Godliness, Denying the Power Thereof

Joseph Smith History 1:19 - I was answered that I must join none of them, for they were all wrong; and the Personage who addressed me said that all their creeds were an abomination in his sight; that those professors were all corrupt; that - 

A. They draw near to me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me, they teach for doctrines the commandments of men, 

B. Having a form of godliness, but they deny the power thereof.

Matthew 15:8-9 - This people draweth nigh unto me with their mouth, and honoureth me with their lips; but their heart is far from me.  But in vain they do worship me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men.

2 Timothy 3:5 - … Having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof …

2 Timothy 3:5, New English Bible - They will be men who put pleasure in the place of God, men who preserve the outward form of religion, but are a standing denial of its reality.  Keep clear of men like these.

2 Timothy 3:2-5, 7

	King James Version
	New International Version
	Amplified Bible

	This know also, that in the last days

perilous times shall come.
	But mark this:  There will be terrible times in the last days.  
	But understand this,

that in the last days will come (set in)

perilous times of great stress and trouble

[hard to deal with and hard to bear].

	For men shall be lovers

of their own selves,
	People will be lovers of themselves,
	For people will be lovers of self

and [utterly] self-centered,

	covetous,


	lovers of money,
	lovers of money and 

aroused by an inordinate [greedy] desire for wealth,

	boasters, proud,
	boastful, proud,
	proud and arrogant, and contemptuous boasters.

	blasphemers,
	abusive,
	They will be abusive (blasphemous, scoffing),

	disobedient to parents,
	disobedient to their parents,
	disobedient to parents,

	unthankful,
	ungrateful,
	ungrateful,

	unholy,
	unholy,
	unholy and profane.

	Without natural affection,
	without love,
	[They will be] without natural [human] affection

(callous and inhuman),

	trucebreakers,
	unforgiving,
	relentless (admitting of no truce or appeasement);

	false accusers,
	slanderous,
	[they will be] slanderers (false accusers, troublemakers),

	incontinent,
	without self-control,
	Intemperate and loose in morals and conduct,

	fierce,
	brutal,
	uncontrolled and fierce,

	despisers of those that are good,
	not lovers of the good,
	haters of good.

	Traitors,
	treacherous,
	[They will be] treacherous [betrayers],

	heady,
	rash,
	rash,

	highminded,
	conceited,
	[and] inflated with self-conceit.

	lovers of pleasures
	lovers of pleasure
	[They will be] lovers of sensual pleasures

and vain amusements

	more than lovers of God;
	rather than lovers of God -
	more than and rather than lovers of God.

	Having a form of godliness,

but denying the power thereof:
	having a form of godliness but denying its power.
	For [although] they hold a form of piety (true religion),

they deny and reject and are strangers to the power of it [their conduct belies the genuineness of their profession].

	from such turn away…
	Have nothing to do with them…
	Avoid [all] such people [turn away from them]…

	Ever learning,

and never able to come

to the knowledge of the truth.
	Always learning but never able to acknowledge the truth.
	They are forever inquiring and getting information,

but are never able to arrive at a recognition

and knowledge of the Truth.


D&C 84:19-22 - And this greater priesthood administereth the gospel and holdeth the key of the mysteries of the kingdom, even the key of the knowledge of God.  Therefore, in the ordinances thereof, the power of godliness is manifest.  And without the ordinances thereof, and the authority of the priesthood, the power of godliness is not manifest unto men in the flesh; For without this no man can see the face of God, even the Father, and live.

Truman G. Madsen - As John has said, "He that hath the Son hath life; and he that hath not the Son of God hath not life" (1 John 5:12).  And Christ gives us a modern assurance: "Otherwise ye could not abound" (D&C 88:50).  In participating in the sacrament, we do literally partake not only of emanating powers, but of what Peter calls "the divine nature," by inviting into our systems through the tokens or emblems of broken bread and water or wine, the elements of higher life, higher spirit, higher power -- the power of godliness -- which by his own life-victory Christ now embodies and diffuses.  (“The Meaning of Christ--the Truth, the Way, the Life: an Analysis of B. H. Roberts' Unpublished Masterwork”, BYU Studies, v. 15, no. 2 - Winter 1975, p. 286.)
Bruce and Marie Hafen - Under the hands of authorized priesthood representatives, each Church member may receive such glorious blessings as baptism for the remission of sins, the gift of the Holy Ghost, healings, patriarchal blessings, marriage, and the holy endowment of the temple.  Through the ordinances of the priesthood, the very "power of godliness is manifest" to us. (D&C 84:20)  Because of this divine power, we may be healed, inspired, forgiven, and sanctified.  (The Belonging: The Atonement and Relationships with God and Family Heart, p. 213)
Charles W. Nibley - That is what holds these people together—the power of the priesthood.  And in the administration of it we have seen and do see the power of godliness; not a form of godliness, mind you, but the power of godliness.  Paul said that in the latter days men would be 'having a form of godliness but denying the power thereof' (2 Timothy 3:5); but what I refer to is the power of godliness …  In all the leadership of the priesthood you see that same power of godliness …  It is the power of godliness, of godly lives.  It is the power of godly men and godly women, through the ordinances of the priesthood made manifest; and everyone shares in it."  (Conference Report, April 1927, p. 26-27)

