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NOT COMP L ET ELY W ORTHLESS

Barry R. Bickmore

Introd uctio n
When Stephen Robinson and Cra ig Blomberg wrote How Wide
the Divide? A Mormon and an Evangelical in Conversation, they covered a lot of ground and were obviously limited by space constraints.
They didn't intend their book to be the e nd of fruitful discussion between evangelicals and Latter-day Sa ints but rather a beginning.
Therefore. I do not have a ny particular problem wit h the idea of a
group of evangelicals wr iting wha t they see as a more complete expo sition of their point of view, in oppositio n to that of the Latter-day
Sai nts. Th is is ostensibly the purpose of The Counterfeit Gospel of
Mormonism-to respond to How Wide the Divide? by provid ing evidence for the ir faith and agains t the Laue r ~day Sain i faith, in the
process showing more clearly tha t Mormon ism is really "a nothe r
Gospe!," nol fit to be called Christian.
If this is the goal of The Coull terfeit Gospel of Mormonism. the
chapte r "Christ " by Ron Rhodes ' fails on a number o f counts. For
I. According to his Web page, home.earthlink.net/- ronrhodes/RonRhodes. html,
Rhodes is the president of Reasoning from the Scriptures Ministries and an adjunct professor of theology at Biola Universit y, Southern Evangelical Seminary, and Golde n Gale

Rev iew of Ron Rhodes. "Christ." In The Counterfeit Gospel of
Mormonism, 99-140. Eugene, Ore.: Harvest House, 1998. $10.99.
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instance, Rhodes does not respond to Robinson's central argument.
that behind mainstream Christianity's creedal formulations lie extrabiblical assumptions and definitions that appear to have been
adopted from the Greek philosophical schools. More important ,
Rhodes seems to have uncritically accepted some of the worst anti Mormon caricatures of Latter-day Saint doctrine and spends a good
deal of his chapter knocking down these straw men.
This is not to say Rhodes's argumentation is completely without
merit. He docs in fact bring up a few legitimate points that Blomberg
does not. These deserve a response, no matter what his failings. In
this review I intend to rebut Rhodes's most important arguments
against the Latter-day Saint view of Christ and the Trinity and in the
process clarify some aspects of the debate that he has not dealt with.
A Framework for Interpretation
It is a fundamental truth that nobody can interpret the Bible, or

