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The Mormons and the Bible in the 1830s

Gordon Irving

One does not long study Mormon beginnings without realizing that
the Bible held a special place in the hearts of the early Saints. Latter-day
Saints use of its accounts and teachings greatly influenced the formulation
of Mormon theology, and, in addition, helped the Saints find their per-
sonal and group identity in God’s Kingdom. The deep commitment of
early Mormon intellectuals to the ancient scriptures is suggested by the fre-
quency and nature of biblical references in their writings. Three Church
periodicals published between 1832 and 1838, The Evening and the Morn-
ing Star (Independence, Missouri, 1832–33, and Kirtland, Ohio, 1833–34),
the Latter Day Saints’ Messenger and Advocate (Kirtland, 1834–47), and the
Elders’ Journal (Kirtland, 1837, and Far West, Missouri, 1838) are the most
important representative samples of the written expression of early Mor-
mon thought, and serve in this investigation as indicators of the attitudes
of the Saints towards the Bible, and their uses of its contents.1 Let us begin
by identifying two leading assumptions which governed Mormon biblical
interpretation.

The Mormon View of History: Gospel Uniformity

As Marvin S. Hill has noted, the Saints adopted “Christian primi-
tivism,” a restorationist view of history which looked to the New Testament
church as the model for contemporary Church polity and doctrine.2 Mor-
mons were strongly impressed that God, being perfect and unchanging,
had presented to man an organization and a plan of salvation that were
invariable trough all time. This interpretation was based not only on the
assumption that God is unchanging but also in the belief that he is impar-
tial. Since he is no respecter of persons, God has given and will continue to
give the gospel scheme of salvation to all those willing to be instructed and
to be obedient to the principles taught them.3

Holding these assumptions about God and gospel, Mormons naturally
developed a view of the past which held that the gospel of Christ as pre-
sented in the New Testament had been preached to all men since the begin-
ning of the world, and that whenever God’s church had existed on earth, it
had enjoyed the same gifts as the apostolic church. Mormon primitivism
took on its own peculiar color when the order set up in Jesus’s day was pro-
jected both backward to Adam and forward to the Mormons themselves.
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As with many theories of history, the Saints’ view of the past was
employed to demonstrate the validity of contemporary Mormon ideas and
practices and to give the Church a sense of community with the faithful of
both the Old and New Testaments. Mormons often referred to the Old Tes-
tament to show that the gospel of apostolic times had also been preached
prior to the birth of Christ. That being true, they reasoned, then the same
gospel ought to be taught and accepted in modern times. The Saints
worked hard to establish the concept of the unchangeability of the gospel,
which in the context of Mormon periodical literature as a whole seems to
have been mainly intended to win converts to Mormonism by showing that
all other religions failed to believe this basic doctrine of the uniformity of
the gospel in all dispensations and were hence “perverted gospels.”

In presenting the idea that the gospel had been and must always be
what it was in Christ’s day, there was a need to back up Mormon claims
with references to authoritative sources. Three tools, as well as of other
Mormon doctrines, were used: the Bible, a reasoned common sense, and
the revelation given to Joseph Smith. Preference was given to the three in
this same order. Reasoning based upon the Bible would have more effect
on the non-Mormon reader than would arguments drawn from an unfa-
miliar and “suspicious” work like the Book of Mormon. The Book of Mor-
mon might have been a favorite missionary tool, as has often been
suggested, but Mormon writers certainly tended to favor arguments from
the Bible when trying to deal with sectarian ideas. At least in that way both
Mormon and non-Mormon could start from a common position.4

Not only were Latter-day Saints likely to draw their arguments from the
Bible for pragmatic reasons; they had divine sanction for doing so. Note
the following instruction to Sidney Rigdon in a revelation given by Joseph
Smith in December 1830: “. . . thou shalt preach my gospel, and call on the
holy prophets to prove his [Joseph’s] words, as they shall be given him.”5

