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Introduction: The Enduring Power
of The Words Of Joseph Smith

Few figures in American religious history have generated as much
devotion, controversy, and scholarly interest as Joseph Smith. As
the founding prophet of the Latter Day Saint movement, his
teachings, revelations, and personal writings have shaped the
spiritual lives of millions. But beyond the doctrinal debates and
historical disputes, the words of Joseph Smith remain a subject
of profound fascination for believers, historians, and casual
readers alike. They offer a window into the mind of a man who
claimed to speak with God, translate ancient records, and restore
primitive Christianity to a modern world. Whether encountered in
the pages of the Doctrine and Covenants, the Book of Mormon
preface, or a transcribed sermon from Nauvoo, these words
continue to resonate, inspire, and provoke thought more than a
century and a half after his death.

This article explores the scope, significance, and enduring legacy
of the words of Joseph Smith. We will examine the different
forms his words took, from prophetic revelations to personal
letters, from political statements to theological discourses. We will
also consider the historical context in which he wrote and spoke,
the literary qualities that make his language distinctive, and the
ways in which these words have been preserved, transmitted, and
interpreted across generations. By the end, you will have a deeper
appreciation for why these particular words continue to matter
and how they shaped one of the most dynamic religious
movements in modern history.

The Prophetic Voice: Revelations
and Scripture

Perhaps the most widely known category of the words of Joseph
Smith consists of the revelations he received and recorded. These
are collected primarily in the Doctrine and Covenants, a volume of
scripture unique to the Latter Day Saint tradition. But they also
appear in the Pearl of Great Price, in the Book of Mormon itself,
and in various other historical documents. The revelations cover
an astonishing range of topics: the nature of God, the purpose of
life, the organization of the church, the gathering of Israel, temple
worship, and practical instructions for building a community.

The Language of Revelation

When Joseph Smith dictated a revelation, he often spoke in a
distinctive biblical idiom, using phrases like "Hearken, O ye
people" and "Verily, verily, | say unto you." This language was not
merely imitation; it was a deliberate choice that placed his words
within the broader scriptural tradition. The words of Joseph
Smith in these revelations are characterized by a sense of
urgency, authority, and cosmic scope. He speaks of worlds without
number, the intelligences of the universe, and the eternal
progression of the human soul. At the same time, the revelations
are intensely practical, addressing specific questions from
individuals and providing guidance for everyday living.

The revelations also evolved over time. Early revelations, given in
the late 1820s and early 1830s, focus on the translation of the
Book of Mormon, the establishment of the church, and the call to
repentance. Later revelations, from the Nauvoo period in the early
1840s, delve into more complex theological topics such as the
nature of the Godhead, marriage for eternity, and the salvation of
the dead. Reading these revelations in chronological order reveals

a developing theological system, one that grew in sophistication
and scope as Joseph Smith himself matured as a religious leader.

The Book of Mormon as a Record of Words

While the Book of Mormon is presented as a translation of an
ancient record, it also contains the words of Joseph Smith in
important ways. The title page, the preface, and the explanatory
notes all come from his hand. Moreover, the very act of translating
shaped his vocabulary and worldview. The language of the Book of
Mormon, with its Hebraic phrasing and prophetic cadence,
became the foundation upon which his own prophetic voice was
built. When Joseph Smith later delivered sermons or wrote letters,
echoes of the Book of Mormon style can often be heard.

For believers, the words of the Book of Mormon are primarily the
words of ancient prophets like Nephi, Alma, and Moroni. But for
historians, the book also reveals the mind of its modern translator
the themes he emphasized, the theological questions he found
compelling, and the narrative structures he employed. In this
sense, studying the Book of Mormon is an indirect way of studying
the words of Joseph Smith and understanding his religious
imagination.

Sermons and Discourses: Teaching
with Power

Beyond the written revelations, Joseph Smith was also a dynamic
public speaker. Contemporary accounts describe him as
charismatic, persuasive, and capable of holding large audiences
spellbound for hours. Fortunately, many of his sermons were
recorded by scribes and have survived to the present day.

The King Follett Discourse

Perhaps the most famous of all of the words of Joseph Smith
delivered from the pulpit is the King Follett Discourse, given at the
funeral of a church member in Nauvoo, lllinois, in April 1844. In
this sermon, Joseph Smith presented some of his most audacious
theological ideas: that God was once a man like us, that humans
have the potential to become like God, and that the intelligence of
the human spirit is co-eternal with God. The discourse is
remarkable for its boldness, its logical structure, and its emotional
power. It represents the culmination of Joseph Smith's theological
thinking and remains a central text for understanding Latter Day
Saint doctrine.

The discourse also illustrates the oral character of the words of
Joseph Smith. He speaks in a direct, conversational tone,
addressing the congregation as "you" and using rhetorical
questions to engage his listeners. There is a sense of intimacy and
urgency, as if he is sharing secrets that he has long pondered. The
language is plain but profound, accessible yet deeply challenging.

