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Now the Lord had shown unto me, Abraham, the intelligences

that were organized before the world was; and among all these there

were many of the noble and great ones.

—Abraham 3:22—

ne of the most settling but stimulating doctrinal

concepts restored through the Prophet Joseph

Smith is the idea that men and women lived

before they were born into this life. The doctrine

is so logical, so consistent, so theologically true

to what people feel about life that many of those

who investigate the Church find themselves

saying, “Yes, I think I’ve always believed that.”

It is a vital part of life’s puzzle. In short, as Elder

Boyd K. Packer has observed, “There is no way to make

sense out of life without a knowledge of the doctrine of

premortal life. The idea that mortal birth is the beginning is

preposterous. There is no way to explain life if you believe

that. . . . W hen we understand the doctrine of premortal life,

then things fit together and make sense.” (Conference Report,
October 1983, p. 22.)

Organization in the First Estate

As with the individual, so also with persons and nations.

Just as it is inconceivable that one person tabernacles the

flesh at a given place and in a given time by chance alone

(see Acts 17:26), so when it came to the organization of

mankind into lineages and families nothing was left to chance.

Our Father in Heaven is a God of order, and his house is a

house of order. There is purpose and design in all he seeks

to do, in all he seeks to bring to pass. Joseph Smith taught

that there was an organization of the sons and daughters of

God that took place in our premortal existence (see

Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, pp. 158, 181; cited

hereafter as Teachings). This is borne out in a translation of

an ancient text: “Now the Lord had shown unto me, Abraham,

the intelligences that were organized before the world was;

and among all these there were many of the noble and great

ones” (Abraham 3:22). This refers not to their spirit birth,

which would have taken place long before this time, but rather

to their calling and election to certain blessings and

responsibilities in the second estate. After his death the

Prophet Joseph appeared to Brigham Young and pleaded:

“Tell the people to be humble and faithful, and be sure to

keep the Spirit of the Lord and it will lead them right. . . . Tell

the brethren if they will follow the Spirit of the Lord, they will

go right. Be sure to tell the people to keep the Spirit of the

Lord; and if they will they will find themselves just as they

were organized by our Father in Heaven before they came

into the world. Our Father in Heaven organized the human

family, but they are [now] all disorganized and in great

confusion.” (Journal History, 23 February 1847, emphasis added;
cited in McConkie and Millet, The Holy Ghost, pp. 10–11.)

Following our birth as spirit sons and daughters of God, and

being endowed with agency, we grew and developed and

progressed according to our desires for truth and

righteousness. It is customary to remark that in our first estate

we walked by sight, while in this life we walk by faith. This is

only partially true. In that pristine existence we walked by

sight, and we walked by faith. The scriptures teach that some

exercised exceedingly great faith and performed many good

works (see Alma 13:3). That the Lord should state that many

were among the noble and great ones certainly implies a

gradation of faithfulness, that some were less noble and

some even ignoble. “Being subject to law, and having their

agency, all the spirits of men, while yet in the Eternal

Presence, developed aptitudes, talents, capacities, and

abilities of every sort, kind, and degree,” Elder Bruce R.

McConkie wrote.

During the long expanse of life which then was, an infinite
variety of talents and abilities came into being. As the ages
rolled on, no two spirits remained alike. Mozart became a
musician; Einstein centered his interests in mathematics;
Michaelangelo turned his attention to painting. Cain was a liar,
a schemer, a rebel who maintained a close affinity to Lucifer.
Abraham and Moses and all of the prophets sought and
obtained the talent for spirituality. Mary and Eve were two of
the greatest of all the spirit daughters of the Father. The whole
house of Israel, known and segregated out from their fellows,
was inclined toward spiritual things. And so it went through all
the hosts of heaven, each individual developing such talents
and abilities as his soul desired. (The Mortal Messiah, 1:23.)

Though most often the Saints are prone to speak at length

of individual foreordination to positions, callings, or

assignments in the Church, perhaps the greatest

foreordination or election, based on premortal faithfulness, is



foreordination to lineage and family. Certain individuals come

to earth through a designated channel, through a lineage that

entitles them to specified blessings but also a lineage that

carries with it burdens and responsibilities. This entails what

our colleague Brent Top calls “a type of collective

foreordination—a selection of spirits to form an entire favored

group or lineage.” Yet, he adds, “although it is a collective

foreordination it is nonetheless based on individual premortal

faithfulness and spiritual capacity.” (The Life Before, p. 144.) In

the words of Elder Melvin J. Ballard, Israel is “a group of souls

tested, tried, and proven before they were born into the world.