any other document, without supplying some set of assumptions and
definitions external to the text. It just isn't possible. Consider this example from the New Testament: "Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven" (Acts 2:5
NIV). At Pentecost, were there rea lly Jews visiting from every nation
or just the ones in that part of the world? Even in our own language,
these same terms can be ambiguous. If 1 were to say, "Everyone is
here." wou ld I necessarily mean everyone in rhe universe? One makes
sense of such statements within an interpretive framework that lies
outside the particular words used.
Craig Blomberg appears to have recognized and readily admitted
this in How Wide the Divide? (see p. 142). Stephen Robinson made
some limited attempts to show that many of the assumptions and
definitions that mainstream Christians use to arrive at their doctrines about Chris t and the Trinity were adopted from the pagan
Greek philosophical schools and could not have been part of the
original Christian message. In turn , Craig Blomberg made an atSeminary. He has a Th.D. in systemati c theology from DaJJas Theological Semina ry and
has been an associate editor of the Chris/iarl Rescllrcil jOllrltal.
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tempt to neutralize this cha rge. Space conside rations did not allow
for a complete discussion , but if Rhodes had bothered to look up the
footnoted re ferences in How Wide the Divide? he would have been
able to gain a more complete understanding of this mos t impo rtant
issue. T hat mainstream Christianity's doctrines are based on pagan
philosophy is not a charge that can be passed by in silence because
the Hellenizat ion of Christian doctrine is a topic too wel l attested in
the scholarly Iiterature. 2 Consider, for example. the following recent
admission by a group of eva ngelical scholars:
The view of God worked out in the early church, the "bibl icalclassical synthesis," has become so co mmonplace that eve n
today most conservative theologians simply assume that it is
the correct scr iptu ral co ncept of God and thus tha t any other
alleged biblical understanding of God ... must be rejected.
The classical view is so taken for granted that it functions
as a preunderstand ing that ru les out certai n interpretations
of Sc ripture that do not "fit" with the concept ion of what
is "a ppropriate" fo r God to be like, as derived from Greek
metaphysics.}
I am not suggesting that these evangelicals are advocating a concept of God in all respects identical to ours. While they believe that
"the early Fathers did not sell out to Hellen ism. but they did, on certain key points, use it to both defend and explain the Christia n concept of God to their contemporarics,"4 some evangel ical schola rs are
2. See, ror example, Edwin Hatch, Thl! Influenu of Grak IdeM ami USlIges UPOII the
Christian Church (l914; reprint, Gloucester, Mass.: Smith, 1970); Jean Daniclou, Tlte
TIJfOlogy of Jewisll Christiuniry. trans. John A. Baker (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1964);
Jean Danitlou, Gospel Menage mul Hel/flJistic Culture, trans. John A. Baker (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1973); Adolf von Harnack, History of Dogmll. trans. Ne il Buchanan, 7 vols.
(New York; Dover, 1961); Har ry A. Wolfson, Tile Philosophy of Ille Church Fathers, vol. I,
rev. lrd ed. (Cambridge: Han-ard University Press, 1970); James Shiel, Greek Tllought all/I
tile Rise ofChrislillllily (New York: Uarnes and Noble, 1968); Chri$lopher Stead, Philosophy in Cilriniull AUliquilY (ClInbridge: Cambridge UniverSity Press. 1994 ).
3. John Sanders, ~lI i st orlcal Co nsiderations," in Clark Pinnock, Richard Rice, Joh n
Sanders, William Hasker, 3nd David Basinger, nle Open/less of God; A Biblical Challwge
to the TmlliliOlllll Umleman,/iug II{God (Downers Grove, III.: InterVarsity, 1994),60.
4. [bid.
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beginning to realize the extent to which Greek metaphysics governs
the boundaries of "acceptable" Christian theology and are attempting
to unshackle themselves from its influence. Furthermore. they point
out that people like Rhodes largely do not even recognize this influ ence at all- it is completely taken for granted.
In order to expand the discussion begun by Blomberg and
Robinson, I intend to supply a few concrete examples where Latterday Saints believe mainstream Christians have adopted Greek philosophical tenets in place of Hebrew thought forms. ~ These examples
will provide a framework for the discussion of how Latter-day Saints
and evangelicals come to widely different conclusions about the very
same biblical passages.
My first example is perhaps the most important: the kind of being God is. Is he a person with a body in human form. as the Latterday Saints believe, or "a most pure spirit, invisible. without body,
parts, or passions, immutable, immense, eternally incomprehensible," as the Westminster Confession of Faith states?6 The Vatican
Council further explains that God's being is "a unique spiritual substance by nature, absolutely simple and unchangeable, [and] must be
declared distinct from the world in fact and by essence."7 These definitions of God go beyond anything in the Bible, but they happen to
coincide nearly exactly with those taught by the ancient Greek philosophers. For instance, Xenophanes (570-475 B.C.) conceived of
"God as thought, as presence. as all powerful efficacy." He is one
God-incorporeal, "u nborn, eternal, infinite, ... not moving at all
(and] beyond human imagination."8 Empedodes (ca. 444 s.c.)
s. For recent discussions of this phenomenon from an LOS perspective, stC: Bury R.
Bickmore, Re!toring the Ancient Church: Joseph Sm ith and FArly Christia71ity (Ben
Lomond, Calif.: Foundation for Apologetic Information and Re~arch. 1999); Richard R.
Hopkins, How Greek Philosophy Corruprell the Chrisrian O)tlUpt of God (Boun tiful, Utah:
Horiwn, (998).
6. The Westm;fI5ttr ConfelSiOlI of Fairh, in Creed5 of the Clrurches-A Reader in
Christia n Doctrine from the Bible to the Present. ed. John H. Leith (New York: Anchor
Books. 1963), 197.
7. George Brantl, CalhQ/icilln (New York: Srniller. 1%1 ),41 .
8. Karl Jaspers, Tire Great Philowphen (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 198 1).
3:13.
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cla imed that God "does not possess a head and limbs sim ilar to those
of humans .... [He is] a sp iri t, a holy and inexp ress ible one."9 This
concept or God was adopted by Christians, starting in the mid-second
century, in an attempt to ma ke sense of thei r fa ith in light of the assumptions they inherited from their Hellenistic culture. IO T hu s the
