0801-27P  



     


THE LATTER-DAY SAINTS
(2 Timothy 3:10-17)

TEXT:  

SUBJECT:  Christian Cults


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
APPLICATION:

INTRODUCTION:

A.  We could spend many hours rehearsing the history and discussing the beliefs of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, also known as the Mormons.  When you take a sober look at its origins and its curious teachings, you wonder that any could possibly believe any of it.  You also marvel that it is one of the fastest growing of the cults.  Tonight I want to hit the high points, summarizing its origins and teachings, pointing out why we must consider it to be an insidious cult, without even a superficial resemblance to the biblical faith.  So we will look at 1) its history, 2) its distinctive beliefs, and 3) we will assess it according to our five-fold A.J. JOE scale:  Authority, Justification, Jesus, Only, and End Times.  

I.  THE HISTORY OF MORMONISM.


A.  We should recognize from the outset that Mormonism IS Joseph Smith, Jr.  While other notable figures have organized, directed, refined, and shaped the final product, without the original visions and teaching of Joseph Smith, Jr. there would certainly be no Mormonism.  So we will spend the bulk of our discussion on the history of Mormonism on this single figure.


Joseph Smith, Jr. was born December 23, 1805, the third son and fourth child of Joseph and Lucy Smith.  He was born in Sharon, Vermont, but when Joseph Jr. was 11 the family moved to Palmyra, New York, not far from present-day Rochester, and right in the middle of the so-called “Burnt Over District,” the region that had been swept again and again by the commotions of the revivalists.  


B.  His religious background is of great interest.  His father’s father, Asael, was a vocal opponent of the institutional church, rejecting all Christian creeds.  His father, Joseph, Sr. inherited the same suspicion of organized religion.  At the same time, Joseph Sr. and his wife, Lucy, embraced personalized religion.  Joseph, Sr. was the supposed recipient of numerous visions.  Biographer Donna Hill relates one of Joseph Sr.’s visions, which closely affirms his father’s suspicions of organized religion.  


He “was traveling through a field of dead timber with a spirit who told him this represented the world without religion, but that Joseph would find a box of food that gave wisdom.  Joseph was happy, though he was kept from eating the food by horned beasts.”  The dream “confirmed (Joseph Sr.’s) belief that the preachers of their day knew no more than anyone else about the kingdom of God, thereby echoing the conviction of his father, Asael.” (Tucker, 50)     


Joseph Smith, Jr. the founder of Mormonism was not only the heir of his parents’ peculiarities, he was product of the superstitious beliefs that captivated the area.  There were legends of great Indian civilizations and of buried treasure.  His father, Joseph Sr., tried his hand at divining with a witch hazel stick, seeking to locate underground treasure.  The younger Smith likewise took to “money-digging” using a peep stone to find underground riches.  He was even hired by a farmer to locate mineral wealth believed to be situated on his farm.  But Joseph, Jr. was disappointed, and apparently others were as well.  In 1826, the twenty-one-year-old Smith was brought to trial for misrepresenting his ability to find buried treasure.  

C.  Six years later, Joseph Smith reported having had earlier visions.  Joseph tells of his first vision in his book, Pearl of Great Price.  He had gone into the woods to pray about which of the many denominations was the right one.  There he encountered two “Personages.”  One pointed to the other and said, “This is my Beloved Son.  Hear Him!”

In answer to his question, the personages instructed him to join none of the denominations:  “The Personage who addressed me said that all their creeds were an abomination in his sight; that these professors were all corrupt; that: ‘they draw near to me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me, they teach for doctrines the commandments of men, having a form of godliness, but they deny the power thereof.’”     