. . . Through this lineage were to come the true and tried

souls that had demonstrated their righteousness in the spirit

world before they came here.” (“The Three Degrees of Glory,” in
Melvin J. Ballard: Crusader for Righteousness, pp. 218–19.)

“Remember the days of old,” Moses counseled his people;

“consider the years of many generations: ask thy father, and

he will shew thee: thy elders, and they will tell thee. W hen the

most High divided to the nations their inheritance, when he

separated the sons of Adam, he set the bounds of the people

according to the number of the children of Israel. For the

Lord’s portion is his people; Jacob is the lot of his

inheritance.” (Deuteronomy 32:7–9.) In speaking to the

Athenians, the Apostle Paul declared: “God that made the

world and all things therein . . . hath made of one blood all

nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and

hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds

of their habitation” (Acts 17:24, 26). President Harold B. Lee

explained that

those born to the lineage of Jacob, who was later to be called
Israel, and his posterity, who were known as the children of
Israel, were born into the most illustrious lineage of any of
those who came upon the earth as mortal beings.

All these rewards were seemingly promised, or foreordained,
before the world was. Surely these matters must have been
determined by the kind of lives we had lived in that premortal
spirit world. Some may question these assumptions, but at the
same time they will accept without any question the belief that
each one of us will be judged when we leave this earth
according to his or her deeds during our lives here in mortality.
Isn’t it just as reasonable to believe that what we have received
here in this earth [life] was given to each of us according to the
merits of our conduct before we came here? (Conference
Report, October 1973, pp. 7–8.)

It thus appears that the declaration of our lineage by

patriarchs is as much a statement about who and what we

were as it is about who we are now and what we may

become. There are those, of course, who believe otherwise,

who believe that premortality has little or nothing to do with

mortality, that there is no tie between faithfulness there and

lineage and station here; to believe in any other way, they

contend, is racist, sexist, or exclusivist. Despite the

egalitarian-sounding nature of such a perspective, such views

are doctrinally defenseless and even potentially hazardous. If

there is no relationship between the first estate and the

second, why, as President Lee might ask, should we believe

there is any relationship between what we do here and what

we will receive hereafter? Our task as parents and teachers

and students of the gospel is not simply to win friends and

influence people through avoiding, watering down, or in some

cases even denying what are “hard sayings” or difficult

doctrines. Truth is our guide and goal, and truth is not

established by consensus or by popularity.

W ho are we, then? President Lee answered: “You are all

the sons and daughters of God.”

Your spirits were created and lived as organized intelligences
before the world was. You have been blessed to have a
physical body because of your obedience to certain
commandments in that premortal state. You are now born into
a family to which you have come, into the nations through
which you have come, as a reward for the kind of lives you
lived before you came here and at a time in the world’s history,
as the Apostle Paul taught the men of Athens and as the Lord
revealed to Moses, determined by the faithfulness of each of
those who lived before this world was created. (Conference
Report, October 1973, p. 7.)

The Burden of the Blessing

Is there some practical advantage to being a member of the

house of Israel? Is there some notable blessing associated

with lineage or family? For one thing, as we have indicated,

we come to earth with differing capacities, many of which

were developed in an earlier estate. “As it is with the

prophets,” Elder McConkie wrote, “so it is with all the chosen

seed. ‘God’s elect,’ as Paul calls them (Romans 8:33), are

especially endowed at birth with spiritual talents. It is easier

for them to believe the gospel than it is for the generality of

mankind. Every living soul comes into this world with sufficient

talent to believe and be saved, but the Lord’s sheep, as a

reward for their devotion when they dwelt in his presence,

enjoy greater spiritual endowments than their fellows.” To

draw upon a phrase that the early Brethren frequently used,

those of Israel come to earth with “believing blood,” meaning

that “those born in that lineage have both the right and a

special spiritual capacity to recognize, receive, and believe

the truth. The term is simply a beautiful, a poetic, and a

symbolic way of referring to the seed of Abraham to whom

the promises were made.” (A New Witness for the Articles of
Faith, p. 39; cited hereafter as New Witness.)

