Expounding the Scriptures

An often-heard indication of a successful classroom lesson is whether there was “good participation.”  The rating reflects how many students shared their thoughts and how much of the lesson time was occupied by them.  A very successful lesson is therefore one where the teacher spends all or most of the class time hosting a discussion among the class members on the assigned topic.

The reasoning behind this approach is two-fold.  First that in expressing ourselves we are more involved.  Second, among the combined group there is a wealth of knowledge and wisdom on a normal topic to edify the group.

On another level there is a recently identified need for teens and young adults to put into words the thoughts within their testimonies, to gel what was before unfocussed.  The Church Education System, for example, is mandated to address that need.

Getting a lot of class participation in an adult class  apparently is a countermeasure  to instructors who deliver either a dry lecture, merely read from the manual, or devote the time to a showcase of their own perspectives and experiences.  

A problem arises however when the “good participation” approach becomes the dominant or even sole tool in the instructor’s toolbox.  In this approach the ideal is a lesson consisting only of discussion among a group of well-prepared students, yet in practice this is rare if not non-existent.  Students usually enter the room without any specific preparation.  Sometimes they arrive without any prior notice of the topic - such as often happens for Melchizedek Priesthood and Relief Society classes on Fast Sunday where the lesson is not from the manual.  These individuals then are then to act as teachers to each other, as we unwisely describe as “following the spirit”.  Without having studied the matter out, without the fruits of pondering and savoring, the students are infertile ground for the Holy Spirit. 
A lesson is judged a success if the students have plenty to say, regardless of quality.  The group becomes the teacher and the class time becomes a group therapy.  This is not to say that group therapy does not have its useful place, but it is not a class.  

In contrast the Lord tells his servants to “preach, teach, expound and exhort.”  Some of us may respond that a class where the students do most of the talking accomplishes all four of these directives.  In other words, they are saying that despite a lack of personal study and preparation by the students-as-teachers, the topic is adequately covered and the students are properly benefited.

Before reaching that conclusion it might be well to review what the four terms actually mean and how they differ –  something in which even some professional teachers in the Church (CES) may be rusty.

First, let’s review some scriptural passages about teaching -

3 Nephi 26:1 - And now it came to pass that when Jesus had told these things he expounded them unto the multitude; and he did expound all things unto them, both great and small.

D&C 25:7 - And thou shalt be ordained under his hand to expound scriptures, and to exhort the church, according as it shall be given thee by my Spirit.

Section 20 of the Doctrine and Covenants is even more explicit -

D&C 20:42 -  And to teach, expound, exhort, baptize, and watch over the church;

D&C 20:46 -  The priest's duty is to preach, teach, expound, exhort, and baptize, and administer the sacrament.

D&C 20:50 - But when there is an elder present, he is only to preach, teach, expound, exhort, and baptize.

D&C 20:59 - They are, however, to warn, expound, exhort, and teach, and invite all to come unto Christ.

The differences between the action words (in italics above) are significant; and the Lord deliberately and repeatedly lists them separately.  We cannot pass this off as a quirk of translations over the centuries as we sometimes do with phrasing in the Bible.  These passages are all from modern revelation.

Below are definitions from the time-period that the words were given, as found in Webster’s 1828 Dictionary - 

· Preach – 

1. To pronounce a public discourse on a religious subject, or from a text of Scripture. 

2. To discourse on the gospel way of salvation and exhort to repentance; to discourse on evangelical truths and exhort to a belief of them and acceptance of the terms of salvation.

· Teach – 

1. To instruct; to inform; to communicate to another the knowledge of that of which he was before ignorant.

3. To tell; to give intelligence.

5. To show; to exhibit so as to impress on the mind.

6. To accustom; to make familiar.

· Expound - To explain; to lay open the meaning; to clear of obscurity; to interpret; as, to expound a text of scripture; to expound a law.

· Exhort - To incite by words or advice; to animate or urge by arguments to a good deed or to any laudable conduct or course of action.

We can now consider which of these are properly accomplished in a class where the teacher mainly serves as moderator.  There can indeed be some exhorting, and certainly there can be preaching.  Sometimes new information (“teach”) is given, and other people’s views can help us understand a principle or other fact (“expound”).

However most often taken in their specific meanings, and in depth of quality, the four selected directives are handled only partially at best.  For example, the word “expound” in the gospel is associated with scripture, and to expound is to “lay open the meaning” of a passage.  This may be to explain a doctrine, but it often also means “to clear of obscurity” in the sense of understanding what the original writer intended – and how his or her audience was to receive the message.

