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Multiple Degrees within the Celestial, 
Terrestrial, and Telestial Kingdoms

David W. Smith
Abstract: Based on Doctrine and Covenants 131:1, The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints teaches that there are three degrees within 
the celestial kingdom. There has been a proposal that this teaching 
is incorrect and instead this scripture should be interpreted as a ref-
erence to the three kingdoms described in Doctrine and Covenants 
76 (celestial, terrestrial, and telestial). This proposition is based on two 
claims. First, the word celestial, in Joseph Smith’s day, meant heavenly 
or belonging to heaven, so Doctrine and Covenants 131:1 should be 
interpreted to mean “in heaven there are three degrees.” The second 
claim is that interpreting Doctrine and Covenants 131:1 as referring to 
three degrees in the celestial kingdom is a twentieth-century innova-
tion based on one sermon by one Apostle, with almost no other apos-
tolic support before or after that sermon. This article shows that the 
first claim is very likely incorrect and the second is demonstrably false. 
The article then briefly addresses the question of degrees in the ter-
restrial and telestial kingdoms.

In 1832, Joseph Smith saw a vision that heaven consists of three glo-
ries or kingdoms, which he called celestial, terrestrial, and telestial.1 

This is now canonized as Doctrine and Covenants 76. Ten years later, 
in 1843, Joseph further taught, “In the celestial glory there [are] three 
heavens or degrees.”2 This instruction is now canonized as Doctrine 
and Covenants 131:1. Based on this scripture, The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints still currently teaches that there are three 
degrees within the celestial kingdom, the highest glory described in 
Doctrine and Covenants 76.3 
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In a 2021 published essay, Shannon Flynn challenges the Church’s 
interpretation of Doctrine and Covenants 131:1 and argues that this 
verse is merely a restatement of the three degrees of glory defined in 
section 76, rather than a description of sub-degrees within the celestial 
kingdom.4 Flynn’s proposition has gained traction and seen increasing 
acceptance.5 Because of this, his proposition warrants closer scrutiny. 

In this article, I will first describe and then rebut his proposition. I 
will also briefly address the question of degrees in the terrestrial and 
telestial kingdoms and how the principle of degrees within the three 
kingdoms is an example of Heavenly Father’s pure and universal love. 

The Proposition
Flynn proposes that Doctrine and Covenants 131:1 was a restatement 
of the three kingdoms described in Doctrine and Covenants 76. Based 
on this reading, he believes that there are not three degrees within the 
celestial kingdom. This proposition is based on two claims. 

The first claim is that Joseph Smith used the word celestial in the 
generic nineteenth-century sense of heaven as a whole, and not 
as a reference only to the celestial glory described in Doctrine and 
Covenants 76. Flynn assumes this based on contemporary British 
and American dictionary definitions of the word celestial. From this, 
Flynn concludes that William Clayton, who recorded Joseph Smith’s 
instruction, did not mean that there are three degrees within the celes-
tial kingdom.6

The second claim is that interpreting Doctrine and Covenants 131:1 
as referring to three degrees in the celestial kingdom is a twentieth-
century innovation with almost no apostolic support. In his research 
on this topic, Flynn claims to have found that the general concept 
of degrees in the celestial kingdom was referenced only five times 
before 1922 (three times by one Apostle, two times by other Church 
members). He also claims that the Church’s current interpretation of 
Doctrine and Covenants 131:1 was not even officially published until 
1981 and has only been referenced three times in general conference 
addresses, all by members of the Seventy.7

Flynn attributes the Church’s current interpretation to a 1922 dis-
course by Apostle Melvin J. Ballard, who distinctly taught that there 
are three degrees within the celestial kingdom. In that discourse, Elder 
Ballard cites Doctrine and Covenants 131:1–4 as support. Flynn states:

I do not believe that Ballard had any idea he was introducing 
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a radically new concept. . . . It seems likely that the teach-
ing was not yet widely held within the LDS community. In 
my view, announcing three sub-degrees [within the celestial 
kingdom] as official church doctrine was a simple mistake 
on the part of the popular apostle and speaker. However, 
the concept gradually took hold in the LDS community. . . .

