As God Once Was

Joseph Smith - Why; I do the things I saw my Father do when worlds came rolling into existence. My Father worked out his kingdom with fear and trembling, and I must do the same; and when I get my kingdom, I shall present it to my Father, so that he may obtain kingdom upon kingdom, and it will exalt him in glory. He will then take a higher exaltation, and I will take his place, and thereby become exalted myself. So that Jesus treads in the tracks of his Father, and inherits what God did before; and God is thus glorified and exalted in the salvation and exaltation of all his children.” (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p.347-348) 

President Spencer W. Kimball - Perhaps there is something else that we will learn as we perfect our bodies and our spirits in the times to come.  You and I—what helpless creatures are we!  Such limited power we have, and how little can we control the wind and the waves and the storms!  We remember the numerous scriptures which, concentrated in a single line, were said by a former prophet, Lorenzo Snow:  “As man is, God once was; and as God is, man may become.”  This is a power available to us as we reach perfection and receive the experience and power to create, to organize, to control native elements.  How limited we are now!  We have no power to force the grass to grow, the plants to emerge, the seeds to develop … no parent has ever yet on this earth been the parent of a spirit, because we are so far yet from perfection.  Remember what was said a while ago, that “As man is, God once was; and as God is, man may become.”  They came with the definite understanding that they could return to become like God and go forward in their great development and progress.  Could you produce a spirit?  Has anyone whom you know ever produced a spirit?  This is a power not given to mortal man, so there is much for us to learn.  (Ensign, May 1977, p. 49)

Gerald N. Lund - To my knowledge there has been no “official” pronouncement by the First Presidency declaring that President Snow’s couplet is to be accepted as doctrine.  But that is not a valid criteria for determining whether or not it is doctrine.

Generally, the First Presidency issues official doctrinal declarations when there is a general misunderstanding of the doctrine on the part of many people.  Therefore, the Church teaches many principles which are accepted as doctrines but which the First Presidency has seen no need to declare in an official pronouncement.  This particular doctrine has been taught not only by Lorenzo Snow, fifth President of the Church, but also by others of the Brethren before and since that time.

In her biography of her brother, Eliza R. Snow explains the circumstances which led Lorenzo Snow to pen the famous couplet: “Being present at a ‘Blessing Meeting,’ in the Temple, previous to his baptism into the Church; after listening to several patriarchal blessings pronounced upon the heads of different individuals with whose history he was acquainted, and of whom he knew the Patriarch was entirely ignorant; he was struck with astonishment to hear the peculiarities of those persons positively and plainly referred to in their blessings. And, as he afterwards expressed, he was convinced that an influence, superior to human prescience, dictated the words of the one who officiated.

“The Patriarch was the father of Joseph, the Prophet.  That was the first time Lorenzo had met him.  After the services, they were introduced, and Father Smith said to my brother that he would soon be convinced of the truth of the latter-day work, and be baptized; and he said:  ‘You will become as great as you can possibly wish—EVEN AS GREAT AS GOD, and you cannot wish to be greater.’”  (Eliza R. Snow, Biography and Family Record of Lorenzo Snow, Salt Lake City: Deseret News Co., 1884, pp. 9–10.)

Lorenzo Snow was baptized a short time later and began his service in the Church.  In the spring of 1840 he was called to serve a mission in the British Isles.  Before his departure he was in the home of a Church member who was preaching a sermon on the parable of the laborers in the vineyard.  (See Matthew 20:1–16)   According to Elder Snow, “While attentively listening to his explanation, the Spirit of the Lord rested mightily upon me—the eyes of my understanding were opened, and I saw as clear as the sun at noonday, with wonder and astonishment, the pathway of God and man.  I formed the following couplet which expresses the revelation, as it was shown me, and explains Father Smith’s dark saying to me at a blessing meeting in the Kirtland Temple, prior to my baptism. … 

“As man now is, God once was:”

“As God now is, man may be.”