Although for purposes of discussion the Mormons might choose to
reason from the Bible, they also had revelation asserting that the gospel has
always been the same, which were a good deal clearer than the Old Testa-
ment passages upon which they relied. Joseph Smith’s revision of the Bible
teaches at some length that Adam, Enoch, and Noah had the gospel and
that it consisted of faith, repentance, baptism in the name of Christ for the
remission of sins, and the reception of the gift of the Holy Ghost.6 How-
ever, it would seem that the Mormons would have been believers in the
antiquity and uniformity of the gospel even without these explicit state-
ment from Joseph Smith. Mormon writers were convinced of the truth and
plainness of the Bible. In line with their assumptions they expected the
plan of salvation to be uniform—the Old and New Testaments ought to
present the same message.
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An interesting aspect of the Mormon idea of gospel uniformity is the
way in which the lives and merits of certain biblical figures were often used
to authoritatively demonstrate lasting gospel value. Mormons frequently
cited writing of the prophets and apostles, but it was largely the Old Testa-
ment patriarchs who were chosen to personify gospel principles. The ten
men most frequently discussed were Adam, Abel, Cain, Enoch, Noah, Mel-
chizedek, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, and Elijah. Their experiences served to
typify the following Mormon tenets: man receiving by revelation the divine
gospel of Jesus Christ, the uniformity and antiquity of the gospel, the
princely role of Adam, the offering in righteousness, the heritage of perse-
cution, the treachery of apostates who rebel against the light of God, the
perfectibility of man, the gathering of the elect in preparation for the Sec-
ond Coming and the triumph of the Saints, the future millennial state to be
enjoyed by the earth, the warning to be given the wicked prior to the great
day of destruction, the importance of contemporary revelation and
prophets, the necessity of possessing proper authority and priesthood in
order to act for God, the importance of the covenant relationship of God
with Israel, adoption into the seed of Abraham, the doctrine of the elect,
the Book of Mormon as the record of Joseph, the penalty suffered for apos-
tasy, and the sending of heavenly messengers to restore the truth to the
earth. A better compendium of early Mormon doctrine can hardly be
imagined, and the Mormon found all this taught and symbolized by the
lives of ten figures from the Old Testament.

Mormon Literalism

The veneration for the Bible felt by Mormons led the Saints to put
great stock in the scriptures. The Bible was to be understood literally. For
Mormons of the 1830s the literal view of the scriptures involved several
accepted assumptions: the meaning of the various books was both clear
and consistent, historical accounts were accurate and factual, biblical prophe-
cies were to be fulfilled exactly as written, and many parts of the Bible were
of direct application to modern times. There was thus no need to seek
some hidden or allegorical meaning which might lie behind the words of
the book; rather, the message of the Bible lay on the surface to be discov-
ered and readily understood by any man possessed of an average amount of
common sense.

This approach to the Bible, which in recent times has been labeled
“fundamentalist,” could be illustrated in terms of the Mormon view of the
New Testament church, with reference to historical portions of the Old
Testament, or in terms of the Saints’ approach to biblical prophecies. Let
me use the last of these three as an example. Four assumptions governed
Mormon thought concerning the prophetic statements of the Bible: the
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prophets were inspired men who knew what they were talking about,
prophetic language was clear enough to be understood, the prophecies
were to be fulfilled literally, and much of what the prophets said in ancient
times about the future was intended to refer to the nineteenth century.
Other churches were frequently criticized for “spiritualizing” the prophe-
cies by claiming that they were to be fulfilled in some figurative sense. Mor-
mons argued that whatever was predicted would occur exactly as the
prophet had said it would. Joseph Smith went so far as to say that the Mor-
mons believed what the Bible foretold, while the sects of the day only held
to “interpretations” of the book. The Mormons claimed to be so literal in
their reading, and the Bible so clear in its meaning, that there was little
room for error in their perception of God’s plan for the future as revealed
in Holy Writ.7 Mormon preachers limited their assertions to those capable
of support from the Bible, always striving to adhere to the text as closely as
possible. The Saints invited their hearers to examine the passages cited,
with full confidence that the “straight forward consistency” of the Bible
could be counted on to sway the sincere mind.8