We are quick to remember Nephi’s family’s method - they “did liken all scriptures unto” themselves (1 Nephi 19: 23).  We are slow to remember that Nephi’s case-in-point for his likening was the book of Isaiah, and he even read it aloud to his brothers that he “might more fully persuade them to believe in the Lord their Redeemer.”  Few if any classes attain that level spontaneously and without preparation.

We console ourselves that Nephi said he delighted in “plainness” (2 Nephi 25:4) but we fail to note that plainness is not the same as simplicity.  Joseph Smith said, “The book of Revelation is one of the plainest books God ever caused to be written.” (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 290)  Who would term it simple?

Having Isaiah’s words as a benchmark humbles us all and try as we might to disregard that yardstick, it confronts us in all four of our standard works, even in the Pearl of Great Price (JS-H 1: 40).  Realizing that, we then face our rationalizing away of study and preparation, when even Nephi’s people required significant effort to comprehend it – despite being so much closer to Isaiah’s time, language and culture. 

2 Nephi 25:5 - Yea, and my soul delighteth in the words of Isaiah, for I came out from Jerusalem, and mine eyes hath beheld the things of the Jews, and I know that the Jews do understand the things of the prophets, and there is none other people that understand the things which were spoken unto the Jews like unto them, save it be that they are taught after the manner of the things of the Jews. 

A lesson that attempts to expound scripture via the unprepared and unstudied attendees is unlikely to reach beyond their own immediate experience.  The needed understanding can come only from real work, and unfortunately the Lord does not provide any easy shortcuts. 

D&C 109:7 - And as all have not faith, seek ye diligently and teach one another words of wisdom; yea, seek ye out of the best books words of wisdom, seek learning even by study and also by faith;

D&C 26: 1 - Behold, I say unto you that you shall let your time be devoted to the studying of the scriptures, and to preaching …

D&C 11:21 - Seek not to declare my word, but first seek to obtain my word, and then shall your tongue be loosed; then, if you desire, you shall have my Spirit and my word, yea, the power of God unto the convincing of men.

Alma 17:2 - … And they had waxed strong in the knowledge of the truth; for they were men of a sound understanding and they had searched the scriptures diligently, that they might know the word of God.

Not only should the lesson be the result of real, sincere and honest study, but the teacher should adapt it to the level of the students.  Certainly the Spirit can guide an instructor in preparing to speak ideas that students need brought to their remembrance.  However to truly “teach” we must also offer some new material to challenge and raise the students to new levels, and to provide meat instead of milk to those who need it.  

Hebrews 5:13 - For every one that useth milk is unskilful in the word of righteousness: for he is a babe.

Both infants and adults are children of God; both are entitled to a banquet customized to their needs.

To “inform” as a part of the definition of “teach” was a concern of President Spencer W. Kimball’s - 

Please take a particular interest in strengthening and improving the quality of teaching in the Church. … I fear at times that all too often many of our members come to church, sit through a class or meeting, and then return home having been largely uninformed. … We all need to be touched and nurtured by the Spirit, and effective teaching is one of the most important ways this can happen. (Ensign, May 1981, p. 45.  Note that President Kimball did not direct his word solely to those who need milk.)
Surprisingly little or no direction is given on how an instructor can ascertain the needs and levels of a class.  Some people apparently feel that the perception is either obvious or comes as the teacher gets to know the students.  While that has some merit, levels can vary by topic for the students.  Teachers need more tools to perceive more specifics.  An example of solution might be a quick quiz at the start of a lesson can act as a survey.  Another example is to briefly preview the topic at the end of the previous lesson and gage feedback at that time.  The teacher can then better go before the Lord: “You must study it out in your mind; then you must ask me if it be right …” (D&C 9: 8)
Extra Notes

This table shows all occurrences of the words in D&C 20 of “warn”, “preach”, “teach”, “expound” and “exhort”.

	v.
	Context
	Warn
	Preach
	Teach
	Expound
	Exhort

	42
	Apostle’s, Elder’s duties
	
	
	X
	X
	X

	46
	Priest’s duties
	
	X
	X
	X
	X

	47
	Priest’s duties
	
	
	
	
	X

	50
	Priest’s duties
	
	X
	X
	X
	X

	51
	Priest’s duties
	
	
	
	
	X

	59
	Teachers and Deacons
	X
	
	X
	X
	X

	68
	Elders and Priests
	
	
	
	X
	




The oft-quoted phrase “teach ye diligently” is rarely quoted in its fulness.  Here it is –

D&C 88:77-80 -

77 - And I give unto you a commandment that you shall teach one another the doctrine of the kingdom.