His second vision was a few years later.  The angel Moroni told him that God had a work for him to do and that it was destined that his “name should be had for good or evil among all nations, kindreds, and tongues.”  The work was to dig up gold plates on the nearby hill Cumorah.  When he had translated these plates with the help of two special stones that had been deposited with them, the Urim and Thummim, he produced the Book of Mormon, supposedly the history of the earliest inhabitants of North America.  It should be noted that these gold plates were supposedly written in “reformed Egyptian,” a language for which we have no other record in all of history.  It should also be noted no one besides Joseph Smith ever saw these golden plates, though three other early Mormon leaders reportedly saw a vision of these plates presented by an angel.  The point is that when it comes to the Book of Mormon, we must take Joseph Smith’s word on it, having been translated from gold plates no one else ever saw, with the help of magic peep stones that no one else ever saw, from a language that no one has ever heard of, and scholars agree never existed.  

The book of Mormon is the story of a Jewish man, Lehi, who with his family migrated in 600 B.C. from Jerusalem to Central America.  It later records that the risen Christ appeared to the descendants of Lehi in North America, commissioning twelve apostles and repeating the Sermon on the Mount.  The later history of this people was recorded by one of the last descendants, Mormon.  The work was finished by his son, Moroni, who buried the golden plates in the year A.D. 451.  Some 1400 years later Moroni, now an angel, appeared to Joseph Smith and directed him to translate it.  

D.  Joseph Smith continued to have numerous revelations.  Many of these are recorded in another sacred Mormon book, Doctrine and Covenants.  Some of these revelations are routine, discussing the disposition of property, addressed to specific individuals.  And several of them are quite self-serving, as when, for example, a friend, Martin Harris, had promised to sell some property to finance the first publication of the Book of Mormon, but his wife objected, so he changed his mind.  Smith received a “revelation” in which God called for Harris to repent on pain of terrible judgment and suffering.  Far worse was when Smith’s wife Emma refused to accept Smith’s new revelation allowing polygamy, plural marriage.  Smith again had a “revelation” condemning Emma by name, containing a death threat if she would not accept Smith’s additional wives.  This is where cults can turn terribly sad and even dangerous, using supposed revelations from God to force others to do your will.  Smith’s wife suffered intensely, feeling great shame at being only the first of Smith’s several wives.  


The Book of Mormon went on sale April 6, 1830.  Less than two weeks later, the Mormon church was officially organized in a farmhouse in Fayette, New York, with six charter members.  At this organizational meeting, Smith reported a revelation that the leader of this church (himself) would be “a seer, a translator, a prophet, an apostle of Jesus Christ, an elder of the church through the will of God.”  The congregation was admonished by God to accept Smith’s word “as if from mine own mouth, in patience and faith.”

Missionaries were commissioned to neighboring towns and the curious came to see this new religion.  Less than a year later, Smith had a revelation that his whole group should sell their property and move several hundred miles west to Kirkland, Ohio.  Smith sought to control his group by continuous revelations, many of which were questioned by group members, not only because they were so self-serving, but because of their poor grammar.  Smith angrily declared that every word of the revelations was dictated by Jesus Christ himself.  However, when these revelations were later recorded, the poor grammar “dictated by Jesus Christ” was corrected.  


E.  A short time later they left the “promised land” of Kirkland for the “new Zion” of Independence, Missouri.  Controversy followed wherever they went, much of it due to their clannishness, their peculiar beliefs, their practice of forming a militia, and their teaching about plural marriage or polygamy.  Smith and other leaders went back to Ohio, and later fled that state.  When the Governor of Missouri outlawed the Mormon religion and drove them from the state, they settled on the eastern banks of the Mississippi in Illinois, in a village Smith called “Nauvoo,” which he (incorrectly) declared was Hebrew for “beautiful place.”  It was there that mob violence finally caught up to him, and he and his brother Hyram were taken out of the Nauvoo jail and shot to death.  Thus his opponents only succeeded in making a martyr for his cause.  


Though the group split at this time, the leadership of the majority eventually passed to Brigham Young, who led the faithful west to Utah.  He settled near Salt Lake.  There the Mormons built a temple and created a permanent dwelling which continues to this day.  Their most controversial practice, polygamy, was discontinued in 1890 after the congress passed a law in 1887 prohibiting it.  Brigham Young himself had seventy wives and fifty-six children.
II. BELIEFS.