Boyd K. Packer - The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is not a remodeled version of another church.  It is not an adjustment or a correction or a protest against any other church.  They have their “form of godliness” and their goodness and value.  (“The Standard of Truth Has Been Erected,” Ensign, Nov. 2003, p. 24)
Joseph B. Wirthlin - Truth can also describe “that which is [actually] the case rather than what is manifest or assumed,” as in the true dimensions of a problem or the true nature of an individual.

Do we, indeed, actually live the gospel, or do we just manifest the appearance of righteousness so that those around us assume we are faithful when, in reality, our hearts and unseen actions are not true to the Lord’s teachings?

Do we take on only the “form of godliness” while denying the “power thereof”?

Are we righteous in fact, or do we feign obedience only when we think others are watching?

The Lord has made it clear that He will not be fooled by appearances, and He has warned us not to be false to Him or to others.  He has cautioned us to be wary of those who project a false front, who put on a bright pretense that hides a darker reality.  We know that the Lord “looketh on the heart” and not on the “outward appearance.”  (“True to the Truth,” Ensign, May 1997, 15)


Draper, Brown and Rhodes - “…Those professors were all corrupt.”  The Lord’s word suggests it was not with Christians as a whole he had concern.  It was the “professors,” that is, those who had initially adopted and were now actively preaching and advancing the creeds that mixed so skillfully the philosophies of men with scripture.  (The Pearl Of Great Price, A Verse-by-Verse Commentary by Richard D. Draper, S. Kent Brown & Michael D. Rhodes, p. 341)
Centuries before [Joseph’s] time, some professing to be Christians had carefully shut the door on revelation.  They did so with a purpose.  By gagging God, they put themselves forth as the keepers of His word.  Once trained for the ministry, they insisted, a preacher could speak for the dead prophets … But to ask men to believe that the same God had spoken in their own day, and to a plain man who walked their streets – that was simply too much to take – more especially it was a poor boy.  (ibid, p. 347-348)
Dallin H. Oaks – [In the First Vision] God the Son told the boy prophet that all the “creeds” of the churches of that day “were an abomination in his sight”.  We affirm that this divine declaration was a condemnation of the creeds, not of the faithful seekers who believed in them.  Joseph Smith’s first vision showed that the prevailing concepts of the nature of God and the Godhead were untrue and could not lead their adherents to the destiny God desired for them.  (“Apostasy and Restoration,” Ensign, May 1995, p. 84)
Joseph Smith - The meaning of "philosophical divine" [clergyman] may be taken in various ways.  If, as the learned world apply the term, you infer that I have achieved a victory, and been strengthened by a scientific religion, as practiced by the popular sects of the age, through the aid of colleges, seminaries, Bible societies, missionary boards, financial organizations, and gospel money schemes, then you are wrong.  Such a combination of men and means shows a form of godliness without the power; for is it not written, "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise."  "Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the rudiments of the world, and not after the doctrines of Christ."  But if the inference is that by more love, more light, more virtue, and more truth from the Lord, I have succeeded as a man of God, then you reason truly … 

Truth is mighty and must prevail, and … one man empowered from Jehovah has more influence with the children of the kingdom than eight hundred millions led by the precepts of men.  God exalts the humble, and debases the haughty.  (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 6, p. 73-74)

(Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen, http://lessons.elarsen.net)
Presentation Notes

Hymn #26, “Joseph Smith's First Prayer” (“Oh, How Lovely Was the Morning”) 

Start the lesson by passing out half sheets of blank paper and ask the students to – 

1. Contest: List as many reasons as they can in 30 seconds why the churches of young Joseph Smith’s time were not the true church – what did they lack?  

Ask them to share things from their lists, putting answers on the board.

2. Put this phrase in your own words - “having a form of godliness, but they deny the power thereof.”

Summarize their answers on the board.  (Likely no one will have mentioned “having a form godliness but denying the power thereof” in #1.)

Then, if you have lots of time, have the class take turns reading parts of JSH up through the First Vision itself (verses 5-20).