It was perhaps in this vein that Joseph Smith spoke of the

impact of the Spirit of God upon the descendants of

Abraham:

[The] Holy Ghost has no other effect than pure intelligence.
It is more powerful in expanding the mind, enlightening the
understanding, and storing the intellect with present
knowledge, of a man who is of the literal seed of Abraham,
than one that is a Gentile, though it may not have half as much
visible effect upon the body; for as the Holy Ghost falls upon
one of the literal seed of Abraham, it is calm and serene; and
his whole soul and body are only exercised by the pure spirit of
intelligence; while the effect of the Holy Ghost upon a Gentile,
is to purge out the old blood, and make him actually of the
seed of Abraham. (Teachings, pp. 149–50.)

Further, subject to their maintaining a righteous life in

mortality, the people of Israel have a right, by lineage, to the

blessings of the gospel, the priesthood, and ultimately to

eternal life (see Abraham 2:8–11). The Lord operates through

families, and he dispenses the blessings of the new and

everlasting covenant through a covenant people, those spirits

who by lineage and through personal righteousness are

worthy of being known as the posterity of Abraham.

In writing poetically of the “Council of the Gods,” in which

Jehovah was appointed as the chief advocate and proponent

of the Father’s plan, Elder Orson F. W hitney has the Savior

speak these words:



Give me to lead to this lorn world,

W hen wandered from the fold,

Twelve legions of the noble ones

That now thy face behold;

Tried souls, ’mid untried spirits found;

That captained these may be,

And crowned the dispensations all

W ith powers of Deity.

The Father grants the Redeemer’s request and adds:

After and ere thy going down,

An army shall descend—

The host of God, and house of him

W hom I have named my friend.

Through him, upon Idumea,

Shall come, all life to leaven,

The guileless ones, the sovereign sons,

Throned on the heights of heaven.
(As cited in Seeking After Our Dead: Our Greatest Responsibility,
p. 23.)

As Elder W hitney’s poem implies, coming to earth through

a peculiar lineage involves more than boasting of a blessing.

It involves much more than gloating over one’s premortal

chosenness; it entails bearing a burden. Israel has been sent

to earth to serve as a leavening influence. Indeed, God has

called Israel to be a light to the nations (see Isaiah 49:6).

More specifically, as a part of God’s covenant with Abraham,

Deity has decreed that the gospel and the blessings of the

priesthood are to be administered through Abraham’s

descendants. Elder Parley P. Pratt spoke of Israel’s election

(and her duty) in the flesh:

We read much in the Bible in relation to a choice or election,
on the part of Deity, towards intelligences in His government on
earth, whereby some were chosen to fill stations very different
from others. And this election not only affected the individuals
thus chosen, but their posterity for long generations. . . .

It may be inquired where this election first originated, and
upon what principle a just and impartial God exercises the
elective franchise. We will go back to the earliest knowledge
we have of the existence of intelligences. . . .

Among the intelligences [i.e., “organized intelligences” or
spirits] which existed in the beginning, some were more
intelligent than others, or, in other words, more noble; and God
said to Abraham, “These I will make my rulers!” God said unto
Abraham, “Thou art one of them; thou wast chosen before thou
wast born.” . . .

. . . When He [God] speaks of nobility, He simply means an
election made, and an office or a title conferred, on the
principle of superiority of intellect, or nobleness of action, or of
capacity to act. And when this election, with its titles, dignities,
and estates, includes the unborn posterity of a chosen man, as
in the case of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, it is with a view of
the noble spirits of the eternal world coming through their
lineage, and being taught in the commandments of God.
Hence the Prophets, Kings, Priests, Patriarchs, Apostles, and
even Jesus Christ, were included in the election of Abraham,
and of his seed, as manifested to him in an eternal covenant.

Thus it is, Elder Pratt continued, that “in this peculiar

lineage, and in no other, should all the nations be blessed.