A.  To comprehend the beliefs of the Mormon Church, we must first understand that the revelations of Joseph Smith are considered a restoration.  In his original vision in the woods, he was instructed, presumably by Jesus himself that all of the denominations were wrong and that all of their creeds were an abomination.  That would mean that such central doctrines as those taught in the universally recognized Apostles Creed and Nicene Creed, not to mention our Westminster Standards, are an abomination to God.  This would, of course, condemn every church except for the restoration church of the prophet Joseph Smith.  That’s why Smith’s story is so important.  If you believe Smith, then you must abandon every other church and follow him alone.  You must accept the inspired Book of Mormon, The Pearl of Great Price, and Doctrine and Covenants as authorities alongside the Bible, and even surpassing the Bible, since they contradict and correct key doctrines and truths clearly taught in Scripture.  Smith set about to re-write the Bible at one point because he declared that it had been corrupted, but he never finished the project.  His “corrections,” by the way are not corrections at all but wholesale re-writing and additions to the first six chapters of Genesis.  

B.  The Book of Mormon, though rather odd, actually does not teach any doctrine contrary to the orthodox faith.  These peculiarities come from the later revelations and writings of Joseph Smith.  Let me summarize his views.


God.  First, there are many gods, and men today can aspire to become gods.  God the Father was once a man like us and is a different being from Jesus and the Holy Spirit.  God is not a spiritual being since “an immaterial body cannot exist.”  


Creation.  The creation of the earth was the collaboration of a council of the gods who met on the star Kolob.  The gods labored to create the earth for six days (although on the star Kolob a day is a thousand years).  Jesus Christ or Jehovah “created” this earth with the help of others, Michael (who became Adam), perhaps Noah and Enoch, and maybe even Joseph Smith.  


Mankind.  Before people are born into the world they existed as spirits, the children of God the Father and the divine mother, although some early leaders taught that the intelligent part of man has always existed.  Adam and Eve’s sin in the Garden is considered “a blessing in disguise,” for if they had not sinned, they could not have had children, and billions of souls would never had had bodies.  


Christ.  According to Mormon doctrine, Jesus Christ was also a pre-existent soul.  He was given a body through the physical union between God the Father (Adam) and Mary.  So Jesus is no more divine than we are.  He also married Mary, Martha, and the other Mary at Cana of Galilee.   

Salvation.  If Adam’s sin was really a good thing, then do we really need salvation? Yes, but the reason is unclear.  There are two forms of salvation, a general salvation from physical death, and a more specific salvation from spiritual death.  The latter is open only to faithful Mormons.  However, there are varying degrees of this second kind of salvation, largely dependent on your marital status.  If your marriage is not officially “sealed” in a Mormon temple, then, when you die, your earthly marriage will be dissolved will become an angel and will forever serve your superiors.  If you partake in “celestial marriage” by being married in a temple, then your marriage will survive death and you will become gods.  


The church.  The Mormons do indeed teach that they are a restoration of the true church, hence they are the only true church.  Joseph Smith was once asked, “Will everybody be damned, but Mormons?”  His answer was, “Yes, and a great portion of them, unless they repent and work righteousness.”  


The last things. Of course the Mormon church has a key role to play in the end of the world.  Eventually mankind will be divided into three ends.  The “celestial” kingdom which will be located on this earth after its renewal will be for all faithful Mormons who participated in “celestial marriage.”  They will live in blessedness as families with their children, and will still beget spiritual, not physical children.  The “terrestrial” kingdom lukewarm Mormons and most other people who are basically decent.  They will live as single people.  Finally there is the “telestial kingdom” where all the wicked and finally unrepentant go.  There is opportunity for advancement within each of these final kingdoms.  