Lastly handle the material in the sheet.  Maybe have each student take a paragraph or quote on the second page and tell what that paragraph or quote teaches about or helps them understand about the power of godliness.
On the accounts of the first vision, ask the students why the accounts are different.  Are the differences important?

Extra Material

belie – To give a false impression.

divine, n.

1. A minister of the gospel; a priest; a clergyman.

The first divines of New England were surpassed by none in extensive erudition, personal sanctity, and diligence in the pastoral office.

2. A man skilled in divinity; a theologian; as a great divine.


Additional material from the Ensign article by Milton V. Backman Jr., regarding No True Church -
There appears to be a possible discrepancy between a statement recorded in the 1832 account—that Joseph decided by searching the scriptures that no denomination was “built upon the Gospel … as recorded in the New Testament”—and a comment in the 1838 account—that “at this time it had never entered into my heart that all were wrong.” If there is a contradiction in these accounts, then the 1838 account should be considered as the more reliable history. The young Joseph Smith, like many others then and now, was possibly not precise in his use of all words.

But perhaps the statements are not contradictory. Through a study of the Bible (an intellectual analysis) Joseph Smith may have decided that all the churches he knew of were wrong. At the time he entered the grove, however, and at other times, he may have believed in his heart that God’s true church existed somewhere—he just didn’t know where. It is often difficult to understand a writer’s real intent and the precise meaning of all his phrases, especially if the writer is unskilled and writes during an era earlier than our own.



Robert L. Millet - The Lord makes known through this revelation [D&C 84] that it is by means of the authorized ordinances of the priesthood that the "power of godliness" is manifest unto men on earth.  It is the power of godliness - the power of righteousness - which enables mortal man to enter into the realm of divine experience. "For without this" - the power of godliness - "no man can see the face of God, even the Father, and live" (v. 22).  "In and through the holy priesthood," Elder Bruce R. McConkie has written, "including all the laws and rites that go with it, the power of godliness, or in other words the power of righteousness, is brought to pass in the lives of men.  Without these priesthood laws and powers, God's power and glory would not be revealed to man on earth.  Without them they would not see the face of God, for if they did, his glory would destroy them.  Sinful men cannot see the face of God and live (JST Exodus 33:20)."  (Studies in Scripture, Vol. 1: The Doctrine and Covenants, p. 312)

Mormon 8:28 - Yea, it shall come in a day when the power of God shall be denied, and churches become defiled and be lifted up in the pride of their hearts; yea, even in a day when leaders of churches and teachers shall rise in the pride of their hearts, even to the envying of them who belong to their churches.

Larry E. Dahl - This strong denunciation of false creeds and corrupt professors of religion came from the Savior.  It is reminiscent of his stinging exposure of false religious ideas and religious hypocrites during his own ministry on the earth (see John 8:21-24, 39-59; Matthew.  23:1-39).  
Just what is meant by "all their creeds were an abomination in his sight" and "those professors were all corrupt"?  Perhaps later comments in the verse itself help to explain.  Truly it is an abomination-odious, loathsome, detestable-when the commandments of men replace the commandments of God as the basis for creeds of faith, and when the power of God is denied in favor of only a "form of godliness.”  There is no salvation in that kind of religion, even if someone sincerely believes in such an empty shell.  Insult is added to injury when hypocrisy is added to humanized, spiritually impotent creeds-when people do not really believe, but are only "professors" of religion, who "draw near to [the Lord] with their lips, but their hearts are far from [him].”   

The Savior's denunciation of man-made creeds and corrupt professors then is not a wholesale rejection of all religious notions then in existence, nor a condemnation of sincere believers, whether minister or layman.  Indeed, a few years later the Lord told Sidney Rigdon, a Campbellite minister, "I have looked upon thee and thy works.  I have heard thy prayers, and prepared thee for a greater work … Thou wast sent forth, even as John, to prepare the way before me … and thou knewest it not" (D&C 35:3-4).  The Lord went on to explain to Sidney Rigdon the importance of accepting the "fulness of my gospel, which I have sent forth unto this generation" (D&C 35:12).  An important truth is revealed in these passages-the truth that there is a fulness of the gospel, but that God works with people who do not yet have that fulness, to prepare them and others to receive it.  He is mindful of them; he hears their prayers; he sends them forth, although they may not recognize the process and purpose of it all.  President Joseph F. Smith taught:  

Christ taught the gospel to Adam, and made known his truths to Abraham and the prophets.  He was the inspirer of the ancient philosophers, Pagan or Israelite, as well as of the great characters of modern times … (From his chapter in Studies in Scripture, Vol. 2: The Pearl of Great Price, p. 327)
