Study It Out

D&C 9:8 - “But, behold, I say unto you, that you must study it out in your mind; then you must ask me if it be right ...”

The word out in this sense means “to the fullest extent or degree”.  (Answers.com, “out”) 
Milton V. Backman Jr. - “One example of an event in Joseph’s life that was not included in the other accounts of the First Vision written by the Prophet was his extended quest for religious truth.  For about three years (from about twelve to fifteen), he was searching for religious truth, especially God’s plan of salvation which involves the remitting of sin.  During this investigation, he added, there were times when he thought that no society or denomination was built upon the gospel of Jesus Christ.  The First Vision, therefore, did not occur after a brief quest but took place following a two- or three-year inquiry initiated by Joseph’s concern for the welfare of his soul.” (“Joseph Smith’s Recitals of the First Vision,” Ensign, Jan. 1985, p. 8.)

We can certainly pray for guidance, and converse with the Lord during the journey – not just at the end when we present our findings to Him.

Taken completely on its own, a lone quote from a talk or book is not normally sufficient.  A single quote can certainly be used as an explanation or illustration of a principle, but it cannot establish the point by itself. 

Matthew 18:16 - “… In the mouth of two or three witnesses shall every word be established.” (Also in D&C 6:28, and D&C 128:3.)
A point becomes stronger when multiple leaders express a similar view. 

Proverbs 15:22 - “Without counsel purposes are disappointed: but in the multitude of counsellors they are established.”

Proverbs 11:14 - “Where no counsel is, the people fall: but in the multitude of counsellors there is safety.” 
The quote should also harmonize with the scriptures.

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.)
Harold B. Lee - “We call these the standard Church works because they are standard.  If you want to measure truth, measure it by the four standard Church works.  If it is not in the standard works, you may well assume that it is speculation.  It is man's own personal opinion, to put it another way; and if it contradicts what is in the scriptures, you may know by that same token that it is not true.  This is the standard by which you measure all truth.  But if you do not know the standards, you have no adequate measure of truth.” (The Teachings of Harold B. Lee, p. 149.)

Harold B. Lee - “… President Brigham Young said something to the effect that ‘the greatest fear I have is that the people of this church will accept what we say as the will of the Lord without first praying about it and getting the witness within their own hearts that what we say is the word of the Lord’ (see Discourses of Brigham Young, p. 135)."  (The Teachings of Harold B. Lee, p. 541.)

Studying and pondering not only give us more knowledge, but allow the issue time to settle and the Spirit to work upon us.  Sometimes the issue is then seen in different light.

Harold B. Lee -  “There have been times when even the President of the Church has not been moved upon by the Holy Ghost.  There is, I suppose you'd say, a classic story of Brigham Young in the time when Johnston's army was on the move.  The Saints were all inflamed, and President Young had his feelings whetted to fighting pitch.  He stood up in the morning session of general conference and preached a sermon vibrant with defiance at the approaching army, declaring an intention to oppose them and drive them back.  In the afternoon he rose and said that Brigham Young had been talking in the morning but the Lord was going to talk now.  He then delivered an address the tempo of which was the exact opposite of the morning sermon.” (The Teachings of Harold B. Lee, p. 540-542.)

As with even church leaders, the Lord expects us to measure our ideas against the standard works.

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.)
Even with the standard works, multiple testimonies are needed.

Paul Alan Cox - “President Harold B. Lee told a group of us ‘never to accept any single-scripture theology.  If the Lord wants this people to know something, he will not bury it in some obscure verse, but will make it abundantly apparent throughout the scriptures.’"  (Expressions of Faith: Testimonies of Latter-day Saint Scholars edited by Susan Easton Black, p. 105.)



Even the standard works contain opinions.
Alma 40:20 - “… But behold, I give it as my opinion …“ 
Alma 7:8 - “… 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.”
D&C 130:16-17 - “… Without being able to decide [regarding the date of the Second Coming]” 
It is especially interesting that both passages in Alma were preserved in the Book of Mormon, a work that was edited and abridged by prophets.  Mormon could easily have left them out.  Possibly he intended a lesson in that.  Perhaps he knew how we think.

Mormon 8:35 - “Behold, I speak unto you as if ye were present, and yet ye are not.  But behold, Jesus Christ hath shown you unto me, and I know your doing.” 
(Sheet by Zan and Misty Larsen, 
Teaching of the Living Prophets)
Extra Material



Why can General Authorities disagree on doctrinal matters?
It comes as a matter of surprise to many people that Church leaders do not always have the same understanding of all gospel principles.  That surprise reflects the confidence the members have in their leaders and suggests that they almost expect the leaders to be infallible.  It also suggests that they equate priesthood offices with knowledge. It would be comfortable to suppose that among our leaders there are no unanswered questions and that a perfect equality of understanding exists.  Realizing that each of us is responsible for our own understanding and that no two people are at exactly the same place in that process is an important lesson.  It is also important to realize that we cannot always lean on others.  To walk by borrowed light is necessary for a time and a season, but at some point it is expected that we take our place as the source of light for others.    

