
Chapter 3 

Leave the Mysteries Alone 

Truths which are unknown constitute "Mysteries." The Bible Dictionary 
in the back of the newly published L.D.S. edition of the Bible defines a 
mystery as: 

A spiritual truth that was once hidden but now is revealed, and 
that, without special revelation, would have remained unknown. 
It is generally used along with words denoting revelation or 
publication. (Bible Dictionary, p. 736.) 

Smith and Sjodahl have defined the word "mystery" in a similar manner, 
stating that: 

A mystery is a truth that cannot be known except through di-
vine revelation - a sacred secret. (Doctrine & Covenants Com-
mentary, p.  141.) 

Most members of the Church are under the impression that we are 
commanded to stay away from the mysteries, to leave them alone. By using 
the two definitions above this advise would translate as "Stay away from 
spiritual truths that were once hidden but are now revealed." Obviously 
this approach would be entirely out of place. To strictly follow this approach 
would cause one to not study the restored gospel at all, nor to have anything 
to do with the Church inasmuch as it is the greatest spiritual truth that 
was ever hidden but now revealed. 

The word "Mystery" is used 51 times in the standard works of the 
Church. In none of those passages are we ever told to leave the mysteries 
alone; on the contrary, 26 of the 51 passages contain phrases such as: 

1. "..the mysteries of God shall be unfolded unto them," (1 Nephi 10:19). 
2. "..we might read and understand of his mysteries," (Mosiah 1:5). 
3. '..mysteries of God may be unfolded to your view." (Mosiah 2:9). 
4. "..mysteries of God shall be unfolded unto you," (D&C 6:7). 
5. " .. thou mayest know the mysteries and peaceable things-" (D&C 

42:61). 
6. "And to them will I reveal all mysteries, yea, all.." (D&C 76:7). 
7. "To have the privilege of receiving the mysteries of the kingdom of..." 

(D&C 107:19). 
8. "... in expounding all scriptures and mysteries to the... "(D&C 97:5). 
9. "And this greater priesthood administereth the gospel and holdeth 

the key of the mysteries of the kingdom," (D&C 84:19). 



10. "How that by revelation He made known unto me the mystery-,.." 
(Eph. 3:3). 

Clearly the Lord teaches us in the scriptures that mysteries are nothing 
to fear but that understanding of them should be diligently sought. Nephi 
indicates that we must diligently seek if we are to receive the mysteries: 

"For he that diligently seeketh shall find; and the mysteries of 
God shall be unfolded unto them, by the power of the Holy 
Ghost, as well in these times as in times of old, and as well in 
times of old as in times to come; wherefore, the course of the 
Lord is one eternal round." (1 Ne. 10:19.) 

Then what does it mean when we are told to leave the mysteries alone? 
There are basically two situations in which it would be appropriate to coun-
sel someone to cease studying or speaking of mysteries. Every recorded 
instance in which a general authority has given this counsel to someone, 
the counsel has been based upon one of these reasons: 1) counsel to mis-
sionaries; 2) counsel to the faint hearted. 

3.1 Advice to Missionaries 

Missionaries are sent out to preach the "Gospel of Repentance." Engaging 
in deep discussions of gospel mysteries is contrary to the stewardship they 
are given. Not only does it consume precious time which they could more 
effectively use to perform their assigned labors but attempting to teach 
mysteries to their investigators or converts could literally destroy them. 
Those new in the gospel are as little children spiritually. No infant can 
survive on meat and potatoes. Its body is physically not capable of digest-
ing this food; to feed it much would cause it to die of starvation. It must 
be fed on milk until it more ftilly developes. In a very real manner, new 
converts (member or non) and investigators are not spiritually capable of 
digesting the meat of the gospel mysteries. Attempting to feed them this 
diet too soon would cause them to die spiritually, having starved them of 
the essential milk necessary for their proper spiritual development, thus 
overthrowing the work of God. Joseph Smith was very emphatic upon this 
point. Said he: 

"Oh, ye elders of Israel, harken to my voice; and when you are 
sent into the world to preach, tell those things you are sent into 
the world to preach, tell those things you are sent to tell; preach 
and cry aloud, "Repent ye, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand; 
repent and believe the Gospel." Declare the first principles, and 
let mysteries alone, lest ye be overthrown." (TPJS, p.  292.) 

In modern day revelation the Lord echoes this same counsel to mission-
aries: 



"And of tenets thou shalt not talk, but thou shalt declare repen-
tance and faith on the Savior, and remission of sins by baptism, 
and by fire, yea, even the Holy Ghost." (D&C 19:31.) 