Many persons found this approach compelling. The journals of many
converts show that they were seeking a common-sense church while fol-
lowed the New Testament pattern. A missionary reporting the success of
his labors noted that whenever ministers of other faiths met him on “bible
ground,” their influence suffered.9

Periodical literature extant from early days of the modern Church
shows that the Saints made both doctrinal and “non-doctrinal” used of
biblical teachings and phraseology. Writers say biblical situations being
repeated in the Mormon experience and drew such analogies to the atten-
tion of their readers. Sidney Rigdon noted, for example, that John the Bap-
tist, the harbinger of Christ, had pointed to the Master who was to follow
after him, and suggested that Alexander Campbell’s Millennial Harbinger
ought to point to something or other too. The image of the mob at Ephesus
shouting “Great is Diana of the Ephesians” was used to typify the uproar
caused by ministers of the various sects in response to the Mormon attack
upon the ministerial livelihood. Parley P. Pratt, to present a final example,
called a convert a “good old Cornelious.”10

As can be seen, the Mormon writer was so familiar with the Bible that
he often illustrated his points by referring to scripture. A parallel non-doc-
trinal use of the Bible resulted from the Mormon tendency to slip into bib-
lical phraseology. Oliver Cowdery’s remark to his brother that had certain
men traveling with him in the East been as eager for the Kingdom of God
as they were for dinner, they would “take it by force,” illustrates the way in
which the Bible could be cited without any intention of comparing the
present to the biblical situation, simply because the words were both famil-
iar and fortunate.11
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Analysis of Biblical Passages Used

But more significant than these more casual comparisons were the
doctrinal explications based upon biblical passages. In order to determine
which books of the Bible and which portions of them Latter-day Saints
were fond of citing, the passages used in the Church periodicals between
1832 and 1838 to establish doctrine (as distinguished from other uses of
the Bible just discussed) were identified as far as possible and tabulated.
Table 1 gives the results of this tabulation for the three periodicals pub-
lished during the period, each volume of the three periodicals published
during the period, each volume of the three journals being tabulated sepa-
rately, followed by the total for the six year period. The first figure given
represents the number of passages cited, while that below it shows this
number as a percentage of the total number of passages tabulated in that
particular column.

In view of the large number of articles of so many different kinds being
considered, it might be useful for the reader to know how this tabulation
compares with a similar analysis of a unified doctrinal work. Parley P.
Pratt’s A Voice of Warning, published in 1837, would seem to be suitable for
this purpose and the scriptures used therein are tabulated in the last col-
umn on the right in Table 1.
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New Testament Passages

The early Latter-day Saints emphasized the New Testament during the
period being considered. Some 762, or 63 percent of the scriptures used in
the periodicals were drawn from the New Testament. This reflects the
desire to present the scriptural pattern for the gospel and the church of
Christ, whose basis is to be found almost entirely in the New Testament.
Pratt’s Voice of Warning is useful in demonstrating that Mormon challenges
to doctrines of other churches tended to center around New Testament
passages. In a chapter contrasting Church and gospel scriptures with sec-
tarian “perversions” of the same verses, all the passages cited, with one
exception, came from the New Testament.

Table 2 shows which specific New Testament passages were cited most
frequently. Eighteen of the twenty-seven New Testament books account for
94 percent of all New Testament passages. LDS writers drew from roughly
three-quarters of the chapters of the New Testament. While that might
imply a fairly even coverage of these books, this does not prove to be so.
The fifty-nine specific passages listed as being most frequently used are
drawn from only fifty-four chapters and yet account for more than half of
all the New Testament was only superficially thorough; actually the Saints
concentrated on certain key passages.