“I felt this to be a sacred communication, which I related to no one except my sister Eliza, until I reached England, when in a confidential private conversation with President Brigham Young, in Manchester, I related to him this extraordinary manifestation.”  (Eliza R. Snow, pp. 46–47; italics added.  Brigham Young was President of the Quorum of the Twelve at the time.)

President Snow’s son LeRoi later told that the Prophet Joseph Smith confirmed the validity of the revelation Elder Snow had received:  “Soon after his return from England, in January, 1843, Lorenzo Snow related to the Prophet Joseph Smith his experience in Elder Sherwood’s home.  This was in a confidential interview in Nauvoo.  The Prophet’s reply was: ‘Brother Snow, that is a true gospel doctrine, and it is a revelation from God to you.’ ”  (LeRoi C. Snow, Improvement Era, June 1919, p. 656.)

The Prophet Joseph Smith himself publicly taught the doctrine the following year, 1844, during a funeral sermon of Elder King Follett:  “God himself was once as we are now, and is an exalted man, and sits enthroned in yonder heavens!  … It is the first principle of the Gospel to know for a certainty the Character of God, and to know that we may converse with him as one man converses with another, and that he was once a man like us; yea, that God himself, the Father of us all, dwelt on an earth, the same as Jesus Christ himself did.”  (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 345–346)

Once the Prophet Joseph had taught the doctrine publicly, Elder Snow also felt free to publicly teach it, and it was a common theme of his teachings throughout his life.  About ten years before his death, while serving as the President of the Quorum of the Twelve, President Snow incorporated his original couplet into a longer poem.  He addressed the poem to the Apostle Paul, who had written the following to the Philippian Saints:

“Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus: Who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God.” (Philippians 2:5–6)
Part of the poem reads:

The boy, like to his father grown,
Has but attained unto his own;
To grow to sire from state of son,
Is not ’gainst Nature’s course to run.

A son of God, like God to be,
Would not be robbing Deity.
(As cited in LeRoi C. Snow, p. 661.)

Numerous sources could be cited, but one should suffice to show that this doctrine is accepted and taught by the Brethren.  In an address in 1971, President Joseph Fielding Smith, then serving as President of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, said:

“I think I can pay no greater tribute to [President Lorenzo Snow and Elder Erastus Snow] than to preach again that glorious doctrine which they taught and which was one of the favorite themes, particularly of President Lorenzo Snow. … 

“We have been promised by the Lord that if we know how to worship, and know what we worship, we may come unto the Father in his name, and in due time receive of his fulness.  We have the promise that if we keep his commandments, we shall receive of his fulness and be glorified in him as he is in the Father.

“This is a doctrine which delighted President Snow, as it does all of us.  Early in his ministry he received by direct, personal revelation the knowledge that (in the Prophet Joseph Smith’s language), ‘God himself was once as we are now, and is an exalted man, and sits enthroned in yonder heavens,’ and that men ‘have got to learn how to be Gods … the same as all Gods have done before.’

“After this doctrine had been taught by the Prophet, President Snow felt free to teach it also, and he summarized it in one of the best known couplets in the Church. … 

“This same doctrine has of course been known to the prophets of all the ages, and President Snow wrote an excellent poetic summary of it.”  (Address on Snow Day, given at Snow College, 14 May 1971, pp. 1, 3–4; italics added.)

It is clear that the teaching of President Lorenzo Snow is both acceptable and accepted doctrine in the Church today.  (Ensign, Feb. 1982, p. 38)