Christ ian theologian Tertullian (ca. A.D . 200) could say, "The Father
. .. is invisible and unapproachable, and placid, and (so to speak) the
God of the philosophers.""
How did the Jews and Jew ish Christi ans conceive of God before they moved out into the Hellen istic world? Chr istophe r Stead,
Ely Professor of Div inity Eme rit us at Cambr idge, wr ites that "The
Heb rews ... pictured the God whom they worshipped as having a
body and mi nd like our ow n, though transcending humanity in the
splendour of his appearance, in his power, his wisdom, and the constancy of his ca re for his creatures."12 In the early third century, the
Ch rist ian theologian Or igen argued against the Jewish and Jewish
Ch r istia n bel ief in an anthropomorp hic God, not by appealing to
unanimous Christian tradition, but to the philosophers: "The Jews
indeed, bu t also some of our people, supposed that God should be
unde rstood as a man, tha t is, adorned with human members and huma n appearance. But the philosophe rs despise these stories as fabulo us and formed in the likeness of poetic fi ctions."u Our evangelical
friends interpret the anthropomo rphic passages in the Bible allegori.
cally, but Latter-day Sain ts see no compelling reason (apart from the
assumptions of Greek philosophy) not to ta ke Ezekiel quite literally
whe n he says he saw "upon the thro ne, a form in hu man likeness"
(Ezekiel 1:26 NEB). True, some passages describe God's "wings" or
9. Ibid.,51.
10. For instance, Sanders, ~Hjstorical Considerations,H 72, writes, ~Dcspi te different
atti tudes taken by the fathers toward philosophy, the influence of Greek philosophical notions of God is un iversal, even among tho~ who ' repudiate' philosophy."
II. Tertullian, Agaillst Mardoll 2.27, in The Allle-Nicelic Fathers, cd. Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson (Buffalo: Christian Literalurt', 1885-%),3:319. Hereinafter
cited as ANF.
12. Sicad, Philosophy in Christian Alltiqlliry. 120.
13. Origen. Homilics 011 Gt',lcsis am/ F":':Ol/U$ 3:1, trans. Ronald E. Heine (Washington,
D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1982),89.
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"feathers" (e.g., Psa lm 91:4 ), and the Iikc, but these arc always given
in a clearly metaphorical context. What, then, was Ezekiel's metaphor
when he simply described what he saw?
Our neighbors might object that the biblical God cannot have a
body, for that would contrad ict John 4:24. This verse can be translated "God is a spirit" but in modern translations is usuaUy rendered
"God is Spiri t." This passage is parallel to two others from lohn's
writings, where it is said that "God is light" ( 1 John I :5) and "God is
love" (I John 4:8). Read in context, these passages are not metaphysi cal statements about God 's "being" but rather descriptions of God's
activity with respect to men. Stead explains how the ancient Hebrews
would have interpreted God's "sp iritual" nature. "By saying that God
is spiritual, we do not mean that he has no body ... but rather that
he is the source of a mysterious life-giving power and energy that animates the human body, and himself possesses this energy in the
fullest measure."14
In fact, some of the ancients,like the Latter-day Saints, considered spir it itself to be material. Origen complain ed that some of
these actually used John 4:24 to prove that God is material! "Fire and
spirit, according to them. are to be regarded as nothing else than a
body." IS In contrast, historian J. W. C. Wand (formerly the Anglican
bishop of London) writes that the Hellenized Christians learned
what it meant for God to be "a spirit" from the Neoplatonists:
It is easy to see what influence this school of thought
[i.e., Neoplatonisml must have had upon Christian leaders.
It was from it that they learnt what was involved in a metaphysical sense by calling God a Sp irit. They were also helped
to free themselves from their primitive esc hatology and to
get rid of that crude anthropomorphism which made even
Tertullian [A.D. 160-2201 believe that God had a material
body.1 6
14. Stead, Philomphy in Christian Anti,/Ility. 98.
15. Origen, De PrinCipiis 1.1 .1, in ANF, 4:24 2.
16. J. W. C. Wand, A History of the Early Ch urch to A.D. 500 ( 1937; rcprinl, l.ondon:
RoutJedgl.',,1994 ),140.
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Rhodes also objects that since God is said to be "o mnipresent:'
the d ivine nature ca llilot be lim ited to a body (see pp. 104-5) . Apparently Jesus' body is thought to be altached to the omnipresent divine na ture as some sort of appen dage. Again, La tter-day Saints do
not take such passages as metaphysical sta tements about God's "being" but as ind icat ions that God's power and knowledge simu lt aneously extend 10 the far thest reaches of the universe (see D&C
88:6-\3,41). Apparently the ancient Jews and Jew ish Chris tians
agreed that God's body was not a limitation. 17
The Greeks had a strong tendency to take statements about God
in an extreme metaphysical---cven mathematical-sense, whereas the
Heb rews spoke in more relative terms. Consider Christopher Stead's
statement abo ut how the biblical authors spoke of God's immu tability.
The Old Testament writers sometimes speak of God as
unchanging . .. . In Christian wr iters influenced by Greek
philosophy this doctri ne is developed in an absolute metaphysical sense. Hebrew write rs afe mo re concrete, and their
thi nk ing incl udes two mai n points: ( I) God has the d ignity
appropria te to old age, but withou t its d isabi lit ies ... ; and
(2) God is faithfu l 10 his cove nant pfom ises, even though
me n break theirs.ls (cf. lsaiah 40:28; Exodus 34:9-10)
What abo ut all those statements about God 's "eternity"? Wh ile
mainstream Chr istian theologians, infl uenced by Greek ph ilosophy,
take this in an absolute sense, the biblical writers once again spoke in
a more rela tive sense. Fo r example, God is desc ribed as "from everlasti ng to everlasting" (Psa lm 41:13 NEB), but the Hebrew word fo r
"everlas ti ng" is 'oldlll, wh ich li terall y means "( practically) ete rn ity,"
"ti me out of m ind," or "fo reve r," expressing the concept of a really,
really !o,zg time. 19
17. See the following from Jewish Christian documen ts: Clemellliuc Hrmlilies t6.19
an d 17.7, in ANF, 8:316, 319-20; Apo(alypsc of AbrahuTII 19, in 1-1 . F. D. Spark s, The
Apocryphal OM TC5/ameut (Oxford: Clarendon, 1984 ),382.
18. Slead, Philosophy ill Chris/jarl Anriqujt:y, 102.
19. lames Strong, The New SIrOIlg'S Complete Dic/ionary of Bible Words (Nashville:
Nelson, 1996), 470.