From the days of Abraham until now, if the people of any

country, age, or nation, have been blessed with the blessings

peculiar to the everlasting covenant of the Gospel, its sealing

powers, Priesthood, and ordinances, it has been through the

ministry of that lineage, and the keys of Priesthood held by

the lawful heirs according to the flesh.” (Journal of

Discourses, 1:257–58, 261; cited hereafter as JD.)

A chosen people are called upon to make choices that

evidence their covenant with Christ and their loyalty to the

fathers. A chosen people are called upon to be true to their

covenants. Israel is called to live the gospel. Israel is called to

share the gospel. Israel is called to be the light to a world that

travels largely in darkness. Years ago a wise man wrote of

the burdens of chosenness and of why God has selected a

particular people as his own:

A man may rise and demand, “By what right does God
choose one race or people above another?” I like that form of
the question. It is much better than asking by what right God
degrades one people beneath another, although that is implied.
God’s grading is always upward. If He raises up a nation, it is
that other nations may be raised up through its ministry. If He
exalts a great man, an apostle of liberty or science or faith, it is
that He might raise a degraded people to a better condition.
The divine selection is not [alone] a prize, a compliment paid
to the man or the race—it is a burden imposed. To appoint a
Chosen people is not a pandering to the racial vanity of a
“superior people,” it is a yoke bound upon the necks of those
who are chosen for a special service.

In short, “the Lord hath made [Israel] great for what He is

going to make [Israel] do.” (W . J. Cameron, “Is There a

Chosen People?” in James H. Anderson, God’s Covenant

Race, pp. 300–2.)

Covenants Made Before We Were Born

Having declared that his house is a house of order and not

a house of confusion, the Lord asked: “W ill I appoint unto you

. . . except it be by law, even as I and my Father ordained

unto you, before the world was?” (D&C 132:11.) The Apostle

Paul spoke of the gospel as the hope that is laid up for us in

heaven, “whereof ye heard before in the word of the truth” of

it (Colossians 1:5). That is to say, gospel principles were

taught to us and understood by us long before we were born.

Building on that understanding, Elder Lorenzo Snow said:

“Had we not kept what is called our first estate and observed

the laws that governed there, you and I would not be here

today. W e are here because we are worthy to be here, and

that arises, to a great extent at least, from the fact that we

kept our first estate. I believe that when you and I were in

yonder life we made certain covenants with those that had the

control, that in this life, when we should be permitted to enter

it, we would do what we had done in that life—find out the will

of God and conform to it.” (Deseret W eekly, 12 May 1894,

48:637.)

President Spencer W . Kimball, referring to the pre-earth

life, said: “Here you and I made . . . an oath that we would do

all things whatsoever the Lord our God shall command us.

W hile we do not remember the details, we made these

covenants. W e committed ourselves to our Heavenly Father

that if he would send us to earth and give us bodies and give

to us the priceless opportunities that earth life afforded, we

would keep our lives clean and would marry in the holy temple

and rear a family and teach them righteousness. This was a

solemn oath, a solemn promise, an eternal commitment.”

(“Be Ye Therefore Perfect,” address given at the Institute of

Religion at the University of Utah, 10 January 1975.)

A proper understanding of the doctrine of agency is

dependent also upon understanding this concept of pre-earth



covenants. President Joseph Fielding Smith illustrated this,

saying:

I have heard people say, and members of the Church too, “I
have a right to do as I please.” My answer is: No, you do not.
You haven’t any right at all to do just as you please. There is
only one right that you have, and that is to . . . keep the
commandments of Jesus Christ. He has a perfect right to tell
us so. We have no right to refuse. I do not care who the man
is; I do not care where he lives, or what he is—when the gospel
of Jesus Christ is presented to him, he has no right to refuse to
receive it. He has the privilege. He is not compelled to receive
it, because our Father in heaven has given to everyone of us,
in the Church and out, the gift of free agency. That free agency
gives us the privilege to accept and be loyal to our Lord’s
commandments, but it has never given us the right to reject
them. Every man who rejects the commandments of our Father
in heaven is rebellious. (Conference Report, April 1967, pp.
120–21.)