III. A.J. JOE.


A.  Through even this cursory examination of Mormonism, it is quite clear that it is something very different from Christianity, even though it may use Christian terminology and claim to be the true Christian church.  Most of it has apparently come from the fertile imagination of Joseph Smith, Jr., and seems to have been calculated to vaunt him into the limelight, to keep him in leadership, and to satisfy is appetites for multiple sexual partners.  A quick assessment of our A.J. Joe scale demonstrates that Mormonism bears all of the marks of a cult, in fact is a textbook case of a cult.  


Authority.  The Bible in the left hand (Book of Mormon, Pearl of Great Price, and Doctrine and Covenants) as well as the continuing revelations of the Apostles, clearly supercede the Bible.


Justification.  Salvation is not by grace alone through faith alone, but is a combination of faith in Jesus Christ and works of faithfulness.  


Jesus.  Jesus Christ himself is not the unique Son of God and only Savior, but is one of many gods.  God himself was once no god at all, but a mere man who attained godhood.  


Only.  Mormonism is the only true religion.  They are the “latter-day saints.”  Its leaders are the “Twelve Apostles.”  Joseph Smith’s work was a “restoration.”  All other denominations are “false” and their creeds “an abomination.”  


End Times.  The terms “restoration” and “latter-day” saints claim the Mormon’s unique place in the plan of God, ushering in the end times.  

B.  Do Mormons today really believe all this? It’s hard to answer what the rank and file member of the LDS understands or believes.  Many professing Christians today seem surprised and even incredulous when the doctrines of their church are explained to them, doctrines they profess to believe.  It is possible that the average Mormon knows little about Joseph Smith, his many wives, his contradictory and self-serving revelations.  


But we should note that the Mormon leaderships has not repudiated any official Mormon doctrine.  This is demonstrated by an article in U.S. News and World Report, dated November 12, 2007.  It is a Q & A with M. Russell Ballard, a member of the church’s governing body, the Council of Twelve Apostles.  The occasion of the article is renewed interest in the Mormon church because of Republican Mitt Romney’s presidential bid (Romney is a Mormon, as was his famous father before him).  Listen carefully to what one of the “Twelve Apostles” declares: 

“We accept the Bible, and we also accept the Book of Mormon (he fails to mention Pearl of Great Price and Doctrine and Covenants).  We use them hand in hand as Scripture and guidance and doctrine.  Interestingly, the Book of Mormon has more references to Christ and his teachings and his words than are in the Bible.”  OK, but this is the same book that was supposedly translated by Joseph Smith from golden tablets that only he has seen, using magic peep stones.  Here we have an affirmation of “the bible in the left hand.”  


“We see ourselves as New Testament Christians, organized the same way, with Apostles—and a prophet (Joseph Smith) brought this back, just like the prophets in the Old Testament.”  So here is a full endorsement of Joseph Smith as the prophet which restored the church and reconstituted the authority of “the twelve apostles.”


On the Trinity:  “Let’s put it in simple terms:  God the Father, Jesus Christ, Holy Spirit—separate individuals.  God is the father of all our spirits.  Jesus Christ, son of God, savior of the world, is separate and distinct.”  Here he blurs the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity and tries to hide Mormon teaching.  Biblical Christianity affirms that God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit are different persons, yet one God.  He fails to mention that, according to Mormon teaching, there are many more gods beyond the father, son, and holy spirit, and that god was once a man, like we are, and that good Mormons may become gods like the father, son, and holy spirit.  


So here, an official spokesman, one of the “twelve apostles,” affirms the basic facts of the Mormon church and carefully avoids mentioning some of the more controversial teachings.  Do Mormons today really believe all this? Since they have repudiated none of it, and since one of the “Twelve Apostles” clearly affirms much of it, we would have to conclude that, yes, they do believe all of this.       


What about Mitt Romney?  Should we be afraid to elect Mitt Romney, a practicing Mormon?  It would seem to me that Mitt Romney claims to be a Christian, when in fact, he is not.  Yet I would suggest that there are several other presidential candidates who claim to be Christians when, in fact, they are not.  
____________________________________________________________________________________________