282 • FARMS REV IE.W

OF BOO KS

12/1 (2000)

In any number of examp les from the Bible. such superlative
terms are obviously used in a limi ted. relat ive sense. For instance.
Exodus 31: 16 says. "The Israelites sha ll keep the sabbath, they shall
keep it in every generation as a covena nt fo r ever" (NEB). Perhaps
recognizing the ambiguity in the Hebrew terms used, the evangelica l
translators of the New International Version (NIV) render the passage, "The Israelites are to observe the Sabbath, celebrating it fo r the
genera tions to come as a lasting covena nt" (Exodus 31: 16-17). So is
it "every getleration" or "the generat ions to come"? Were the Israelites
to keep th is covenant ''for ever." or was it just a "lasting cove nant"?
Incidenta lly, the sa lient Hebrew word in this verse is the familiar
co/tim. the very word the Bible uses to describe God's eternity.
If it weren't for such linguistic ambiguities, Lev iticus 16:34 might
be especially troubling. "Th is shall become a rule bin ding on you for
all time, to make fo r the Israelites once a year the expiation requ ired
by all their sins" (NEB). Of course, the NIV translates <o/tiln here so as
to ma ke it a "lasting rule" rather than a "rule ... for all time" or an
"everlast ing statute" (KJV).
As we can see, the philosophical framework within which Latterday Saints interpret the script ural passages describing the attributes
of God is widely different from the one used by most mainst ream
theologians. In add ition, a good case can be made to show that the
LOS framework is ve ry much li ke th at of th e ancient Hebrews and
Jewish Ch ristians. And yet, time and time aga in we will see that
Rhodes, like most anti-Mormo n writers, seeks to establish some contradiction between the scriptu res and LOS doctrine by interpreting
scriptural passages within his fra mework of ideas wi thout taking into
account that of the Latte r-day Sai nts or even the biblical wr iters. In
the following responses to his specific criticisms, I will expose this
faulty methodology.
"The Only Begotten Son"
Rhodes's first target is the LOS view of the virgin birth, and he re
he shows not ani), a lack of unde rstanding with respect to the LOS
interp retive backdrop but also a willingness to twist the words of his
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LOS sou rces to make them so un d offens ive to eva ngelical ea rs. In
order to justify his assert ion that Latter-day Saints believe Jesus "was
begotten thro ugh sexual relat ions betwee n a fl esh- and-bo ne
Heave nly Fa the r an d Mary" (p. 121), he quotes several unoffic ial
statements of LOS leaders, justifying himself by showing that Latterday Sa ints cons ider the wo rds of the livin g prophets as scriptu redesp ite th e distinctly ant ifundamentalist view of scr iptu re held by
the Latter-day Sai n ts.~o In any case, even while expanding the field of
so urces for "offic ial " LOS doctrine, Rhodes ca n't seem to provide any
compelling evide nce to make his case. What he does provide is a long
series of statements by LDS leaders to the effect that Jesus is the literal,
20. Rhodes quotes Brigham Young (see p. 1 [9), sayi ng that any of his .sermons are as
good as any scr ipture in the Bi ble. However, he fails to recogn ize th at l atter- day Saints
have an extremely broad view of "scripture." For instance, Doctrine and Covenants 68:4
says in relation to any pr iesthood holder, "ArId whatsoever they shall spea k whe n moved
upo n by the Ho[y Gha>:\ shall be scripture.» In fact, in our view even our ca noni"Zl'd sc riptures are no t free from the "mistakes of men" (.see the litle page of the liook of Mormon).
Especially relevant is the following wmment by Brigham Young: "I am so far from believing that any governme nt upon this earlh has constitutions and laws that are perfect, that I
do nOi e\'en believe that there is 3. single revelalion, among the many God has given to the
Chu rch. that is perfect in its fulness . The revelations of God contain correct doctrine and
principle, so far as they go; but it is impossible for the poo r, weak. low, grovelling, sinful
in habitants of the ear th to receive a revela tion from the Almighty in all its perfections."
Journal o[Oiscourses, 2:314.
In fact, one of the p~ssages Rhodes quotes is the following, excluding the 1M! selllenee: ~ l have never yet pre~ched a sermo n and sent it out to the childre n of men, that
they may not call Scripture. Let me have the privilege of co rrecting a sermon, and it is as
good Scripture as they deser\'e.~ /ournalCl{ Discourses. 13:95. Clearl y Presidelll You ng did
not mean thai his sermons were "inerrant in Ihe fundame nta list sense. Therefore, although we believe Ihe inspired words of our prophets are "seripturct we do not believe
th at a1[ "scripture" is inerranl or Ihat everything our leaders say is perfectl y inspired. This
is why we have a process of ca nonizalion in place to diSli nguis h official doctrine and
practice from wha t is not. The church as a body recogn izes what is spoke n by inspiration
when we are "moved u ran by the Ho[y Ghost" ourselves, and we canonize the most importa nt and universally applicable of these stalemen ts. For an excellen t discussio n of this
prindple, see J. Reuben Clalk Jr., ~ When Are Church Leaders' Words Entitled to Claim of
Scripture?" in Brent L. Top. La rr y E. Dahl, and Wal ter D. Bowen. Follow Ihe UV;7!g
Prophets (Sail Lake City: aookcraft, [993), 22S--42. Personally, I sec no problem wilh crilics of the chu rch critiquing u nofficial statements of LD5 leaders. Howeve r, they cannOi
expect to get away with passi ng them off as somethi ng that thcy are not and that we never
claimed them to be.
H
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biological Son of the Father in the Oesh . But this is simply a by~
product of our understanding of God the Father as an anthropomorphic being with a f1esh-and-bone body (the Father was the source of
Jesus' Y chromosome) and says nothing about the mechanics of conception. For instance, Rhodes quotes Bruce R. McConkie and James
E. Talmage to this effect. but what did they actually say about the mechanics of Jesus' conception? Talmage says he was begotten "not in
violation of natural Jaw but in accordance with a higher manifestation thereof."2t McConkie says:
How and by what means and through whose instrumentality
does such a conception come? ...
. . . When God is involved. he uses his minister, the Holy
Ghost, to overshadow the future mother and to carry her
away in the Spirit. She shall conceive by the power of the
Holy Ghost, and God himself shall be the sire .... A son is
begotten by a father: whether on earth or in heaven it is the
same. 21
These descriptions do not go beyond what the scriptures affirm, no
matter what seamy innuendos Rhodes wants to pull out of themY
He seems puzzled (see pp. 122-23) by McConkie's statement that
"Our Lord is the only mortal person ever born to a virgin, because he
is the only person who evcr had an immortal Father."2~ But then . if a
resurrected, exalted man can transport himself through solid walls
21. James E. Talmage. JeHls the Christ (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book. 1983), 77.
Sfephen Robinson quoles this passage (How Wide the Divide? 135). but Rhodes appar·
endy missed or ignored it.
22. Bruce R. McConkie, The Morrill Messillh: From Bethlehem to Calvary (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1981), 1:319.
23. Rhodes atso quotes Orson Pratt and Brigham Young, who say that the Father
muS! have been married to Mary at the time of Jesus' conception (pp. 121-22). QrtainJy
these are more suggestive (and speculative) than any of the other quotations Rhodes provides, but they still do not necessarily ~nJighten us about how Pran and Young thought
the conception of Jesus physically occurred. Furthermore, Rhodes cites Brigham Young's
statement from an 1866 edition of the Desert:1 NewT and Pratt's from "["he Seer. By what
streIch of the imagination does he characterize these as Qoffidal" teachings?
24. Bruce R. McConkie, Mormon Doclrille, 2nd ed. {Salt Lake City: Bookeraft, 1966),
822.
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and leave them intact (see Luke 24:36-40), I see no reason why Jesus'
conception cou ld not have left Mary truly still a "v irg in." Thus,
President Ezra Ta ft Benson could say both that "Jesus Ch rist is the
Son of God in the most lite ral sense"H and that "his mo rtal mother,
Mary, was called a virgin, bot h befo re and after she gave bi rth . {See
1 Neph i 11 :20.)"16 J do not pretend to know (as Rhodes does) what
a nyone's private speculations abo ut the particu la r mode of co nception m ight have been. However, Latter-day Saints have generally been
content not to publicly speculate about such unim po rtant top ics, and
we see attem p ts like Rhodes's to "fill in the blanks" for us as rather
silly. ( Inciden tally, we would also see attempts to defi nitively explain
how Jesus tra nspo rted himself th rough a solid wall withou t specific
revela tion o n the subject as silly.)
T his discussion of Jes us' conception brings u p the importan t
q uestio n of how Jesus is uniq uely the "Son of God." Mormons equate
Jesus' unique Sonship with his incarna tion. That is, he is the orlly son
of God with respec t to the flesh (see Mos iah 15:3), but one of many
ch ildren of God with respect to his spir it (see Abraham 3:22-25). In
addition, he was un iquely the Son of God even before his incarnat ion
beca use he " was foreo rdained before the fo undation of the world "
(1 Peter 1:20; cf. Ether 3: 14; How Wide the Divide? 136) to his call ing.
Th us, while Latter-day Saints co nnect Jesus' unique Sonship with the
inca rn ation, we be lieve it is pro per to refer to him as the "O nly
Begotten" even in the premortal exis te nce. Mainstream Chr istians,
on the o ther hand, believe th at Jesus has always ex isted as the Son
with in the Trinity, "ete rnally generated" from the Father,27 an d they
do not specifically connect Jesus' un ique Sonship to the incarnation.
Rhodes uses several scriptures (Hebrews 1:2; Colossians 1:13- 14,
17; and John 8:54-58) to concl ude that Jes us existed as "the Son o f
God" before the incarnation (p. 125). As we have seen, he is m issi ng
25. Ezra Taft Benson. The Teachings of Eua Taft Be7J5clJI (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft.
1988),7.
26. Ibid.
27. linwood Urban. A Sizort Hi story of Christ ilm Tho ught. rev. and en!. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1995),55-56,59,66.
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the point. Likewise, when he trots out passages from the Book of
Mormon (such as 2 Nephi 27:23; 29:7, 9; Mosiah 3:5, 8) in support of
the eternal nature of Jesus Christ as God, he simply ignores the LDS
(a nd ancien t Hebrew) usage of words like eternity. He also expends a
great deal of effort showing that Greek terms such as firstborn and
Only-Begotten don't necessarily require the interpretat ion the Latterday Sa ints give them (see pp. 124-27), but he does not acknowledge
Stephen Robinson's demonstration (see How Wide tile Divide? 138-39)
that the LOS view reflects a legitimate interpretation of such words.
One argument Rhodes uses is the foUowing:
Many Mormons, including Stephen Robinson, appeal to
Psalm 2:7 in an attempt to prove that Jesus was begotten of
the Father. However, Acts 13:33,34 makes such a view impossible, for this passage teaches that Jesus' resurrection from
the dead by the Father is a fulfillment of the statement in
Psalm 2:7, "You are my Son; today I have become your
Father." (p. 124)
This is a legitimate point if the object is to establish that begotten
was somet imes used in a more symbolic sense. However, I fail to
grasp why this passage would be any more troubling for Latter-day
Sai nts than for evangelicals, who believe Jesus is "eternally begotten."
The resurrection of Jesus represents the complete fulfillment of his
incarnation, so this passage fits very well with the LOS understanding indeed. In fact, the LOS interpretation receives significa nt historical support. For example, J. N. O. Kelly, commen ting on a passage
from Ignatius of Antioch (ca. A.D. 110. reputed to have been a disciple of John), says this: "His divine Sonship dates from the incarnation .... In tracing His divine Sonsh ip to His co nception in Mary's
womb, he was simply reproducing a commonplace of pre-Origenist
theology; the idea d id not convey, and was not intended to convey,
any denial of His pre-existence."211