The whole system of declaring the gospel to the nations of

the earth rests on the reality of a pre-earth life, the covenants

we made there, and the understanding that we bring with us

into mortality. W e do not send missionaries out simply to

declare God’s existence. W e assume that people know and

believe in him. W e do so because we know that all men are

born with the Light of Christ (see D&C 84:46; 93:2). To one

degree or another, they are born with a testimony of eternal

truths. W e do not go out into the world to argue gospel truths;

we go out to proclaim them. In doing so, we expect the

honest in heart to recognize and respond to them. Thus we

find the Savior saying: “My sheep hear my voice, and I know

them, and they follow me” (John 10:27). That is, they innately

and naturally respond to principles of truth and to the spirit of

truth. The great majority of people who join the Church tell us

they knew the message was true from the moment we began

to teach them.

W hen Moroni appeared to Joseph Smith in 1823, he quoted

a prophecy, made by Malachi, with some variation from the

way we have it in our King James Bible. He said that Elijah

would “plant in the hearts of the children the promises made

to the fathers” (D&C 2:2; Joseph Smith—History 1:39). In our

premortal life we no doubt made promises, to God and to

those who went before but had no opportunity to enjoy gospel

privileges, that we would do our part to see to it that the

ordinances of salvation were made available to them. Again,

it is the duty of the members of the house of Israel to be

ministers of the gospel of salvation. Elder John A. W idtsoe

thus observed that “in our preexistent state . . . we made a

certain agreement with the Almighty. The Lord proposed a

plan. . . . W e accepted it.” He continued:

Since the plan is intended for all men, we became parties to
the salvation of every person under that plan. We agreed, right
then and there, to be not only saviors for ourselves, but . . .
saviors for the whole human family. We went into a partnership
with the Lord. The working out of the plan became then not
merely the Father’s work, and the Savior’s work, but also our
work. The least of us, the humblest, is in partnership with the
Almighty in achieving the purpose of the eternal plan of
salvation.

That places us in a very responsible attitude towards the
human race. By that doctrine, with the Lord at the head, we
become saviors on Mount Zion, all committed to the great plan
of offering salvation to the untold numbers of spirits. To do this
is the Lord’s self-imposed duty, this great labor his greatest

glory. Likewise, it is man’s duty, self- imposed, his pleasure
and joy, his labor, and ultimately his glory. (The Utah
Genealogical and Historical Magazine, October 1934, vol. 25,
p. 189.)

Many Called, Few Chosen

Premortal faithfulness is not sufficient to guarantee

salvation. Nor is the fact that one’s patriarchal blessing

signifies Abrahamic descent enough to ensure exaltation in

the highest heaven hereafter. The desires and talents and

attributes we developed in our first estate must be realized

and find a meaningful place in our lives here in this second

estate. Likewise, our descent through a chosen lineage must

be matched by noble and careful choices, choices that

demonstrate our covenant consciousness. Alma taught that

some of those who exercised exceedingly great faith in their

premortal existence fail to do the same in this life; they

harden their hearts and blind their minds to those spiritual

impressions that ever whisper of our former standing and our

ultimate possibilities (see Alma 13:4–5). They were then

called and elected and foreordained to greatness, all on a

conditional basis. W hen those conditions, however, are not

met—when the children of prom ise yield to the persuasions

of this sphere and thus succumb to the allurements of a fallen

world—the transcendent promises that might have been

theirs slip away. President Harold B. Lee warned:

Despite that calling which is spoken of in the scriptures as
“foreordination,” we have another inspired declaration: “Behold,
there are many called, but few are chosen. . . .” (D&C 121:34.)

This suggests that even though we have our free agency
here, there are many who were foreordained before the world
was, to a greater state than they have prepared themselves for
here. Even though they might have been among the noble and
great, from among whom the Father declared he would make
his chosen leaders, they may fail of that calling here in
mortality. (Conference Report, October 1973, p. 7.)

In the same way, being blessed to be of the tribe of

Ephraim or of Manasseh or of Judah does not guarantee an

elect status either here or hereafter. Jesus and John the

Baptist constantly sought to raise the sights of those in the

meridian of time whose pride and haughtiness lay in their

lineage.

The Baptist scolded: O, generation of vipers, who hath
warned you to flee from the wrath to come?

Why is it that ye receive not the preaching of him whom God
hath sent? If ye receive not this in your hearts, ye receive not
me; and if ye receive not me, ye receive not him of whom I am
sent to bear record; and for your sins ye have no cloak.