While the sources of Mormon scriptural references are of interest,
more useful to the historian is the analysis of the content of those passages
most frequently used. Table 3 breaks down the fifty-nine specific passages
listed in Table 2 according to subject matter as seen by Mormons.

This tabulation shows that the New Testament passages used generally
stress one or more of four themes:

(1) Primitive Church Pattern. Most often scripture was used to show
the pattern for the proper organization and basic doctrines which charac-
terize the church of Christ with special emphasis on the doctrines of faith
in Christ, repentance, baptism, and the gift of the Holy Ghost, as well as the
spiritual gifts which are bestowed upon the faithful. The scriptural pattern,
as understood by the Latter-day Saints, was seen to be identical with their
own church polity. Passages asserting that there is only one true pattern for
church and gospel were used frequently to enhance the authority of Mor-
monism as well as to challenge other systems of Christianity.

(2) Apostasy and Restoration. The New Testament was employed to
show that an apostasy from the true church of Christ and a subsequent
restoration of the gospel to mankind had been foreseen by Jesus and his
apostles. The greater emphasis was placed on the theme of apostasy, as it
provided the raison d’ etre for Mormon restorationism. The New Testament
was also seen as calling members of the true church to take the message of
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the restored gospel to all peoples, as well as predicting that they could
expect to be hated and persecuted for doing so.

(3) Millennialism. Mormons also used frequently those New Testa-
ment passages dealing with the second coming of Christ and the end of the
world. Not only were the “signs of the times” referred to, but Mormon edi-
tors, especially W. W. Phelps, often cited contemporary news stories as evi-
dence that the signs foretold by Jesus had appeared. Passages relating to the
resurrection and the respective rewards of the wicked and the faithful were
also often cited.

(4) Uniformity of the Gospel. While Mormon logic dictated that the
existence of a church set up by the Son of God meant that such a church
should be the pattern for Christ’s church through all time, other elements
of the New Testament were also emphasized to demonstrate that the gospel
had always been the same. The Latter-day Saints were fond of using Pauline
passages which suggest that the Christian faithful are adopted into the Old
Testament House of Israel, and that Christ will reign over Israel. Passages
implying that Old Testament prophets and patriarchs knew of Jesus Christ
and his gospel were often quoted, as were others asserting that the Church
had fulfilled the messianic predictions of the Hebrew prophets.

Three of these four themes were polemical tools in the Mormon strug-
gle to win converts away from the “perverted” forms of Christianity found
in other churches. The idea that there was a set form that Christianity
should follow, that mankind had deviated from that pattern, and that the
gospel in past times had followed the New Testament norm prescribed by
Mormon writers were all scriptural defenses of the Mormon claim to be
the true church of Christ and the only earthly vehicle of salvation. Mor-
mons aimed these New Testament arguments at a world deeply impressed
by the authority of the Bible. That the challenge to other religions was a
powerful one is indicated in part by the conversion of so many Bible-read-
ing Americans to Mormonism, as well as by the violent opposition to the
new church on the part of many American Protestants.

Old Testament Passages

Table 1 shows that only 37 percent of the biblical passages used by
Mormons were drawn from the Old Testament. Yet the fact that the Old
Testament was in a way overshadowed by the New should not lead one to
think it unimportant in Mormon thought. For example, one volume of
The Evening and the Morning Star used more Old Testament passages than
New Testament references. Published on the Missouri frontier, away from
the “learned men” of the East and debates with other churches, the Star in
its first year gave special emphasis to millennial themes. Most of the docu-
mentation for articles dealing with the gathering, the Second Coming, and
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similar themes came from the Old Testament and from the new revelation
given the Church through Joseph Smith. Pratt’s book also cited a higher
percentage of Old Testament passages than did the Mormon periodicals
over the period. This also resulted from the writer’s special emphasis on
millennial themes. The Old Testament throughout the period served, if not
as the source, then at least as a reinforcement of Mormon millennialism.