Suffice it to say that the idea started off slowly and gained 
steam until it is generally believed, I suspect, by the majority 
of church members today. . . . 

Such errors happen regularly in every religion, including 
the Mormon Church. . . . But no amount of certainty, dog-
matism, and conviction-bearing can change the fact that it 
is wrong.8

In the following sections, I will explain why Flynn’s first claim is likely 
incorrect and the second claim is demonstrably false. First, I will sug-
gest that, beginning as early as 1832, Latter-day Saints understood the 
word celestial, in the context of Joseph Smith’s 1832 vision (Doctrine 
and Covenants 76), and not as a reference to the generic Christian 
heaven. Further, Joseph Smith consistently used the word celestial in 
the same way. Second, I will conclusively demonstrate that the prin-
ciple of degrees in the celestial kingdom was repeatedly taught by 
Apostles and in Church publications beginning as early as 1847, not 
just following Elder Ballard’s discourse in 1922.

Joseph Smith’s Vision and His Use of Celestial
Flynn correctly observes that the word celestial in the nineteenth cen-
tury generally meant “heavenly” or “dwelling in heaven.”9 It is also help-
ful to note that, in this time period, “Christianity had almost universally 
embraced Protestant notions of an immediate post-mortem judgment 
and two diametric afterlife states— Heaven and Hell.”10 Even the term 
celestial kingdom “was a common synonym for heaven in the Christian 
vernacular.”11 Based on this common usage outside of the Church, the 
first claim in Flynn’s proposition is that, because celestial and heaven 
were synonymous in the 1800s, a Latter-day Saint would have under-
stood any reference to the celestial kingdom simply as a reference 
to heaven, including in Joseph Smith’s 1843 instruction (Doctrine and 
Covenants 131:1).12 

Recognizing how Latter-day Saints would have understood the 
word celestial in Joseph Smith’s teachings helps explain how they 
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might have initially received Joseph Smith’s 1843 instruction. However, 
that does not determine what Joseph himself meant. Because William 
Clayton (the scribe for the instruction) was merely recording Joseph’s 
words,13 the relevant question is how Joseph Smith himself under-
stood and used the word celestial.

In this portion of my article, I address both Latter-day Saint under-
standing of the word celestial and Joseph Smith’s usage of that word. 
I first suggest that, despite the dictionary definition, Latter-day Saints 
came to understand the word celestial differently than was understood 
in broader Christianity—as referring to the highest part of heaven, not 
all of heaven. I then demonstrate that Joseph Smith consistently used 
the word celestial with that same understanding, not as a synonym for 
heaven in general.

Latter-day Saint understanding of the word celestial

The more restrictive Latter-day Saint understanding of the word celes-
tial is based on a vision Joseph Smith received in 1832.14 The intro-
duction to the vision in the Manuscript History of the Church noted: “It 
appeared self evident from what truths were left, that if God rewarded 
every one according to the deeds done in the body, the term ‘heaven’, 
as intended for the Saints eternal home, must include more king-
doms than one.”15 The recorded description of the vision focused on 
the glories that await humankind in eternity. There were four groups: 
the ungodly (who do not receive any glory),16 and those who receive 
celestial, terrestrial, or telestial glory.17 

Because of this vision, Latter-day Saint understanding of heaven 
changed to differ from that of Christianity generally.18 Their use of the 
word celestial also changed to differ from common usage. This sug-
gestion is based on four points, three of which are briefly addressed in 
this section, and the fourth in the next section.

First, after Joseph Smith’s 1832 vision was recorded, copies of 
the record quickly circulated.19 The vision’s importance to Church 
members is demonstrated by the fact that it was published just a few 
months after it was received,20 and it was reprinted in 1835.21 Most 
Church members likely learned about this vision of three kingdoms of 
glory soon after its publication, either from reading the published ver-
sion or hearing it preached by missionaries or others.22 Through this 
reading or preaching, Latter-day Saints would have been exposed to 
(and likely adopted) this new understanding of the word celestial as 
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a reference to the highest part of heaven, not as a synonym for the 
generic heaven.