Michael D. Rhodes and J. Ward Moody - William W. Phelps, who worked as a scribe for Joseph Smith in his translation of the Book of Abraham, made this interesting statement in a letter to William Smith, the Prophet's brother (which was later published in the Times and Seasons): "Eternity, agreeably to the records found in the catacombs of Egypt, has been going on in this system, (not this world) almost two thousand five hundred and fifty five millions of years."  An age of 2,555,000,000 years is within an order of magnitude of present scientific estimates of the age of the solar system (around 4.6 billion years).  (Astronomy, Papyrus, and Covenant by FARMS, p. 26)
Bruce R. McConkie - In other words, where every attribute and every characteristic are concerned, the Lord is perfect and in him is embodied the totality of what is involved. Can anyone suppose that God does not have all charity, that he falls short in integrity or honesty, or that there is any truth that he does not know? There is a statement in our literature that says that the Prophet and his associates learned, by translating the papyrus received from the catacombs of Egypt, that life had been going on in this system for 2,555,000,000 years. It seems reasonable to me that a God who has been creating, expanding, governing, and regulating worlds for a period that is so infinite that you and I have no way of comprehending its duration has attained a state where he knows all things and nothing is withheld.  (Quoted in The Life Beyond by Robert L. Millet and Joseph Fielding McConkie, p.149)
D&C 132:31 - This promise is yours also, because ye are of Abraham, and the promise was made unto Abraham; and by this law is the continuation of the works of my Father, wherein he glorifieth himself.
Interviewer’s Notes from an Interview 
with President Hinckley by Time Magazine –

Q: ...about that, God the Father was once a man as we were.  This is something that Christian writers are always addressing.  Is this the teaching of the church today, that God the Father was once a man like we are?

A: I don't know that we teach it.  I don't know that we emphasize it.  I haven't heard it discussed for a long time in public discourse.  I don't know.  I don't know all the circumstances under which that statement was made.  I understand the philosophical background behind it.  But I don't know a lot about it and I don't know that others know a lot about it.
(www.fairlds.org/Misc/Does_President_Hinckley_Understand_LDS_Doctrine.html.  From the article: “President Hinckley did not deny this part of President Snow's couplet. He merely said we do not emphasize it, which is true.  We are more concerned with our future, not Heavenly Father's past ... Again, notice that the emphasis, even by President Snow, is on our future, that man may become ‘as God now is.’  President Hinckley was correct, we do not emphasize Heavenly Father's past.  He did not deny it.  He was not ‘confused’ about the doctrine.”  
Larsens’ note:  Our take on President Hinckley’s words is that we cannot speak confidently on the subject because so little has been solidly revealed.  We should handle the topic with caution and extra concern for accuracy in exactly what has and has not been said.)
(Document by Zan and Misty Larsen.  See also the document “What He Seeth The Father Do.doc”.  Both are at http://lessons.elarsen.net.)
Note: This document is not intended as a handout for a full lesson because the topic is too narrow and obscure, and the material is not solid enough for courses in Institute, Sunday School, etc.  “Now these mysteries are not yet fully made known unto me; therefore I shall forbear.” (Alma 37:11)
Extra Material

From Neil Salazar – “Here are some scripture references that I think pertain to receiving Godhood.”
Psalms 82:6 (John 10:34)
Matthew 5:48 (Compare with text of 3 Nephi 12:48)

Romans 8:16-17

1 Corinthians 8:5-6

D&C 76:58

D&C 132:19-20,31-33
See http://byustudies.byu.edu/hc/6/24.html for becoming like god.  (The reference is likely from History of the Church.)

A good article – “The Doctrinal Impact of the King Follett Discourse” by Van Hale, BYU Studies, v. 18, no. 2 - Winter 1978, p. 219.

Richard Neitzel Holzapfel - The 1842 publication of the Book of Abraham apparently taught that many of the premortal "intelligences" reached a spiritual stature of "godhood" (see Abraham 3-4). That these premortal spirits would eventually take a body was stated by the Prophet just a few months after the publication of the poem. In August 1843 Joseph stated, "But the Holy Ghost is yet a spiritual body and [is] waiting to take to himself a body, as the Savior did or as God did, or the gods before them took bodies."  (From his chapter titled "Eternity Sketch'd in a Vision: The Poetic Version of Doctrine & Covenants 76” in The Heavens Are Open: The 1992 Sperry Symposium on the Doctrine and Covenants and Church History, p. 154)