Table 4 shows which passages from the Old Testament were cited most
often. Fifteen of the thirty-nine Old Testament books provided 93 percent
of all identifiable Old Testament passages used. Fewer than one in six Old
Testament chapters were drawn upon by Mormon writers, indicating that
the Saints were more selective with regard to the Old Testament than they
were with the New. This impression is strengthened by noting that the
fifty-three specific passages listed, which account for roughly one-half of all
Old Testament passages used, were drawn from only five percent of the
book’s chapters. The Saints limited their total use of the Old Testament to
a small fraction of the volume, while those passages seen as important
enough to be used repeatedly were drawn from an even more limited por-
tion of the work.

Table 5 categorized the fifty-three specific passages listed in Table 4
according to subject matter as perceived by the Mormons. Three major
themes recur:

(1) Millennialism. The greatest number of passages used were prophe-
cies dealing with the events to precede the day of the Lord. These were cited
to inform the world and the Church membership of the gathering of Israel,
to be followed by the destruction of the wicked, the second coming of
Christ, and the Savior’s millennial reign on earth.

(2) Gospel Uniformity. Many passages were used to show that the
prophets knew of Christ long before his birth. Other passages cited were
seen to indicate or imply that the patriarchs were also aware of Christian-
ity prior to the Christian era.

(3) Special Role of Israel. A third class of passages were cited to explain
the place that Israel had in history as God’s chosen people. The covenants
made by God with the patriarchs were emphasized, as were the blessings to
be enjoyed by Israel if faithful.

Aside from the predictions regarding the Messiah to come, the selec-
tion of Old Testament passages reflects the Mormons’ interest in the last
days rising out of their belief that their day would see the fulfillment of the
millennial prophecies of the Old Testament. God was about to “set his
hand a second time” to fulfill the covenant made through his prophets. In
the Old Testament the Mormons saw as clear a picture of their own times
and of their immediate future as though it were one of the revelations of
their own prophet.
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Reinforcing Effect of Other Mormon Scriptures

Also important is the way in which the new volumes of scriptures pro-
duced through Joseph Smith reinforced Mormon interpretations of the
Bible. The Book of Mormon and the revelations of Joseph Smith are based
upon the same assumptions about the scriptures, the gospel, and the Church
as those which governed the thoughts of Joseph Smith, his fellow Mor-
mons, and indeed many other evangelical Christians of the time. Mormon
extra-biblical scriptures emphasize millennialist themes, accept the unifor-
mity of church and gospel through all periods of history, and persuade the
reader to interpret the scriptures literally. Whatever the source of Joseph
Smith’s writings, one in print the new Mormon scriptures reinforced LDS
interpretations of the Bible and the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Not only did the content of the new Mormon scriptures reinforce
Mormon views, but analysis of the passages cited from them by the Saints
in their periodical literature shows that they appreciated this fact. The
Book of Mormon and the portion of Joseph Smith’s revision of the Bible
now known as the Book of Moses were frequently used to show that the
gospel had always been the same as that preached by the Mormons, while
the Doctrine and Covenants, used also for this purpose, served dramati-
cally to strengthen Mormon millennialist emphases.

Whether the frequent use of biblical passages should be viewed as the
effort of early LDS leaders to reassure themselves and the world, post facto,
as to the validity of Mormon doctrines, or whether the Bible should be seen
as the primary source of Latter-day Saint ideas, is a point which deserves
further examination. Whichever alternative is true, it cannot be disputed
that the Bible was the prime authority to which Mormons looked for affir-
mation of their doctrinal assertions in the first decade of Mormon intellec-
tual history.

Gordon Irving graduated with an Honors B.A. degree from the University of Utah
in 1972, and is currently serving as an historical associate for the Historical Department
of the Church.
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