3.2 Advice to the Faint Hearted 

The second reason that we may be instructed to refrain from studying the 
mysteries, is that study brings knowledge. Deep study, if persisted in long 
enough and in the proper manner, will bring deep knowledge. Knowledge in 
turn brings responsibility, and deep knowledge brings deep responsibilities. 
Thus study of the "Mysteries of Godliness" should never be attempted 
by individuals who are not willing to shoulder the added responsibility 
which their new found knowledge may require of them! Unfortunately it is 
impossible for one to know the nature of the responsibility until after it is 
given. Once obtained we are accountable for our knowledge as well as for 
our actions with respect to our new responsibilities. This is the principle 
which required Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac (though in his case the 
sacrifice was arrested). This is also the principle which caused an angel 
with a drawn sword to appear before Joseph Smith and command him to 
obey the law of Abraham by entering into plural marriage or forfeit his life 
(in his case the requirement was not arrested). 

Another excellent example of this principle can be found in the book 
of Ether. The brother of Jared saw the finger of the Lord and asked the 
Lord to reveal the rest of Himself. Before doing so however the Lord asked a 
very important question. He asked: "Believest thou the words which I shall 
speak?" (Ether 3:11.) The Lord wanted the brother of Jared to realize that 
by granting him his request there would come very sacred responsibilities 
and that he would be under obligation to accept them or be destroyed. The 
brother of Jared demonstrated his willingness to accept the responsibility 
so the Lord granted him his desire. He was then commanded to write this 
new knowledge in an unknown language so that the children of men could 
not read it least they gain knowledge prior to being spiritually prepared to 
receive it. 

These examples point out the necessity of those seeking knowledge of the 
mysteries of God, to cease their studies, unless they are willing to pay the 
consequences of responsibility which comes from receiving the knowledge 
for which they seek. But, one must thoughtfully consider, that he is one 
that is about to "harden his heart". If one knowingly refuses to progress 
towards the "greater portion", he could then suffer the results Alma declares 
in chapter 12 verse 11. To carefully and earnestly prepare to receive the 
"greater portion" by diligently persuing the "lesser portion" might be very 
wise for some. 

3.3 Stewards of the Mysteries 



The story is told by President Harold B. Lee of two general authorities 
traveling to a distant conference. One of them was a relatively new gen-
eral authority and was quite concerned about his speaking assignment. He 
turned to his older, more experienced, companion and asked; "Brother Mor-
rill, have you got any suggestions for a sermon at the coming conference?" 
President Lee continues the story: 

"Brother Morrill answered; "Well my dear brother, I don't know 
that we are under the responsibility to bring forth anything 
new." That brought the younger man down to size. Now it 
isn't your business to bring forth anything new, you teachers 
of religion. Yours is to teach the old truths, the simple truths, 
the foundation teachings of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and 
not be concerned about new speculations that are startling and 
intriguing, whether true or not." (Talk given at BYU, Aug. 21, 
1953) 

Thus "truthfulness" is not the criteria used to determine whether or 
not a specific concept or idea may be taught. Teachers of religion are not 
authorized to teach new doctrines, or give startling speculation even if they 
are TRUE!! Only one man on the earth holds the keys of determining which 
doctrines will be taught. The Prophet and President of the Church has the 
right to teach the Gospel of Jesus Christ as he sees fit. Elder J Reuben 
Clark Jr., counselor in the First Presidency, explains this in greater detail, 
saying: 

"Here we must have in mind - must know - that only the Pres-
ident of the Church, the presiding High Priest, is sustained as 
Prophet, Seer, and Revelator for the Church, and he alone has 
the right to receive revelations for the Church, either new or 
amendatory, or to give authoritative interpretations of scrip-
tures that shall be binding on the Church, or change in any way 
the existing doctrines of the Church. He is God's sole mouth-
piece on the earth for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, the only true Church. He alone may declare the mind 
and will of God to the people." (Church News, July 31, 1954.) 

There are many eternal truths which are not taught to the Church 
membership. Individuals may qualify to learn of them, and many do, by 
direct and personal revelation; nevertheless they have no authority to share 
their knowledge with anyone on the face of the earth unless prompted to 
do so by the Holy Ghost. 

The Apostle Paul quite adequately explained the position of the general 
authorities and particularly the President of the Church in this matter when 
he said: 



"Let a man so account of us, as of the ministers of Christ, and 
stewards of the mysteries of God. Moreover it is required in 
stewards, that a man be found faithful." (I Cor. 4:1-2.) 

