
Stake Institute Class 
Teachings of Joseph Smith – Discernment 5 

Recent occurrences that have transpired amongst us render it an imperative duty 
devolving upon me to say something in relation to the spirits by which men are 
actuated.   

It is evident from the Apostles’ writings, that many false spirits existed in their day, and 
had “gone forth into the world,” and that it needed intelligence which God alone could 
impart to detect false spirits, and to prove what spirits were of God. The world in general 
have been grossly ignorant in regard to this one thing, and why should they be 
otherwise— “for no man knows the things of God, but by the Spirit of God.”  

…There always did, in every age, seem to be a lack of intelligence pertaining to this 
subject. Spirits of all kinds have been manifested, in every age, and almost amongst all 
people. If we go among the pagans, they have their spirits; the Mohammedans, the 
Jews, the Christians, the Indians—all have their spirits, all have a supernatural agency, 
and all contend that their spirits are of God. Who shall solve the mystery? “Try the 
spirits,” says John, but who is to do it?…“Try the spirits,” but what by? Are we to try 
them by the creeds of men? What preposterous folly—what sheer ignorance—what 
madness! Try the motions and actions of an eternal being (for I con- tend that all spirits 
are such) by a thing that was conceived in ignorance, and brought forth in folly—a 
cobweb of yesterday! Angels would hide their faces, and devils would be ashamed and 
insulted, and would say, “Paul we know, and Jesus we know, but who are ye?” Let each 
man of society make a creed and try evil spirits by it, and the devil would shake his 
sides; it is all that he would ask—all that he would desire. Yet many of them do this, and 
hence “many spirits are abroad in the world.”   

One great evil is, that men are ignorant of the nature of spirits; their power, laws, 
government, intelligence, &c., and imagine that when there is anything like power, 
revelation, or vision manifested, that it must be of God…Is there any intelligence 
communicated?…The Shaker will whirl around on his heel, impelled by a supernatural 
agency or spirit, and think that he is governed by the Spirit of God; and the Jumper will 
jump and enter into all kinds of extravagances…Is God the author of all this?…No man 
knows the spirit of the devil, and his power and influence, but by possessing intelligence 
which is more than human, and having unfolded through the medium of the Priesthood 
the mysterious operations of his devices…   

A man must have the discerning of spirits before he can drag into daylight this hellish 
influence and unfold it unto the world in all its soul-destroying, diabolical, and horrid 
colors; for nothing is a greater injury to the children of men than to be under the 
influence of a false spirit when they think they have the Spirit of God. Thousands have 
felt the influence of its terrible power and baneful effects. Long pilgrimages have been 
undertaken, penances endured, and pain, misery and ruin have followed in their train; 
nations have been convulsed, kingdoms overthrown, provinces laid waste, and blood, 
carnage and desolation are habiliments in which it has been clothed.   



…A man must have the discerning of spirits, as we before stated, to understand these 
things, and how is he to obtain this gift if there are no gifts of the Spirit? And how can 
these gifts be obtained without revelation?…Apostles in ancient times held the keys of 
this Priesthood—of the mysteries of the kingdom of God, and consequently were 
enabled to unlock and unravel all things pertaining to the government of the Church, the 
welfare of society, the future destiny of men, and the agency, power and influence of 
spirits; for they could control them at pleasure, bid them depart in the name of Jesus, 
and detect their mischievous and mysterious operations when trying to palm themselves 
upon the Church in a religious garb…and when a woman possessing the spirit of 
divination, cried before Paul and Silas, “these are the servants of the Most High God 
that show unto us the way of salvation,” they detected the spirit. And although she 
spake favorably of them, Paul commanded the spirit to come out of her, and saved 
themselves from the opprobrium that might have been heaped upon their heads, 
through an alliance with her, in the development of her wicked principles, which they 
certainly would have been charged with, if they had not rebuked the evil spirit. [Acts 
16:16–19]…   

It would seem also, that wicked spirits have their bounds, limits, and laws by which they 
are governed or controlled, and know their future destiny; hence, those that were in the 
maniac said to our Savior, “Art thou come to torment us before the time,” and when 
Satan presented himself before the Lord, among the sons of God, he said that he came 
“from going to and fro in the earth, and from wandering up and down in it;” and he is 
emphatically called the prince of the power of the air; and, it is very evident that they 
possess a power that none but those who have the Priesthood can control, as we have 
before adverted to, in the case of the sons of Sceva. [Acts 19:13–16]   

…Paul says, “Let everything be done decently and in order,” but here we find the 
greatest disorder and indecency in the conduct of both men and women, as above 
described. The same rule would apply to the fallings, twitchings, swoonings, shaking, 
and trances of many of our modern revivalists…Again it may be asked, how it was that 
they could speak in tongues if they were of the devil! We would answer that they could 
be made to speak in another tongue, as well as their own, as they were under the 
control of that spirit, and the devil can tempt the Hottentot, the Turk, the Jew, or any 
other nation; and if these men were under the influence of his spirit, they of course 
could speak Hebrew, Latin, Greek, Italian, Dutch, or any other language that the devil 
knew.   

…No man nor set of men without the regular constituted authorities, the Priesthood and 
discerning of spirits, can tell true from false spirits. This power they possessed in the 
Apostles’ day, but it has departed from the world for ages.   