28. J. N. D. Kelly, Ellrir Chris/iul1lJaclril1es, rev. ",d. (San Francisco: Harper & Row,
1978), 92-93.
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Jesus as C reator
Rhodes's stro ngest argument aga in st the LOS view that Jesus is
one of a nu mber of spi rit ch ildren of God is his use of Colossia ns
1:16- 17: "Fo r by him were aU thi ngs created, that are in heaven, and
th at are in earth, visi ble and invisible, whethe r they be thrones, or
dominions, or principalities, or powers: all things were created by
him, and fo r him: And he is before all things. and by him all things
consist." Rhodes com ments, "The words 'thrones,' 'domin ions,' 'prin cipalities: and ' powers' were words used by rabbinical Jews in biblical
times to desc ribe different orders of angels (see Roma ns 8:38; Ephesia ns 1:2 1; 3: 10; 6: 12; Colossians 2: 10, 15)" (p. 127). Thus if Jesus created the angels, he could n't possibly be their "spirit brother."
1 ca n certa inl y see how one mi gh t read the pa ssage in this way.
but in fact its meaning is not so cUf-and-dried. For instance, Romans
8:38 actually separates "a ngels" from "prin cipalities and powe rs," and
thus seems to militate agai nst Rhodes's argument fo r th e rabbinical
interpretation: "Fo r J am persuaded, that neith er death, nor li fe, nor
angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor th ings
to come . . ." Other passages are ambiguo us in meaning (see
Coloss ians 2:10,15; Ephesians 1:2 1), while some Rhodes fails to
mention spec ifica lly speak of the "prin cipalities and powers" of this
world (see Luke 12: II ; Romans 13: I; Ephesians 6: 12; and Tit us 3: I).
Furthermore. the very passage in question seems not to include spirits amo ng Chri st's c reations . Paul goes on in Colossians 1:20-21,
"And, having ma de peace through the blood of his cross, by him to
reconcile all th ings unto himself; by him, I say, whet her they be
things in ea rth , or things in heaven. And you, tha t were sometime
al ienated and enem ies in your mind by wicked works, yet now hath
he reconciled." Does Paul here include Satan and his angels when he
says Christ has reconciled "all things" in heaven and earth to himself?
I th in k not. Again, Paul does not even seem to include the spir its of
men among the "all things" Christ created, since he sets them apa rt
by saying, "And you ... ," refe rri ng of course to believing Christians.
He couldn't have included unbelievers in the "reconci liation"; otherwise, he wo uldn't have qualified the prospects of reconcili at ion for
his audience: "If ye continue in the fait h ..." (Colossians 1:23).
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Let us also co nside r our interpretation and Rhodes's argument
within the broader context: the nature of crea tion. According to the
earliest Jewish and Christian belief, God doesn't "create" out of noth ing. In hi s 1990 presidential address to the British Association for
Jewish Siud ies, Peter Hayman asserted the following:
Nearly all recent studies on the origin of the doctrine of creario ex niliilo have co me to the conclusion that this doctrine
is not native to Judaism, is nowhere allesled in Ihe Hebrew
Bible, and probably arose in Ch ri stianity in the second century C.l:. in the course of its fierce battle with Gnostici sm.
The one scholar who continues to maintain Ihat the doctrine
is native to Judaism, namely Jonathan Goldstein, thinks that
it first appears at the end of the first century C.E., bUI has recently conceded the weakness of his position in the course of
debate with David Winston .29
Gerhard May has convincingly shown that where these early
texts say God crea led out of "nothing" or "non-being," elc., they were
usi ng a co mmo n ancient idiom to say that "something new, something that was not there before, comes into being; whether this something new comes through a change in so mething that was already
there. or whether it is something absolutely new, is beside the question."30 For instance, the Greek writer Xenophon wrote that parents
" bring fort h their children out of non _being."3l Philo of Alexandr ia
wrote th at Moses and Plato were in agreement in accepting a pre existent material, but also that God brin gs things "o ut of nothing
into being" or "o ut of non -being."J2 Therefore, in view of this com29. Peter I-layman, "Monotheism-A Misused Word in Jewish Studies!" jOl/mal of
jewish Srl/tiies 42 (1991): 3. See Jonalh an A. Goldstein, "The Origins of the Doct rine of
Crea tion Ex Nihilo," jOl/fllal of jewi,ll Swt/ies 35 ( 1984): 127-35; Jon athan A. Goldstein,
"Creatio n Ex Nihilo: Recantations and Restalcmem s," JOl/fllal of fewi!h Smilies 38 ( 1987):
187-94; David Winston, "Creatio n Ex Nihilo Revisited: A Reply to Jona than Go ldstein,"
10l/fllat of kWlsh SlIIilies 37 (1986): 88-9 L
30. Gerhard May, Crelill" Ex Nilli/o: The Doctritlf' of"Crf<llion 0111 of NOlhing";'1 Early
Chrislilill T/Ull/gllI, lran$. A. S. Worrall (Edinburgh: Clark. 1994 ), 8.
3 J. Xenophon, quoted in May, Cremio Ex Nihilo, 8.
32. May. Crell/ill Ex Nihilo, 9-22.
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mon usage and th e many explic it statements by ancient autho rs regarding preexistent matter, we must rule out a belief in creatio ex nihila unless such a belief is explicitly stated. We do not find such explicit stateme nts anyw here until the mid -second cent ur y with the
Gnostic teacher Basilides and later the Christian apologis ts Tat ian
and Theophi lus of Anlioch.H
Clearly, when Paul said that Christ created "all things," the apostle
did so in a sense limited by his underlying interpretive framework.
Likewise, the Latter-day Saints often say Chr ist crea ted "a ll things"
but limit this statement to the material universe.
The Divine Names
Four names or titles arc commonly used to denote God in the
O ld Testament: EI ("God"), Elohim ("God" or "gods"), Elyon (" Most
High" ), and Yahweh (eq uivalent to "Jehovah").l4 Most main line
Christians see all these des ignations as referring to one divine being.
However, Latter-day Saint usage is much more complica ted. On one
hand , the divine names can refer to specific persons; for exam ple, EI
or Elohim usually refers to th e Father, and Yahweh usua lly refers to
th e Son. On the other hand, they have also been used as titles in refe rence to more than one divine pe rson. Both the Father and the So n
have been called "Jehovah" (D&C 109:34,42,68; 110:3). For instance,
Joseph Smit h said, "Le t us plead the justice of our cause; trust in g
33. See Frances Young, H'Crca ti o Ex Nihi lo': A Conlexl for the Emergence of the
Christian Doctrine of Creati o n,H Scottish /oumal arThrology 11 ( 1991): 111. Even as late
as the turn of the third (entury, TeftuJiian had to lake the mOTe ancient usage into ac(OU llt whell arguing for the new doctrine. "And rl'rn ifthry were made out of some (preI'ious ) malter, as some will h;l~e iI, they are ewn thus ou t of nothing, because Ihey were
not what the)' are." TerlUlJian, tls,jin$/ Murchm 2.5. in tlNF. 3:301.
The only el'angeli (al re'l)onse to this work 1 hal'e sern is by;\ graduate studen t at
Marqucll<' UniverSity, Paul Copan. Cop;'n challenges May's asserti on thJt ereu/tv ex niMlv
is a postbiblical invention, but in fact docs not deal with ,"lay's primary evidence-Ihl'
description by ancient authors of creation ;\s "out of nothing" wherl' pr('('xiSlenl maHer is
elearly pn:supposed. I'aul Co pan , "Is Creu/ill Ex Ni/lilu a Post-Biblical Invention? An
Ex~minatioll of Gerh" rd I-hy's Propos.d," Triuily /mm,u/ 17NS ( 1996): 77-93.
34. Bruce M. MClI.gl'r ~"d Michael D. Coogan, eds., Tire Oxford COmrllllio" 10 IIII'
BiMe (Oxford: Oxford Unh'nsi ty Press, 1993), 51&--19.
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in the arm of Jehovah. the Elohe im, who sits enthroned in the heavens."JS The Latter-day Sa int s believe that the Bible passages that link
Yahweh with Elohim or Elyon (see, for example, Isaiah 43:12~13;
45:21-22) refer to a "divine investiture of authority"; there the Son is
allowed to speak in the first person as the Fat her.J6 Thu s where
Moses says, "The Lord our God is one Lord" (De ute ronomy 6:4 ),
Latter-day Saints see the phrase as an expression of the perfect unity
of the Godhead.
Rhodes apparently does not understand the nuances of LDS use
of these ter ms and lists a series of Bible passages in which Jehovah
and E10him are eq uated. "The Mormon doctrine ca n easily be debunked by verses in the Bible which demonstrate that Elohim and
Jehovah are one and the same God" (p. 129).
But cons ider the following passage found in both the Dead Sea
Scroll s and Septuagi nt ve rsions of Deute ro nomy: "When the Most
High parcelled out th e natio ns, when he dispersed all mankind, he
laid down the boundaries of every people according to the number
of the sons of God; but the Lord 's [Yahweh'sl share was his own
people, Jacob was his allotted portion" (Deuteronomy 32:8~9 NEB).3?
Based on this and other passages, some Bible scholars now conclude
that the Israelites originally believed EI to be the high God and
Yahweh to be the chief among the "sons of EI"-the second God and
chief archangel who had special responsibility for Israel. 38