These men hold the keys of stewardship, they are literally "stewards 
of the mystery" of Godliness. Individuals may gain knowledge from God 
but only these men can determine what will be publicly taught regarding 
any subject. Paul specifically taught this doctrine when he stated that 

the spirits of the prophets are subject to the prophets." (I Cor. 14:32) 
Meaning, of course, that no one, not even other General Authorities (much 
less lay members), is authorized to teach doctrines, principles, or ideas, or 
to prophecy without the express consent of and approval of "The Prophet." 
Anything which he has spoken about, others are free to discuss, but if he 
or one of his predecessors has not publicly discussed it, then no one else is 
at liberty to do so either. It is essential that in all our teachings we remain 
within the guidelines the Brethren establish. Common sense tells us that 
there are several reasons that this is the way it should be. 

Those who have received mysteries must respect the doctrine of sacred 
silence as Alma stated: 

"And now Alma began to expound these things unto him, say-
ing: It is given unto many to know the mysteries of God; nev-
ertheless they are laid under a strict command that they shall 
not impart only according to the portion of his word which he 
doth grant unto the children of men, according to the heed and 
diligence which they give unto him." (Alma 12:9.) 

More often than not, however, those who talk about things upon which 
the Brethren are silent don't know what they are talking about. 

The saints in our day are no different than the saints that have lived 
in previous days. Not content to discuss those matters publicly which are 
known, they speculate openly upon spurious tenets and obscure points of 
doctrine. Brigham Young counseled the saints of his days very wisely; we, 
too, could profit from his advise: 

"Now, brethren, preach the things that we verily believe, and 
when we come to points of doctrine that we do not know, even if 
we have good reason to believe them, if your philosophy teaches 
us they are true, pass them by and teach only to the people that 
which we do know." (JD 13:265.) 

Therefore, if you don't know with absolute certainty that what you 
are talking about is expressly approved of by the current prophet it would 
probably be best not to speak of it publicly. Take care especially not to 
teach it publicly. This does not mean that you cannot study it in an effort 



to learn and understand, but do not openly teach it. There is always the 
possibility that you could be wrong. Brigham once stated that the best 
place to teach great mysteries was from the pulpit in a meeting where the 
brethren preside. This way we can be corrected Win error. Said he: 

"Here is the place to teach great mysteries to your brethren, 
because here are those who can correct you. This fault the 
Elders of Israel do not fall into in this tabernacle, although 
they may in private houses and neighborhoods. When a man 
is capable of correcting you, and of giving you light, and true 
doctrine, do not get up an altercation, but submit to be taught 
like little children, and strive with all your might to understand. 
When your duties call you into foreign lands.., let mysteries 
alone, for this is the only place you can be corrected if wrong." 
(JD 1:46-47.) 

This was good advice in Brigham Young's day. But, today the Church is 
so large and the general level of doctrinal knowledge at such an elementary 
("lesser portion") level, it would probably be unwise. That is possibly why 
council has been given from time to time to stay away from the the myster-
ies. Perhaps it was with reference to this low level of understaningof most 
and the inability of most people to keep their mouths shut and thereby fail 
to preserve the secrets of the Lord, which he as given to a few, that Joseph 
Fielding Smith was prompted to write the following words of counsel: 

"Leave the 'mysteries' alone. We should keep our feet on the 
ground and not get off in the realm of the mysterious, the 
speculative, the things which the Lord has not yet made plain 

Whether we are right or wrong in the field of the mysteries, 
will make no difference.., and will neither exalt nor damn us." 
(Doctrines of Salvation, 1:305-306.) 

Even if the things we feel inclined to teach are true, they should not 
be publicly taught until sanctioned by the Prophet. Again this was clearly 
taught by President Young: 

"If the Lord Almighty should reveal to a High Priest, or to 
any other than the head.., a new doctrine that will in five, 
ten, or twenty years hence become the doctrine of this Church 
and Kingdom, but which has not yet been revealed to this 
people... he must rarely divulge it to a second person on the 
face of the earth, until God reveals it through the proper source 
to become the property of the people at large." (JD 3:3 18.) 

The reason for this is that when information is freely and indiscrimi-
nately shared with others it can cause them to sin, or it could erect stum-
bling blocks which cause them to fall. The responsibility for their fall would 



then rest upon the shoulders of the one who spoke too freely of sacred things. 
Or worse yet, a person could become so embittered in his fallen state that 
he tries to "blow the whistle" on the Church by telling all he knows to the 
world. Such a reaction is best phrased by Hugh Nibley when he said that 
they "Let the cat out of the bag because they became privy to information 
they should never have received." (Ancient Matriarchies) This is the spirit 
of many apostates. 

It behooves us, therefore, to learn to keep our new found knowledge to 
ourselves. We have not the right to openly teach anything new. Let us not 
forget who is the steward of the mysteries of Godto His earthly kingdom 
in general. We only share when God instructs us through promptings from 
the Holy Ghost. 