Second, missionaries appear to have regularly taught about 
Joseph’s 1832 vision, which would have included teaching that 
the word celestial referred to the highest of three degrees of glory. 
Evidence for this comes from instructions that Joseph gave in 1837. 
Shortly before the gospel was first preached in England, Joseph 
instructed missionaries not to mention this vision of three degrees of 
glory “until such time as the work was fully established.”23 This instruc-
tion would have been unnecessary unless missionaries were regularly 
preaching about the vision, and thus teaching about celestial being 
the highest glory in heaven, not as synonymous with all of heaven. 
Further, the restriction on preaching about the vision was limited to 
England and was only temporary, as evidenced by the vision being 
published in 1841 in the Church’s newspaper in England.24

Third, the concept of celestial being the highest kingdom in heaven, 
not a synonym for the generic heaven, appears to have become part 
of Latter-day Saint consciousness. For example:

•	 In 1836, a missionary had a vision of “the resurrection of the 
Celestial Kingdom or the inhabitants thereoff,” followed by a 
vision of “the resurrection of the Terrestrial kingdom whose 
glory was lesser than the celestial.”25 This illustrates that the 
word celestial was used in context of Joseph’s 1832 vision.

•	 In 1837, speakers in a high council meeting used the terms 
celestial law and telestial law to frame a dispute about mod-
ern revelation.26 This illustrates the unique meaning Latter-
day Saints assigned to the word celestial.

•	 John Corrill’s 1839 history included the concept of celestial, 
terrestrial, and telestial glories alongside other basic gospel 
principles such as the sacrament and healing the sick, dem-
onstrating that the concept of celestial glory referring to only 
the highest part of heaven was a basic part of the gospel.27

These three points (widespread dissemination, regular missionary 
teaching, and examples of Latter-day Saint usage) suggest that Latter-
day Saints understood the word celestial in Joseph Smith’s teachings 
as a reference to the highest degree in heaven, not as a synonym 
for heaven generally.28 This suggestion is further supported by how 
Joseph Smith used the word celestial, which is addressed next.
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Joseph Smith’s use of the word celestial

In currently available documents, Joseph first used the word celestial 
in the text of his 1832 vision. The word appeared just two weeks later 
in the text of a revelation from the Lord explaining that inheriting the 
celestial glory required obedience to God’s commandments and that 
being equal in earthly things was required in order to be equal in heav-
enly things. These were all new concepts distinctly referring to the 
celestial glory described in the vision Joseph had experienced just 
two weeks earlier. The resulting blessing, the Lord further explained, 
would be standing “independent above all other creatures beneath 
the Celestial world,” referring to those in the celestial glory being 
above all things.29 

Within about a week of this revelation,30 Joseph revised 1 Corinthians 
15:40–41 to emphasize the difference between celestial, terrestrial, 
and telestial glories: “Also Celestial bodies, and bodies Terrestrial, and 
bodies Telestial; but the glory of the Celestial, one; and the Terrestrial, 
another; and the Telestial, another.”31 Again, this distinguishes celestial 
as referring to part of heaven, not all of heaven.

In December 1832, the Lord revealed more information concerning 
the three glories. Of particular note was the fact that abiding by celes-
tial, terrestrial, or telestial law determines the glory a person receives.32 
Again, this revelation emphasized the distinction between the highest 
(celestial) glory and the lower glories (terrestrial and telestial).

Thus, in all four Joseph Smith documents in which the word celes-
tial first appears, it is clearly referring to a specific part of heaven, not 
to heaven as a whole. His continued use of the word celestial remains 
consistent with this meaning. (See appendix 1 for a review that is too 
extensive to include here.)

Further, Joseph was focused on helping Latter-day Saints under-
stand the principles of the vision. For example, he wrote a letter in 1834 
to priesthood holders explaining more about the concept of law as it 
pertained to inheriting the celestial glory (taken from the December 
1832 revelation). In this letter, he clarified that when he spoke of enter-
ing “the heavenly kingdom,” he meant “the celestial glory.”33 This would 
be a confusing statement if the word celestial were synonymous with 
heaven. 