35. Hiswry of fhe Chl/re/I, 5:94. Likewise, Brigham Young spoke the following with
reference to the Father: "We obey the Lord, Him who is G1l1rd Jeh ovah, the Great I AM, 1
am a man of war. Elohim, etc." Brigha m You ng. in Joumlll afDiscoUfsN. 12:99.
36. "The Father and the Son: A Doc trinal Exposition by the First Presidency and the
Twelve," in James E. Talmage, Tile Articles of Filith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1984),
420-26.
37. The NEB follows th e Dead Sea Scwlls and SeplUagi m versions he re.
38. Sec. for example, Otto Eissfeldt, "FJ and Y;lhweh," ]OUrtlo/ of Semitic Stmlie, 1
( 1956): 25-30; Margaret Barker, 1'/Ie Grelll Auge/: A 51 ully of bTl/d's Secolld GOII (Lou isville. Ky.: Westminster, 1992). For a good summary of th e current schol3rly debate. see
Lury W. Hurtado. "What Do W... Mean by ' First -Century jewish Monotheisrn'~" in 5cciety
ofBibliw/ Lirerlllure 1993 Semillllr Pllper5, cd. E. H. Lovering Jr. {Atlanta: Scho lars Press.
1993),348-68.
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Certainly belief in two Gods is a debated point and beyon d the
scope of th is review, but it is beyond debate th at th is was a standard
early Ch ristia n interp retation of the passage. As late as the fourth
ce ntury, the great histor ian and bishop Euseb ius of Caesarea co uld
wr ite. " In these words [Deute ronomy 32:8) surely he names first the
Most High God, the Supreme God of the Universe, and then as Lord
His Wo rd. Whom we call Lo rd in the second degree after the God of
the Universe .")') A similar interp reta ti on of these verses is found in
the few ish Ch ristian Clemenril1e Recognitions, in which Peter says.
"But to the one amo ng the archangels who is greatest, was committed the government of those who, before all others. received the worship and knowledge of the Most High God .. . . Thu s the princes of
the several nations are ca lled gods. But Christ is God of princes, who
is Judge of all."40 Indeed, acco rding to Marga ret Barke r, in a number
of Jewish Apocalyp tic texts there are actually two Yahwehs. Both the
High God and principa l angel are so designated.~l
Clearly the LDS use of the divine names is complicated, so it is
perhaps comprehens ible that Ron Rhodes would m isunderstand.
However. it is equally clea r that the LOS use has una mbiguous precedents in ancien t Jewish and Christian writings.
The Oneness of the Godhead
One feat ure of the New Testament all Chr istians must come to
terms with is tha t in some passages the Father is represented as "the
on ly true God" (John 17:3), while in others the Son and Holy Spirit
are also called "God " (John I: I; 14:26; Ac ts 13:2). J·low ca n th is apparent contra diction be resolved? We can read ily see that two dispara te definitions of God must lead to different conclusions regarding this question.
In harmony with thei r definition o f God as an indivisible, ete rnal. unchanging spiritual "essence," mainstream Christians like
39. Euscbi us, 'flt~ Proof of lire Gospd 4. 7, tran s. W. J. Ferrar {New York: Macmillan,
1910),1:176.
40. Peter. in C/ememiuc R~"CI>Knjljlll" 2.42, in IINF, 8: 109.
·11. See Barker, Th~ Gre'" AI1~d, 81.
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Rh odes say that the members of the Trinity are separate "perso ns"
who sha re a Single "D ivine Being." All three persons have always ex isted in the same relationship to one another, and no hierarchy exists
within the Trinit y. T hat is, th e Fat her, Son, and Holy Spir it do not
differ in rank or glo ry. On the other hand, Latter-day Saints believe
the members of the Godhead are separa te beings, and so in a sense
we believe in m ore than one God. However, La tter- day Sain ts also
speak of "one God" in two senses. First, the Godhead is "one" in will,
purpose, love, and covenant. Seco nd, the Pat her is the absolute
mona rch of the known Universe, and all others are subjec t to him.
Rhodes disputes the LDS view of the divine unity in two ways.
First, he disputes the subord in ationist interpretation we apply to
John 14 :28, where Jesus says, "My Father is greater than I." Rhodes
comments,
In response, we must point out that Jesus in lohn 14:28
is not spea kin g about His nature or His esse ntial being
(Ch rist had earlier sai d " I and the Father are one " in this
regard- John 10:30), but is rather speaking of His lowly position in the in ca rn ation. Simply put, Christ is "equ al" to the
Fat her in regard to His Godhood but "inferior" to the Father
in regard to Hi s manhood .... During the time of the incarnation, Jesus fu nctioned in the world of humanity, and this
of necessity involved Jesus being positionally lower than the
Father. (pp. 130--31)
Furthermore, he adds that while the Fath er is said to be "grea ter"
than Jesus, Jesus is sa id to be "better" than the angels (Hebrews l :4),
underscoring the idea that Jesus is "positionally" subordinate to the
father, bu t "by nature" above the angels (p. 131) .
Certainly Rhodes reads quite a lot into the terms greater an d betfer, but, mo re important, he again appears to mis understand, or at
least m isapply, the nuances of LDS theology. In o ur system, to say
that Jesus is subord inate to the Father in ran k and glo ry implies absolutely nothi ng about his "essent ial nature." Mo rmons see gods, angels, and men as having the same "esse ntial natu re," as Rhodes ap pears to realize (p . 120) . Si nce we do not eq uate "God" with so me
indivisible, eternally unchanging spi rit essence, it makes perfect sense
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to call mo re than one person "God" a nd consider them to differ in
rank and glory.
And in fac t, the pre-N icene chu rch (excl uding the Modalist
heretics) un iversally held this view, even after the G reek concept of
God was adopted . Kelly o f Oxfo rd University notes tha t even at the
Cou ncil of Nicea, the majori ty pa rty believed "that there are three divine hypostases [or perso ns], separate in rank and glory bu t united
in harmony of will."42 Ric hard Hansen w ri tes. "In deed, until Athanas ius bega n w riting, every sin gle theologia n , East and West, had
postula ted some form of Su bo rd inat ion ism. It could, about the year
300, have been desc ri bed as a fixe d pa rt of ca tholic theology."43
Henry Bettenson writes that "'Su bord inat ion ism' ... was pre-Nicene
orthodoxy."44
Th is doctrine took var ious forms, depen d ing o n the particu la r
concept of God invol\'ed. Withi n Jewish Ch rist ianity, where God was
often conce ived of as havi ng a body in h u ma n for m, Jes us a nd the
Holy Spir it were described both as gods, worthy of worsh ip, and the
chief among the archa ngcis .4s (For instance, see the passage fro m the
Clememine Recogllitions quoted above.) While Latter-day Sain ts generally do not refer to the Son and Spir it as "angels," such a designatio n is consistent with our belief tha t ]es us, the Holy Sp iri t, and all
angels and men are "so ns of God" (Job 38:7), d iffering in degree and
power, but no t in essential nature.
An early second-century Jewish Ch ristian document, the Shepherd
of [·[ermflS, speaks of "the angel of the prophetic Spir it"46 and of Jesus
as the '''glorious . .. angel' or ' most venerable . . . angel."'47 Just in
Martyr (ca. A.D. 150) wrote that Jes us is "a nother God [Gk deuteros
rheos ='second God'] subject to the Maker of all things .. . who is . . .
Kelly, Early Clrrij/ian Doctrines, 247-48.
Richard H<lnS("n, "The Achievemen t of Orthodoxy in the Fourth Ce ntury A.O.," in
Tire Making of Orthodoxy; EHay~ ill Honour of I-fwry C/!m/wkk, c:d. Rowan Williams
(New York; Cambridge University Press, 1989), 153.
44. He rl ry Ikttenson. ed. and trans., Tire Early Christian Fmhas (Lo ndon: Oxford
Universi ty Press, 1956),330. See al so Urban, II Slwrl His/ory ofClrrjstili/l TlwZlglu, 54.
45. See Daniclou. TIre Tlreu/I)gy uf Jewish Chri$/imrilr. 146.
'16. nrc PuSlor of Herml/!. Commandment II. in /INF.l:27.
'17. D'Hlitloll. Tire Tirm/"gr of Jewislr Chrjsliullitr. 123-24.