…The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has also had its false spirits; and as it 
is made up of all those different sects professing every variety of opinion, and having 
been under the influence of so many kinds of spirits, it is not to be wondered at if there 
should be found among us false spirits.   

Soon after the Gospel was established in Kirtland, and during the absence of the 
authorities of the Church, many false spirits were introduced, many strange visions were 
seen, and wild, enthusiastic notions were entertained…and many ridiculous things were 



entered into, calculated to bring disgrace upon the Church of God, to cause the Spirit of 
God to be withdrawn, and to uproot and destroy those glorious principles which had 
been developed for the salvation of the human family. But when the authorities 
returned, the spirit was made manifest, those members that were exercised with it were 
tried for their fellowship, and those that would not repent and forsake it were cut off.   

…We have also had brethren and sisters who have had the gift of tongues falsely; they 
would speak in a muttering unnatural voice, and their bodies be distorted like the 
Irvingites before alluded to; whereas, there is nothing unnatural in the Spirit of God.   

…There have also been ministering angels in the Church which were of Satan 
appearing as an angel of light. A sister in the state of New York had a vision, who said it 
was told her that if she would go to a certain place in the woods, an angel would appear 
to her. She went at the appointed time, and saw a glorious personage descending, 
arrayed in white, with sandy colored hair; he commenced and told her to fear God, and 
said that her husband was called to do great things, but that he must not go more than 
one hundred miles from home, or he would not return; whereas God had called him to 
go to the ends of the earth, and he has since been more than one thousand miles from 
home, and is yet alive. Many true things were spoken by this personage, and many 
things that were false. How, it may be asked, was this known to be a bad angel? By the 
color of his hair; that is one of the signs that he can be known by, and by his 
contradicting a former revelation.   

…We have also had brethren and sisters who have written rev- elations, and who have 
started forward to lead this Church… Mr. Olney has also been tried by the High Council 
and disfellowshiped, because he would not have his writings tested by the word of God; 
evidently proving that he loves darkness rather than light, because his deeds are evil. 
(HC, 4:571–581)    

******* 
I saw Joseph Smith the Prophet when he first came to Kirtland [in February 1831]. 
There was a branch of the Church raised up in Kirtland before he came, and at the time 
he arrived a variety of false spirits were manifested, such as caused jumping, shouting, 
falling down, etc. Joseph said, as soon as he came, “God has sent me here, and the 
devil must leave here, or I will.” Those delusive spirits were not seen nor heard any 
more at that time. (Philo Dibble, TKP, 66–67; EJST, 181–182)  

My father [Heber C. Kimball] also had some contests with the evil spirits when young in 
years and inexperienced. The Prophet once requested him to relate those occurrences 
and the vision of evil spirits which he had in England on the open- ing of the gospel to 
that people. After doing so, he asked Joseph what all those things meant, fearing there 
might be something wrong in him. Joseph’s answer was, “No, Brother Heber. At that 
time, when you were in England, you were nigh unto the Lord. There was only a veil 
between you and Him. When I heard of it, it gave me great joy, for I then knew the work 
of God had taken root in that land. It was this that caused the devil to make a struggle to 
kill you.”  



Joseph then said the nearer a person approached to the Lord, the greater power would 
be manifest by the devil to prevent the accomplishment of the purposes of God. (Helen 
Mar Whitney, TKP, 176; EJST, 189–190)  

All the gifts of the Spirit are not visible to the natural vision, or understanding of man; 
indeed very few of them are…The greatest, the best, and the most useful gifts would be 
known nothing about by an observer…do not speak in tongues except there be an 
interpreter present; the ultimate design of tongues is to speak to foreigners…The gifts of 
God are all useful in their place, but when they are applied to that which God does not 
intend, they prove an injury, a snare and a curse instead of a blessing. (EJST, 290; HC, 
5:27–32)  

Study Questions: 

(1) What question(s) does this quote raise in your mind?  
(2) What experience or insight have you had related to this quote?  
(3) What scriptures are related to this quote?  
(4) What principle(s) does this quote teach?  
(5) What do you love about this quote, and why?  
(6) What part of this quote do you know to be true?  
(7) How will you make this quote part of what you are now?" 

Bibliographical Abbreviations:    

D&C -- Doctrine and Covenants  
EJST -- Encyclopedia of Joseph Smith’s Teachings, edited by Dahl and Cannon 
HC -- History of the Church, by Joseph Smith  
HJS -- History of Joseph Smith by His Mother, by Lucy Mack Smith  
JD -- Journal of Discourses  
JSK -- Joseph Smith’s Kirtland, by Karl Ricks Anderson  
PJS -- Papers of Joseph Smith, by Dean C. Jessee  
PWJS -- The Personal Writings of Joseph Smith, by Dean C. Jessee  
TPC JS -- Teachings of the Presidents of the Church: Joseph Smith  
TPC WW -- Teachings of the Presidents of the Church: Wilford Woodruff  
TKP -- They Knew the Prophet, by Hyrum L. and Helen Mae Andrus  
RJ -- Remembering Joseph, by Mark L. McConkie  
WJS -- Words of Joseph Smith, by Andrew Ehat  

NOTE: Format simplicity has been retained by omitting quotation marks from the 
beginning and end of quotation paragraphs.    
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