Also, as historians Michael MacKay and Daniel Belnap noted, 
Joseph started an effort in the summer of 1832 to better convey 
what he saw in his 1832 vision. This effort later included the Egyptian 
Language Documents (ELD) created in 1835, which contained notes 
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distinguishing celestial, terrestrial, and telestial glories, demonstrating 
that Joseph and those working with him continued to understand and 
work toward a way to teach celestial glory versus the lesser glories.34

Joseph likely strove for this better way of teaching because he 
viewed his 1832 vision as an essential part of the gospel. In a November 
1833 letter, which discussed a member who had rejected the 1832 
vision, Joseph stated that those who did not accept it and his other 
revelations “have no fellowship with us.”35 In his 1837 instruction to mis-
sionaries referenced in the previous section, he included the vision 
along with the principles of both gathering to Zion and accepting con-
tinuing revelation, thus highlighting the essential nature of the vision.36 
And a note commenting on the vision in the Manuscript History of the 
Church stated that “every law, every commandment, every promise” 
showed the truth of the vision.37

Especially relevant to the context of Joseph’s May 1843 instruction 
was the February 1843 publication of a poetic adaptation of the text of 
his 1832 vision, which again emphasized the word celestial as a spe-
cific kingdom in heaven. One stanza provides an apt example:

63. And so the telestial is minister’d to, 
By ministers from the terrestrial one, 
As terrestrial is, from the celestial throne; 
And the great, greater, greatest, seem’s stars, moon, and 
sun.38

In summary, Joseph Smith first used the word celestial in the text of 
his 1832 vision. Thereafter, he consistently used the word to refer to the 
celestial glory described in that vision. In 1834, he clarified that when 
he spoke of entering “the heavenly kingdom” he meant “the celestial 
glory.” He also consistently worked to more effectively teach the doc-
trine of his vision, which he viewed as an essential part of the gospel. 
All of this is evidence that he consistently used the word celestial to 
describe part of heaven, not all of heaven. These facts provide context 
for his May 1843 instruction.39

On 16 May 1843, Joseph and his scribe, William Clayton, stopped 
for the night at the home of Ben and Melissa Johnson.40 During this 
visit, Joseph taught:

Except a man and his wife enter into an everlasting cove-
nant41 and be married for eternity while in this probation by 
the power and authority of the Holy priesthood42 they will 
cease to increase when they die (i e) they will not have any 
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children in the resurrection, but those who are married by 
the power & authority of the priesthood in this life & continue 
without committing the sin against the Holy Ghost will con-
tinue to increase & have children in the celestial glory. . . .

In the celestial glory there was three heavens or degrees, 
and in order to obtain the highest a man must enter into this 
order of the priesthood and if he dont he cant obtain it. He 
may enter into the other but that is the end of his kingdom he 
cannot have an increase.43

Given the entire context of Joseph Smith’s teaching about and use 
of the word celestial, this 1843 instruction about “three degrees” (now 
canonized as Doctrine and Covenants 131:1) is best understood to 
mean three degrees within the celestial kingdom.

Teachings about Three Degrees in the Celestial Kingdom
The second claim of Flynn’s proposition is demonstrably false. The 
second claim is that interpreting Doctrine and Covenants 131:1 as refer-
ring to three degrees in the celestial kingdom is a twentieth-century 
innovation with almost no apostolic support.

From the 1840s to the 1870s

In his research, Flynn could identify only three instances before 
1876 (when Joseph’s instruction was canonized) when the principle 
of degrees in the celestial kingdom was mentioned, and all three 
instances were from Orson Pratt, who was an Apostle at the time. 
Based on this incomplete summary, Flynn concludes, “It is my view 
that Pratt was putting forth his own ill-defined opinions.”44 However, 
this research overlooked several additional references by Elder Pratt 
and other Apostles. Thus, Flynn’s conclusion that Elder Pratt was 
advancing “ill-defined opinions” is undermined by the fuller range of 
available sources.