42.

43.
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distinct from Him who made all things-numerically, I mean , not
[distinct] in will."48 He designated the Son as "thi s powe r which the
prophetic word calls God ... and Angel"49 and followed in the same
ve in: "We reverence and worship Him and the Son who came forth
from Him and taught us these things, and the host of other good an~
gels who are about Him and are made quite like Him, and the
Prophet ic Spir it."so Justin Martyr also maintained that the So n is "in
the second place, and the prophetic Spirit in the third."sl
Many other examples could be cited, but it is importan t to note
that this "angel Christology" was not some aberration but was de~
rived from various Bible passages that refer to "the Angel of Yahweh,"
who is in fact Yahweh himself.52 For example, in Judges 13 the "angel
of Yahweh" appears to Manoah and his wife. When he disappears,
Manoah says, "We are doomed to die, we have seen God" (Judges
13:22 NEB). Even more in teresting is the frequency wi th which
Yahweh and the two angels who appeared to Abraham (see Genesis
18- 19) are called "men."53
Rhodes also objects to the LDS understanding of the divine unity
on the basis of his idiosyncratic interpretation of the "oneness" pas~
sages in John's Gospel (see pp. 132-33). He asserts that John's claim

48. Justin Martyr. Dia/ogue with Tryp/!o 56. in ANF, 1:223, second brackets in original.
49. Ibid., 127, in ANF, 1:264.
50. Justin Martyr, First Apology 6, in William A. Jurgens, TIle Fuilh af lire Etlrly r..,thers
(Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1970), 1:51. Father Jurgens insists that this is the
correct translation of Justin's statement and admits that here justin "~pparently {made1
insufficiem distinction between Christ and the created angels." Father Ju rgens continues,
~There are theological difficulties in the above passage. no doubt. But we wonder if those
who make a great deal of these diffic ult ies do not demand of Justin a theological sophistication which a man of his time and background could not rightly be ~~pected to have."
Jurgens, F(lilh of rh e Early FtHhers, 1:56 n. I. "Th is passage presents us with considerable
difficulties. The word 'other,' used in relation to the angels, suggests that Jesus himself is
an angel." Robert M. Grant, The Early Christian Doctrine of God {Charlottesville:
Univ~rsity I'ress of Virgi nia, 19661.81.
51. Justi n Ma rtyr. First Apology 13, in ANI~ 1:167.
52. For a complete discussion of the "Angel of Yahweh," see Barker. The Great ANgel.
53. The Universal Jewish brcyclopedia (New York: Universal Jewish Encyclopedia,
1939-43).1:304.
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that Jesus and the Fa ther are "one" (John 10:30-33; 17:2 1-24) clearly
means a oneness of nature: the Jews were prepared to stone Jesus for
saying this because he was "claiming to be God " (p. 132). " But the
co ntext of Joh n 17:2 1- where Jesus prayed that the disciples may be
olle 'just as yo u [Father] arc in me and I am in you'-is entirely differellt. In this con tex t, the Greek word for 'one' refers to unity among
people in the midst of their diversity" ( p. 133, emphasis and brackets
in original). O n the con trary, Jesus' sta tement that the o neness of his
disciples was ideally to be "just as you {Fa the r] are in me and I am in
you" is th e only clea r comparison of lHzythilzg in the Bible with the di vine unity. The "context" in which we are su pposed to understand
the idea l unity of Jesus' disciples is directly supplied by Jesus. It is the
divine unity itself!
Rhodes's discussion of Ma tthew 28:19 is eq ually mistaken. Is it
really so sign ificant that Jesus is sa id to baptize in "the name of the
Father and the So n and the Holy Sp iri t" (NEB)? Does the fact that
the Godhead is referred to as having a single "name" really mean they
are a single bein g? Equat ing o neness of name with oneness of being
overlooks the commo n ancient and modern usage where someone's
"name" is equated with his or her "author ity." Someo ne could say, " I
come in the na me of the King," just as Jesus said, "I am come in my
Father's name" (John 5:43). So also, Christ's ministers baptize by the
authority of the I:ather, Son, and Holy Spi rit, which is a si ngle authority and power.
If nothin g else, it shou ld be clear that the LDS interpretation of
the divine unity is quite possible, given the informat ion in the Bible,
and in fact this interpretation receives significantly more historical
support from the ea rliest Christian documents than docs the alternative Rhodes supports.
The "Two Natures" of Christ
The foregoing discussion of the "nature" of Christ relative to
God, angels, and men brings up another of Rhodes's objections. He
complai ns:
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Stephen Robinson in the book How Wide the Divide? (p.
83J makes referen ce to the " unbiblical doctrin e of the two
natures in Chri st, which was added to historic Christianity
by the Council of Chal cedon in A.D. 451." While the C halce~
don Creed does teach the doctrine of the two natures of
Christ, this creed does not co nstitute the origin of the doc·
trine. Co nt ra ry to Mormons, this doctrin e is not so mething
that is fo reign to Scripture; it is derived directly from its
pages. (p. 134, emphasis in original)
He goes on to argue that "Throughout Sc ripture we find con·
stant witness to th e fa ct that the incarnate Christ possessed both a
human and a divine nature" (p. 134). Here he apparently misunderstands what Robinson was asserting and uses this distorted interpre ~
tati on to perpetuate the falsehood th at Mormons do not think of
Ch rist as truly divine.
Of course, the Council of Chalcedon wasn't the origin of the doctrine of two natures-the coun cils did not bring doctrines into existence ex nillilo. The doctrine of two natures was that Jesus' divine nature is the omn ipresent "spi rit essence" the Hell enized Christia ns
defined as God, and since this essence is "witho ut body, parts, or passions," it can not have been the part of Jesus that underwent suffering,
emot ion, and death. Thus fesus must have possessed a human body
and so ul in additiot! to his divine nature. Th e o riginal doct ri ne, on
the other hand, wa s what Kelly d iscusses as a spirit Christology.54
That is, the Word entered a human body, just as other men's spirits
do. As Ignatius of Antioch (ca . A.D. 110) put it, "God the Word d id
dwell in a human body, being within it as the Word, even as the soul
also is in the body."55
Clearly the or iginal formulation could not last once the Helleni stic view of God was un ive rsaUy adopted. Evange li ca l scholar
John Sanders explains how the change was accomplished:
54. See Kelly, Ea rly Chris/iulr Doctrilles, 292- 93.
55.

Ig natius, Plriladdphillns 6, in ANF, 1:83.
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In the East the Cappadoc ian fathers (Basil, Grego ry of Nyssa.
Gregory of Nazianzus) [late fou rth ce ntury I helped to shape
the orthodox belief on the incarnation. They agreed with the
Arians that th e divine nature was impassible, immutable, illim itable and tran scended all characterist ics. However, using
the newly developed doct rin e o f the two natures of Chri st
(hu man and divine), they were able to rebut the charge that
the su ffering of Ch rist impl ied that the Son was not of the
same substan ce as the Father. The Son, sharing the divine
subs tance. was inca pable of chan ge. Since Jesus is both the
Son of God and human, and since only the human nature of
Chri st underwent change, it co uld be argued th at the So n
was fully God. Th is beca me the orthodox answer to the
Arian challenge. 56
The Atonement of Jesus Chdst
Rhodes's final significa nt attack on LOS doctrine is a travesty. He
actually contends that Latter-day Sai nts believe Jesus atoned only for
the effects of Adam's transgression but not for our personal sins (see
pp. 135-36). An exchange of several e-mails with Ron Rhodes 57 did
not clarify matters, and he still claims, "Having read many Mormon
resources, I believe that wh at is in our book is an accurate representation and summa ry of Mormon belief on the ato nemen t."
He supports his co ntentio n by appealing to a few passages from
LOS literatu re which say that because of Christ's ato nement, we are
only responsible for our ow n sins and not Adam's. Fo r instance,
Rhodes quotes (see p. 135) LeGrand Richards, who says that Jesus
"atoned for Adam's sin, leaving us responsible only for our own sins."SII
But doesn't Rhodes believe we are responsible for our personal sins?

56. Sanders, "Historical Considerat ions.~ 77-78, emphasis added.
57. S~ www.g("ociti("s.co m/At hens/Parlhe nonI2671/Rhodcs.html for th(" entire conversation.
58. LeGrand Richards. A Marvelous Work ami a Wonder (Sail Lake City: Dcseret
Book, ]958).98--99.
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Otherwise, why do cou ntercultists such as Rhodes spend so much of
their time and effort announcing that everyone else is going to hell?
In add ition , mainstream Christians have traditionally believed that
we are all responsible for Adam's sin as well, so I fail to see how the
LDS view denies the efficacy of the atonement. The truth is that both
evangelicals and Mormons believe we are responsible for our perso nal si ns but that through the atonemen t of Ch rist, we can be
cleansed from sin (see 2 Nephi 25:23; Omni 1:26; Mosiah 3: 11 ; 13:28;
16: 13; Alma 22: 14; 24: 13; 33:22; 34:8, 10- 12; 36: 17; 42: 15; Moroni
7:26,38; 10:26; D&C 3:20; 18:22-23; 20:29; 29: 1; and Articles of Faith
3-4). This cleansing is conditioned upo n individual faith, although
evangelicals and Mormons may have some disagreements over what
true faith entails.
How could Rhodes make such a palpably false claim ? He writes,
"The official Gospel PrirlCiples manual tell s us that Jesus 'became our
sav ior and he did his part to help us return to our heavenly home. It
is now up to each of us to do our part and to become worthy of exaltation'" (p. 135). And ye t, if Rhodes had bothered to nip through
chapter 12, "The Atonement," in the same book, he might have noticed sec tion headings like "Christ Was th e Only One Who Cou ld
Atone for Our Sins" and "The Atonement Makes It Possible for
Those Who Repent to Be Saved from Their Sins."
Daniel Peterson recently exposed an obvious instance of plagiarism by Ron Rhodes and Ma rian Bodine,59 so I decided to spot-check
a few of Rhodes's LDS sources that I happened to have on my bookshelf. While r found no obvious evidence of plagiar ism in my check, I
did find clea r ev idence that Rhodes lifted some of his quotations
from other seco ndary anti-LOS writings without bothering to consult the origin al sources for accuracy or even to cite his seco ndary
sources.60 For instance, he twice (supposedly) quotes Doctrine and
59. See appendiJ< 1 in Daniel C. Peterson, "Constanc y amid Change,~ review of
Belriml tire Mask o/Mormorrism, by John Ankerberg ~nd John Weldon, in FARMS Reyiew
0/ Boob 8/2 ( 19%): 60-98. The eJ<ample of plagiarism occurs in Ron Rhodes and Marian
Bodine, Rcasollilli1./rom the Suipwrf!$ with Ihe Monlloll> (Eugene, Ore.: Harvest House,
1995).