78 - Teach ye diligently and my grace shall attend you, that you may be instructed more perfectly 
a. in theory, 
b. in principle,
c. in doctrine, 
d. in the law of the gospel, 
e. in all things that pertain unto the kingdom of God, that are expedient for you to understand;

79 - Of things 
a. both in heaven 
b. and in the earth, 
c. and under the earth; 
d. things which have been, 
e. things which are, 
f. things which must shortly come to pass; 
g. things which are at home, 
h. things which are abroad; 
i. the wars and the perplexities of the nations, 
j. and the judgments which are on the land; 
k. and a knowledge also of countries and of kingdoms—

80 - That ye may be prepared in all things when I shall send you again to magnify the calling whereunto I have called you, and the mission with which I have commissioned you.



The Council of the Twelve Apostles - To insure our faith and testimony we must continually add to our faith knowledge, to prevent us from being tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine ... We invite you to be earnest and diligent in seeking for truth that you may walk enlightened by the knowledge of the scriptures.  (Melchizedek Priesthood Manual, 1957, preface)


A primary purpose of guide-on-the-side is to help students put into words what is buried deep inside in their testimonies.  However this method should not be used at the expense of teaching knowledge.  Joseph F. Smith warns:

[A testimony] is not to be voiced merely to 'fill up time' in a public meeting; far less to excuse or disguise the speaker's poverty of thought or ignorance of the truth he is called to expound.  [And no matter how] eloquently phrased or beautifully expressed, [it] is no fit substitute for the needed discourse of instruction and counsel expected in a general gathering of the people.  The man who professes a testimony, and who assumes that his testimony embraces all the knowledge he needs, and who therefore lives in indolence and ignorance shall surely discover his error to his own cost and loss... Of those who speak in his name, the Lord requires humility, not ignorance. (Gospel Doctrine, p. 206)
Fast and Testimony Meetings differ from the other Sacrament Meetings both in design and in effect.   They are indeed very different.  Despite the trend toward the preeminence of discussion in classroom, which can be a form of testimony meeting, there remains a requirement for the “needed discourse of instruction and counsel.”  

Neal A. Maxwell - Discussion is not a substitute for revelation!  (The Neal A. Maxwell Quote Book, p. 94)
2 Nephi 31:20 - If ye shall press forward, feasting upon the word of Christ [not necessarily just the principles found therein], and endure to the end, behold, thus saith the Father: Ye shall have eternal life.



Likening the Scriptures to Ourselves

Regarding likening the scriptures to ourselves, somehow we interpret that to mean “we did interpret all scriptures according to our own time, culture, experiences and existing understanding.”  The 1828 dictionary says “liken” is “to compare; to represent as resembling or similar.”  To do a honest comparison we are obligated to understand the original situation in the scriptures as best as we practically can before we stand ours next to it.



Moroni 6:9 - And their meetings were conducted by the church after the manner of the workings of the Spirit, and by the power of the Holy Ghost; for as the power of the Holy Ghost led them whether to preach, or to exhort, or to pray, or to supplicate, or to sing, even so it was done.

Interestingly the passage lists “supplicate” in addition to “pray”.

SUP'PLICATE - To entreat; to beseech; to implore; to petition with earnestness and submission. (1828 Dictionary)



General Conference is 8 hours (10 for the men and young men) of the “talking head” format.  When members meet in chapels to view the sessions, the format is further refined to a dark room containing a television or a projection onto a screen.  The focus of the audience’s eyes and posture is to that object or point - for two hours - interrupted by a rest hymn at the midpoint.  



Knowledge

Father Abraham was a seeker of knowledge.

Abraham 1:2 -  And, finding there was greater happiness and peace and rest for me, I sought for the blessings of the fathers, and the right whereunto I should be ordained to administer the same; 

•
having been myself a follower of righteousness, 

•
desiring also to be one who possessed great knowledge, 

•
and to be a greater follower of righteousness, 

•
and to possess a greater knowledge, 

and to be a father of many nations, a prince of peace, and desiring to receive instructions, and to keep the commandments of God, I became a rightful heir, a High Priest, holding the right belonging to the fathers.

We could argue that the knowledge Abraham wanted was for more principles (in the sense of rules of action) so that he could act more righteously.  However consider an example of a type of knowledge that was important to him, and that he wanted us to understand –

Abraham 1:12, 14 - … And that you may have a knowledge of this altar, I will refer you to the representation at the commencement of this record.

That you may have an understanding of these gods, I have given you the fashion of them in the figures at the beginning, which manner of figures is called by the Chaldeans Rahleenos, which signifies hieroglyphics.

Why did father Abraham want us to know about the particular altar and the pagan gods?  Are there principles there than we can turn right around and implement in our lives?

Proverbs 4:7 - Wisdom is the principal thing; therefore get wisdom: and with all thy getting get understanding.