Other Notable Sermons

The King Follett Discourse is not the only significant sermon. There
are also addresses on the nature of faith, the organization of the
priesthood, the building of the temple, and the gathering of the
Saints. Each sermon offers a different facet of the words of
Joseph Smith. Some are practical, dealing with the challenges of
building a city and a community. Others are speculative, exploring
the mysteries of the afterlife and the eternal nature of the soul.
Taken together, they paint a portrait of a teacher who was
constantly learning, exploring, and sharing what he discovered.
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It is important to note that the sermons we have are not verbatim
transcripts. Scribes like Wilford Woodruff, Willard Richards, and
others did their best to capture the prophet's words, but they
worked without modern recording equipment. As a result, the
texts we have are approximations, filtered through the
perceptions and abilities of the scribes. Nevertheless, they remain
our best source for understanding the oral teachings of Joseph
Smith.

Letters and Personal Writings: A
More Private Voice

In addition to his public revelations and sermons, Joseph Smith
also wrote or dictated numerous letters, journals, and personal
documents. These provide a more intimate view of his character
and concerns.

Letters of Instruction and Counsel

Many of the words of Joseph Smith in his letters were written to
church leaders or members facing specific challenges. These
letters often combine practical advice with spiritual counsel. For
example, his letters to the church in Missouri during times of
persecution express both steadfast faith and a pragmatic concern
for the safety of the Saints. His letters to his wife Emma reveal a
tender, affectionate side not always visible in his public persona.
These personal writings humanize the prophet, showing him as a
husband, father, friend, and leader navigating complex situations.

The Journal Writings

Joseph Smith also kept journals, though they were often dictated
to scribes. These journals contain records of daily events, spiritual
experiences, and theological reflections. Reading them gives us a
sense of the rhythm of his life the meetings, the travels, the
conversations, the moments of prayer and meditation. The journal
entries are less polished than his revelations or sermons, but they
are no less valuable for understanding the words of Joseph
Smith. They show him working through problems, wrestling with
opposition, and seeking guidance in real time.

These personal writings also highlight the collaborative nature of
his work. Many of the documents attributed to Joseph Smith were
actually co-authored with scribes or council members. This does
not diminish their value but rather reminds us that the words of
Joseph Smith were often produced in a communal context. He
was not a solitary figure writing in isolation; he was the leader of a
movement, constantly interacting with others and incorporating
their input.

Political Statements and Public
Addresses

As the leader of a growing and often persecuted religious
community, Joseph Smith also made numerous political
statements and public addresses. These writings and speeches
address issues such as religious freedom, the rights of citizens,
and the relationship between church and state.

The Views on Government

In 1844, Joseph Smith published a document titled "Views on the
Powers and Policy of the Government of the United States," often
referred to simply as "Views." This pamphlet outlined his political
philosophy, which included a strong defense of civil liberties, a call
for the abolition of slavery through compensated emancipation,
and proposals for governmental reform. The words of Joseph
Smith in this document show him engaging with the major
political issues of his day and attempting to apply his religious
principles to public life.

His political writings are notable for their optimism and their belief

in the possibility of just governance. They also reveal the depth of
his commitment to religious freedom, which was not a theoretical
abstraction for him but a lived necessity. Having experienced mob
violence and legal persecution firsthand, Joseph Smith understood
the stakes involved in the defense of constitutional rights.

The Campaign for President

In the months before his death, Joseph Smith also launched a
campaign for the presidency of the United States. The campaign
was short-lived and largely symbolic, but it generated a number of
public addresses and written statements. These documents are
part of the words of Joseph Smith that reflect his vision for the
nation. He spoke of reforming the judiciary, reducing the power of
the executive branch, and protecting the rights of all citizens.
While the campaign never came close to success, it shows his
willingness to engage with the political process and his desire to
influence the direction of his country.

The Preservation and Transmission
of His Words

Understanding the words of Joseph Smith also requires
understanding how they have been preserved and transmitted.
Many of his revelations were published during his lifetime in
periodicals like the Evening and Morning Star and the Times and
Seasons. After his death, his followers made efforts to collect and
publish his teachings, resulting in volumes like the History of the
Church and the Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith.

The Work of Scribes and Historians

The contributions of his scribes cannot be overstated. Men like
Oliver Cowdery, Sidney Rigdon, John Whitmer, and Willard
Richards spent countless hours transcribing his revelations,
sermons, and letters. Their work made it possible for the words
of Joseph Smith to survive beyond his lifetime. Later historians,
both within and outside the Latter Day Saint tradition, have
continued this work of preservation, producing critical editions and
scholarly studies.

Modern technology has also played a role. The Joseph Smith
Papers project, launched in the early 2000s, has made thousands
of documents available online, including many that were
previously difficult to access. This project has transformed the
study of the words of Joseph Smith, allowing researchers and
the general public to examine the original sources directly.

Challenges of Interpretation

Interpreting the words of Joseph Smith is not always
straightforward. There are issues of textual variation, historical
context, and theological development to consider. Some of his
statements appear to contradict each other or to have been
delivered in a way that requires careful contextualization.
Moreover, the words were often filtered through the perspectives
of scribes, editors, and later interpreters. Responsible study
requires attention to these complexities and a willingness to
engage with the primary sources on their own terms.

The Literary and Rhetorical
Qualities

Beyond their religious content, the words of Joseph Smith also
deserve attention for their literary and rhetorical qualities. He had
a distinctive voice plain, direct, and often powerful. His language
is biblical in tone but also adapted to the circumstances of
nineteenth-century America. He uses repetition, parallelism, and
vivid imagery to make his points memorable.

For example, in the revelation known as the Word of Wisdom, he
writes: "Behold, verily, thus