60. An instanc(' of this sorl of th ing in Rhodes and Bodine's book was exposed in
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Covenants 93:21-23 in the fo llowing manner. "Christ, the Firstborn,
was the mightiest of all the spirit children of the Father" (p. 120). A
few pages later, he again claims to be quoting those ve rses: "the
mightiest of all the sp ir it child ren of the Fathe r" (po 125). Wh ile he
has perhaps given an adequate paraphrase of those verses, he has not
even come dose to a di rect quotation. The same phenome non appears in his supposed quotat ion of a passage from page 193 of Bruce
R. McConkie's Mormon Doctrine (1966 ed.). "The appo intment of
Jesus to be the Savior of the world was contested by one of the other
sons of God . He was ca lled Lucifer, son of the morning. Haughty,
ambitious, and covetous of power and glo ry, this spirit-brother of
Jesus desperately tried to become the Savior of mank ind" (po 120)_
Now, on page 193 of Mormon Doctrine we do indeed find part of an
article on "the Devil," and Rhodes's "quotation" is actually a reasonable paraphrase of some of the information there. However, it is not a
quotation of anything on that page, nor even in the same article, and
in fact comes from a book by Milton R. Huntcr.6t Si milarly, he quotes
(see p. 123) Bruce R. McConkie: "O ur Lord is the only mo rtal person
ever born to a virgin, because he is the only person who ever had an
immortal Father" and cites page 745 of Mormon Doctrine (1966 ed.).
While there is an article on "Sons of Cod" on that page, the quotation actually comes from the "Virgin Birth" art icle on page 822.
I could add other examples.62 but what makes RhodeS'S carelessness even more baffling is that in at least one instance (see p. 122) he
Daniel C. Peterson. "Editor's Introduction: Triptych (Inspired by Hieronymus Bosch),"
FARMS Rrview of8ooh811 ( 1996): v- xlv.

61. Since the boo k Daniel I'e(er.~o n caught Rhodes and Bodine plagiarizing was
Marvi n W. Cowa n's Mormon Claims Amwerl'd, rev. ed. (Salt Lake City: Cowan, (989 ), I
decided to look Ihrough the online "ersion of this book at Jerald and Sandra Tanne r's
Utah lighlhouse Minist ry Web site, www.utlm.orgfonlinebooks/mdaimsconlenls.htm. I
found this exact quotation in chapter 2, in the section on jesus Christ. Howeve r, Cowa n
cites Milton R. Hunter's Gospel through the Ages. 15. Indeed, I found the same quotati on
scatt ered through quite a number of anti-Mormon documents. but always attributed to
Milton Hunter. We may never know the exact path this quotation look to reach RhO<lcs,
but it seems dear thall here has bee n some judicious ~borro wingn of quotations, along
with some garbling en route. amo ng the anti-Mormon comm unity.
62. Fo r insta nce, on page 123 Rhodes quotes Orson Hyde as saying that jesus was
likely married to Ma ry. /v13nha. and "the other Maryn; he gives Journal of Discourses. 13:259.
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ci tes a seco ndary, anti-Mo rmon book for a quotat ion of an obscure
LOS so urce, a comment by Brigham You ng in an 1866 edition of the
Deseret News. But the above exa mples are taken from sources one
would find in any LDS bookstore, LOS bookshelf, or even in most
public libraries! Are we to believe that Rhodes, a professional critic of
the chu rch , does not even have a copy of the Doct rine and Covenan ts
on his bookshelf? If not , he could have looked up a copy on the
Internet. And yet, in an e- mail to me Rhodes adaman tly claimed, "Of
course I read Robinson's book and th e other so urces mentioned in
our book."
To clarify, what bothers mc so mu ch about Rhodes's resea rch is
not that he lifted quotations from secondary sources without attribution. My problem is that those secondary sources wcre apparently
unreliable and have given Ron Rhodes a distorted view of LDS belief.
And although he may have pcrsonally consulted reliable sources-for
example, the Gospel Principles manual-he eviden tly did so only in
search of quotations to support his distorted views. Otherwise, why
would Rhodes have quoted Gospel Principles in h is secti on on "The
Atone ment of Jesus Christ" to support a po int th at directly contradicts the chapter called "The Atonement" in the same book?
Conclusion
T he forego ing discussion illust rates why ant i-Mo rmon writers
like Rhodes have never gained, and will never gain, a significant audience among the Latter-day Saints. He criticizes before trying to understand and in fact makes it abundantly clear that he does not unde rstand what he criticizes. His methods are so ca reless th at it takes
o nly tcn minutes of fl ipping Ihro ugh readily availab le books 10 exas his source. His quotation is 3eClJratc, but in fact is tak(>n from !oumal of DiscoUr5es, 4:259.
Similarly. h(> quotes Brigham Young on page 119, ci ti ng jot.rnal of Discourses. \3:254, but
Ihe w rreet ref(>rl'ncc isloumal of Discourses, 13:264. In another instanc(> (p. 121 ). he cites
Mosiah -1:3 as a rcference fo r LDS beliefs about the ~war in heaven," although Ihe passage
has nothing whatever to do with the subj(>cl. Rhodes likely l;ft(>d this from a seco ndary
sou rce and mistook an abhr(>v iation for Moses 4:3 (Mos. 4;3 ) as referri ng to Mosiah.
Eilher he has been lifting quo talions without ch <,cking or 3ttribuling the m, or he is exIremely careless about copying dow n refercnccs.
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pose th em. He reprodu ces many of the same arguments that have
been answered ove r and over by the Latter-day Saints and acts as if
there can be no counterarguments. In shorl , he th inks we arc so
amazingly dense as to believe in a system of theo logy that can be
brought tumbling down by a few biblical proof texts and quotations
lifted from other such countcrcult litera ry gems.
This also serves to illust rate why Latter-day Saints have received
How Wide the Divide? so well. It is not that we all agree with everything Stephen Robinson said or that we think he "wo n" the debate
with Craig Blomberg. We have simply been sta rving for some resource that can serve as a catalyst for meaningful conversations with
our evangelical neighbors. We are tired of having to clear up dozens
of bizarre misconceptions (like Rhodes's version of the LDS atonement ) at the outset of every single conversation with these people. In
addition, I believe the book has done qu ite a bit to clear up several
misconceptions Mormons typically have about evangelicals.
As I stated in my introduction, Rhodes's chapter does have some
redeeming features in that he produces a few cogent arguments for
the evangeli ca l position that were not stated by Craig Blomberg.
Therefore, although not ve ry usefu l for the Latter-day Saint, this
work is not completely worthless.