Repent, therefore, and bring forth fruits meet for
repentance;

And think not to say within yourselves, We are the children
of Abraham, and we only have power to bring seed unto our
father Abraham; for I say unto you that God is able of these
stones to raise up children into Abraham. (JST Matthew
3:33–36.)

Indeed, God does not delight in arrogance or feelings of

lineal superiority. The Almighty was and is able to raise up

seed unto Abraham, even through those “stony Gentiles”

whom so many of the Jews of that day resented and snubbed

(see Teachings, p. 319).

The Master himself condemned those whose preoccupation

with genealogy precluded their properly perceiving their place



in God’s plan. He uttered a timeless truth when he said, “If ye

were Abraham’s children, ye would do the works of Abraham”

(John 8:39). That is to say, “If you were truly descendants of

Abraham, you would come unto the Lord of Life as did the

Father of the Faithful. You would be willing to lay down your

all in sacrifice of the things of this world to truly come to know

God. More specifically, you would recognize and

acknowledge who I am, delight in my doctrine, open

yourselves to my truths, and be saved through my

redemption.” In short, many of the Jews of Jesus’ day broke

their covenants through rejecting the Living Oracle, even he

who was the Mediator of the New Covenant.

We be Abraham’s children, the Jews said to Jove;
We shall follow our Father, inherit his trove.
But from Jesus our Lord, came the stinging rebuke:
Ye are children of him, whom ye list to obey;
Were ye Abraham’s seed, ye would walk in his path,
And escape the strong chains of the father of wrath.
We have Moses the seer, and the prophets of old;
All their words we shall treasure as silver and gold.
But from Jesus our Lord, came the sobering voice:
If to Moses ye turn, then give heed to his word;
Only then can ye hope for rewards of great worth,
For he spake of my coming and labors on earth.
We have Peter and Paul, in their steps let us trod;
So religionists say, as they worship their God.
But speaks He who is Lord of the living and dead:
In the hands of those prophets, those teachers and seers,
Who abide in your day have I given the keys;
Unto them ye must turn, the Eternal to please.
(Bruce R. McConkie, Conference Report, April 1974, pp. 100–101.)

Truly, as Paul says: “They are not all Israel, which are of

Israel: Neither, because they are all children of Abraham, are

they the seed” (JST Romans 9:6–7). Only those who are the

seed of Christ—who have hearkened to the voice of the

Lord’s servants, have put on Christ, and have taken his name

upon them (see Mosiah 15:10–12)—are truly the seed of

Abraham. Such are covenant people. In a warning to

latter-day Israel, Nephi declared:

I, Nephi, would not suffer that ye should suppose that ye are
more righteous than the Gentiles shall be. For behold, except
ye shall keep the commandments of God ye shall all likewise
perish; and because of the words which have been spoken
[concerning the glorious destiny of the house of Israel] ye need
not suppose that the Gentiles are utterly destroyed.

For behold, I say unto you that as many of the Gentiles as
will repent are the covenant people of the Lord; and as many
of the Jews as will not repent shall be cast off; for the Lord
covenanteth with none save it be with them that repent and
believe in his Son, who is the Holy One of Israel. (2 Nephi
30:1–2.)

Conclusion

The time frame outlined by Zenos’s allegory of the olive tree

draws to a close as the millennial day witnesses the gathering

of Israel in great numbers by the chosen servants and as the

Gentiles join with Israel to constitute one royal family. “And

thus they labored, with all diligence, according to the

commandments of the Lord of the vineyard, even until the

bad had been cast away out of the vineyard, and the Lord had

preserved unto himself that the trees had become again the

natural fruit; and they became like unto one body; and the

fruits were equal; and the Lord of the vineyard had preserved

unto himself the natural fruit, which was most precious unto

him from the beginning” (Jacob 5:74). Truly Israel was, is, and

will forevermore be precious to the Holy One of Israel. From

Joseph Smith to Christ, from  Christ to Abraham, and from

Abraham to the foundations of the world, God has loved his

chosen people. “Once we know who we are,” Elder Russell

M. Nelson said, “and the royal lineage of which we are a part,

our actions and directions in life will be more appropriate to

our inheritance.” (“Thanks for the Covenant,” 1988–89 Brigham
Young University Devotional and Fireside Speeches, p. 59.)