There is room in the Church for differences of understanding. On matters about which the  revelations  are plain, however, there ought to be a unity of thought and faith. We need not put question marks at the end of revealed pronouncements.  We sustain the man who stands at the head of the Church as the living constitution of the Church. We follow the direction he points and accept his voice as final where doctrinal differences may exist.  Such authority must rest with him if the Lord's house is to be a house of order and if we are to avoid being tossed about by every wind of doctrine.  This is simply to say that there is but one head, and in this sense, one spokesman, for the Church.    

It is not to be expected, however, that every General Authority will be the equal of every other General Authority in doctrinal understanding any more than it is to be expected that every bishop have the same understanding as every other bishop or every Sunday School teacher have the same understanding as every other Sunday School teacher. It is common to see people change and improve their views in the process of serving. We should all find ourselves giving better answers to questions and preaching better doctrine with the passing of years. That is true at all levels of the Church. It is also to be expected that the present generation can and will improve upon the preceding generation. Surely we are obligated to improve upon what we have been given. There is danger that some may use that idea as justification to liberalize their views and move further and further from the mainstream of faith and truth. That is a shabby counterfeit to be guarded against. The greater danger rests in our refusing to move forward, announcing that what we have received is sufficient and that nothing more can be added to it. Warning against such an attitude the Lord said: "From them that shall say, We have enough, from them shall be taken away even that which they have"  (2 Ne. 28:30).     

Thus, in those instances when the views of one man reach beyond those of another, we ought to rejoice in the additional  knowledge and in the realization that the process of spiritual growth is alive and well in the Church. To do so will require that we surrender our security blanket (or the notion that in this mortal world all are equal in understanding) and realize that learning the gospel is a process, not an office, and that each individual is responsible for what he or she chooses to believe and teach.  
Joseph Fielding McConkie, Answers: Straightforward Answers to Tough Gospel Questions, p. 177-178



Gordon B. Hinckley - I am not asking that all criticism be silenced.  Growth comes of correction.  Strength comes of repentance.  Wise is the man who can acknowledge mistakes pointed out by others and change his course. (“Words of the Prophet: The Spirit of Optimism,” New Era, Jul 2001, p. 4.)


Possible Errors

Remember, it was the resurrected John the Baptist, "under the direction of Peter, James and John, who held the keys of the Priesthood of Melchizedek,”21 who came, in person, to restore the Aaronic Priesthood, and it was the resurrected Peter, James, and John who came, in person, to restore the Melchizedek Priesthood23—facts in Church history except for which our claim to priesthood authority would be invalid. - Elder Boyd K. Packer, The Temple, the Priesthood, Ensign (CR), May 1993, p.18

… Thou [John] shalt tarry until I come in my glory … - D&C 7:3
At that appearance, Peter and James were resurrected beings; John was translated.  - Bruce R. McConkie  (Mormon Doctrine, p. 571.)


Hartman Rector, Jr.  - It may be very difficult to gain forgiveness for these kinds of sins.  President Brigham Young said it is a hundred times easier to repent here on the earth than it is in the spirit world.  By the same token, if we go there in the right condition, it is a hundred times easier to learn in the spirit world than it is here in this life.  So we should do what we can do best where we are.  Now is the best time to repent; then will be the best time to learn.  (Conference Report, October 1970, Afternoon Meeting, p.74-75.  Note: This does not appear to be an accurate paraphrase of President Young.  The only relevant quote we could find is below.  We’re also not sure that the next life is the best time to learn.  Righteous spirits may learn faster there, but that’s not quite the same.  Saying so can devalue the importance of learning here, which the Lord encourages in D&C 109:7,14, D&C 88:118, etc.)
Brigham Young - I shall not cease learning while I live, nor when I arrive in the spirit-world; but shall there learn with greater facility; and when I again receive my body, I shall learn a thousand times more in a thousand times less time; and then I do not mean to cease learning, but shall still continue my researches.  (Journal of Discourses, v. 8, p. 10)


Richard G. Scott - The family proclamation states that a husband and wife should be equal partners. I feel assured that every wife in the Church would welcome that opportunity and support it. Whether it occurs or not depends upon the husband.  (“Honor the Priesthood and Use It Well,” Ensign, Nov 2008, 44–47.)


“I am fearful that some of the Latter-day Saints simply come to the leaders and listen to the servants of God, and they never study; they never go to the written word, and compare it with the servants of God in their doctrines and teachings, and consequently they are unable to judge righteously, and they are losing confidence.


“Their confidence is being shaken, because they are unable to judge, because they have not first studied it out in their minds …because, as a people, we are mentally lazy.


“I will say that because I do not expect to preach here again for a long time.”


- J. Golden Kimball


(J. Golden Kimball: The Story of a Unique Personality by Claude Richards, p. 146-147)