Latter-day Saints may have first encountered Joseph’s 1843 
instruction in print when it was published in the Deseret News in 
1857.45 But Latter-day Saints who read the Millennial Star would have 
read about the principle of degrees in the celestial kingdom ten years 
earlier. An article in the Millennial Star, likely written by Apostle Orson 
Hyde, explained that those who are faithful and receive all priesthood 
ordinances will be crowned in the celestial kingdom, while others:

May obtain salvation in the celestial kingdom, but not a 
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celestial crown. Many are called to enjoy a celestial glory, 
yet few are chosen to wear a celestial crown, or rather, to be 
rulers in the celestial kingdom.46 

Although the article does not include the word degrees or specify 
a number, some differentiation of glory within the celestial kingdom is 
clearly contemplated. 

President Brigham Young also taught this principle in April 1854 and 
again in 1857. In 1854, he discussed those who were more focused on 
earthly riches than eternal rewards:

Will they be saved? Yes. What! and be prepared to go into 
the celestial kingdom of God? Yes, if they repent of their sins 
and turn unto the Lord. … Will they be crowned with crowns 
of glory, immortality, and eternal lives? No; but they will be 
prepared to enter there to serve others.47

In an 1857 address Brigham Young further stated:

If we can pass the sentinel Joseph the Prophet, we shall go 
into the celestial kingdom, and not a man can injure us. . . . 
Will we all become Gods, and be crowned kings? No, my 
brethren, there will be millions on millions, even the greater 
part of the celestial world, who will not be capable of a ful-
ness of that glory, immortality, eternal lives and a continua-
tion of them, yet they will go into the celestial kingdom.48

As with the 1847 article, he didn’t use the word degree or specify a 
number of levels,49 but he taught differentiated levels of glory within the 
celestial kingdom. He did state the number of degrees in the celestial 
kingdom two years later, in the final address of the April 1859 general 
conference: 

Man is created what for for [sic] an exaltation to dwell with 
his Father in the heavens shall I say [in] the heaven of heav-
ens or in the third heavens in the celestial kingdom . . . the 
object pertaining to the celestial kingdom is so organized 
[intelligence?] and that intelligence to receive intelligence 
and intelligence glory upon glory power upon power until 
they are prepared to enter back again into the presence of 
their Father and Savior.50

Unless he had learned the number independently of Joseph, 
President Young was relying on Joseph’s 1843 instruction to specify 
the number of degrees.51 In any case, President Young’s statement 
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is clear: There are three heavens (or degrees) within the celestial 
kingdom.

A month later, Apostle Orson Pratt discussed the celestial, terres-
trial, and telestial glories52 and explicitly taught about three degrees 
in the celestial kingdom. This was noted by another Apostle, Orson 
Hyde, a week later: “You recollect that Brother Pratt clearly delineated 
to you that in celestial kingdom differences all [are?] not the same 
class but he pointed out 3 different degrees in celestial kingdom.” 
Hyde affirmed Pratt’s teaching by connecting the fruit in the parable 
of the sower to the celestial kingdom—that the thirtyfold, sixtyfold, 
and hundredfold fruit represent the three different degrees within that 
kingdom.53 

Thus, no later than mid-1859, Brigham Young, Orson Pratt, and 
Orson Hyde —all of whom were intimately acquainted with Joseph 
Smith’s teachings and language — clearly taught that there are three 
degrees in the celestial kingdom. This teaching came more than fif-
teen years before Joseph Smith’s 1843 instruction was canonized 
(what is now Doctrine and Covenants 131:1), and more than sixty years 
before Elder Melvin J. Ballard’s 1922 discourse.

President Young and Elder Pratt would reiterate the principle of 
degrees in the celestial kingdom over the next two decades. For 
example, in August 1867, President Young taught:

There will a great many people go into the celestial kingdom 
of our Father and God that will not be crowned gods [and] 
have influence of god they will be angels servants.54

And in January 1873, Elder Pratt taught:

Concerning the nature of this higher state of glory called 
celestial. Will there be any difference among those who 
are redeemed into that glory? There will, in some respects. 
. . . Some who will inherit a portion of that glory will have no 
families, . . . while others will receive an exaltation and king-
dom, and will have wives, children, dominion, greatness and 
power far above those I first referred to.55

Additional examples are listed in appendix 2. 