Isaiah

A monumental landmark in our gospel study is the book of Isaiah.  It presents a worldview, especially as interpreted by the Nephites, of the Lord’s mission and last days.  The book may not lend itself to a Guide-on-the-Side or a principle-straining approach.

Expounding on the Road to Emmaus

Robert England Lee – [Regarding the account of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus.]  Yet, because those they trusted most had not seen him, their hearts were slow to believe [Luke 24:21-27]. The Lord rebuked those disciples; he called them fools.  Then, "beginning at Moses and all the prophets, he expounded unto them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself".

Luke's account does not say the Lord changed the scripture text.  It says he "expounded" on that which was already there.  (From his chapter in The Lord of the Gospels: The 1990 Sperry Symposium on the New Testament, p. 99.  Note that in this example the Lord did not focus on principles but “the things concerning himself.”)
Kent P. Jackson - Significantly [Moroni’s message to Joseph Smith] was presented through scripture, as the messenger from the Lord taught out of the Bible by quoting passages from other prophets.  Since the resurrected Jesus also taught by quoting and expounding scripture, during his appearance to the children of Lehi in the Americas, we can view this method of teaching as the model which all gospel instruction should follow.  And, significantly, it is the pattern followed throughout the career of Joseph Smith. (From chapter in Studies in Scripture, The Pearl of Great Price, p. 362.)

2 Nephi 32:7 - And now I, Nephi, cannot say more; the Spirit stoppeth mine utterance, and I am left to mourn because of the unbelief, and the wickedness, and the ignorance, and the stiffneckedness of men; for they will not search knowledge, nor understand great knowledge, when it is given unto them in plainness, even as plain as word can be.


Nicholas Beale – First of all, nothing we can say can exhaust the richness of scripture.  The language of Genesis was inspired and speaks of things “too deep for words.”  (Romans 8:26)  (Questions of Truth, John Polkinghorne and him, p. 72.  His quote is from the English Standard Version of the Bible.  The KJV is: “groanings which cannot be uttered”.  Another nice quote from the book in Polkinghorne’s thoughts on the nature of spirits: “It is a rather complex discussion, not satisfactorily reducible to a few words.)
Keys to Joseph Smith’s Teaching Ability

Orson Spencer (a Baptist minister who joined the Church in 1841) - In doctrine Mr. Smith is eminently scriptural.  I have never known him to deny or depreciate a single truth of the Old and New Testaments; but I have always known him to explain and defend them in a masterly manner.  Being anointed of God, for the purpose of teaching and perfecting the church, it is needful that he should know how to set in order the things that are wanting to bring forth things new and old, as a scribe well instructed.  This office and apostleship he appears to magnify; at his touch the ancient prophets spring into life, and the beauty and power of their revelations are made to commend themselves with thrilling interest to all that hear.  (Teachings of the Presidents of the Church: Joseph Smith, p. 500-501, emphasis added.)
Jonah R. Ball (a member of the Church who lived in Nauvoo) - Went to meeting.  Heard the Prophet preach on the temple floor.  There were several thousand to hear him.  There is no mistake.  The way he unfolds the scriptures is beyond calculation or controversy.  His text was the 1st chapter of 2 Peter.  He explained it as clear as the [noonday] sun.  (Teachings of the Presidents of the Church: Joseph Smith, p. 501, emphasis added.)
William Clayton - We have had the privilege of conversing with Joseph Smith Jr.  and we are delighted with his company … He is … a man of sound judgment and possessed of an abundance of intelligence, and whilst you listen to his conversation you receive intelligence which expands your mind and causes your heart to rejoice.  He is very familiar and delights to instruct the poor saint.  I can converse with him just as easily as I can with you, and with regard to being willing to communicate instruction he says, ‘I receive it freely and I will give it freely.’ He is willing to answer any question I have put to him and is pleased when we ask him questions.  He seems exceedingly well versed in the scriptures, and whilst conversing upon any subject, such light and beauty is revealed as I never saw before.  If I had come from England purposely to converse with him a few days I should have considered myself well paid for my trouble.   (Teachings of the Presidents of the Church: Joseph Smith, p. 501, emphasis added.)
Mercy Fielding Thompson (a British convert whose husband, Robert B. Thompson, served as a clerk to Joseph Smith) - I have … listened to his clear and masterly explanations of deep and difficult questions.  To him all things seemed simple and easy to be understood, and thus he could make them plain to others as no other man could that I ever heard.  (Teachings of the Presidents of the Church: Joseph Smith, p. 501, emphasis added.)
Jeffrey R. Holland - We know that most in our audience are not guilty of such things [various sins], but we are under a solemn charge to issue warning calls to those who are—wherever they may be in the world.  (“An Ensign to the Nations”, General Conference, April 2011.)