From canonization to the 1920s

Joseph Smith’s 1843 instruction about three degrees in the celestial 
kingdom was canonized in 1876 as Doctrine and Covenants 131:1.56 
Flynn identified only two references between 1876 and 1922 to three 
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degrees in the celestial kingdom. These instances were an 1888 report 
of a sermon by a stake presidency counselor57 and, more importantly, 
an influential 1893 book by Elder B. H. Roberts, who was then serving 
in the First Council of the Seventy.58 

However, Flynn’s research overlooked many other examples from 
Apostles and Church publications. For example, in 1883, Apostle 
Erastus Snow taught that:

The holy covenant of marriage for time and for all eternity . . . 
is that which completes the exaltation and glory of the righ-
teous. . . . Many may enter into the glory of God, and become 
servants in the house of God and in the celestial kingdom 
of God, who are not able to abide this new and everlasting 
covenant; but as we are told in the Doctrine and Covenants, 
with them there is an end to their exaltation.59 

Another example, and probably the most prominent work over-
looked in Flynn’s research, was James E. Talmage’s The Articles of 
Faith, published by the Church in 1899 and repeatedly published and 
referenced for over a century.60 Talmage was, at this time, a well-
respected scientist and gospel scholar, though not yet an Apostle. 
However, this book had been reviewed by three members of the 
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles and three other trusted gospel schol-
ars.61 In his discussion about the degrees of glory, Talmage stated that 
there were “a multitude of subdivisions” in the celestial kingdom, and 
cited Doctrine and Covenants 131:1 for support.62 This statement has 
remained nearly unchanged throughout the various editions of the 
book.63 And, after becoming an Apostle, Talmage quoted that state-
ment almost verbatim in his 1912 publication The House of the Lord.64

Another Apostle, Orson F. Whitney, also explicitly discussed the 
principle of three degrees in the celestial kingdom in his 1914 book 
Gospel Themes: A Treatise on Salient Features of “MORMONISM,” 
also published by the Church:

The Prophet also taught that there are grades of glory, even 
in the celestial kingdom; his exact language being: “In the 
celestial glory there are three heavens or degrees” (D. & C. 
131:1).65 

Multiple other Church publications from this period also referenced 
or discussed this principle (see appendix 2).
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Elder Ballard’s discourse

As noted above, Flynn attributes the generally Church-wide interpre-
tation of Doctrine and Covenants 131:1 as referring to three degrees 
within the celestial kingdom as primarily coming from the 1922 dis-
course by Apostle Melvin J. Ballard. In that sermon, Elder Ballard cites 
Doctrine and Covenants 131:1 and repeated what had been taught by 
multiple Apostles and Church Presidents:

Now, I wish to say to you that the only possible candidates 
to become what God is are those who attain Celestial 
Glory, and those who fail in that will never, worlds without 
end, be possible candidates to become what God is. Then 
I wish to say to you that there are three degrees of glory in 
the Celestial Kingdom and only those who attain the high-
est degree of Celestial Glory will be candidates to become 
what God is.66

As noted earlier, Flynn’s research did not identify a reference in a 
Church manual to three degrees in the celestial kingdom until 1981, 
and identified only three times in general conference addresses when 
the principle of degrees in the celestial kingdom was referenced, all by 
members of the Seventy.67 However, Flynn’s research overlooked sev-
eral Church manuals published long before 1981 that discussed this 
principle. The earliest such manual that I located was published in 1901 
and was followed by many subsequent manuals and Church publica-
tions discussing this principle (see appendix 2). Flynn’s research also 
overlooked several references in general conference addresses up 
through 2000, including references by two Church Presidents and six 
Apostles (see appendix 2).

The reason for citing references after Elder Ballard’s 1922 discourse 
is to make the point that the consistent interpretation of Doctrine and 
Covenants 131:1 over the last 175 years continues to have support from 
Church leaders68 and is included in current Church publications. For 
example, the entry “Kingdoms of Glory” in the Church’s “Topics and 
Questions” portion of Gospel Library states:

From another revelation to the Prophet Joseph, we learn that 
there are three degrees within the celestial kingdom. To be 
exalted in the highest degree and continue eternally in fam-
ily relationships, we must enter into “the new and everlasting 
covenant of marriage” and be true to that covenant. In other 
words, temple marriage is a requirement for obtaining the 
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highest degree of celestial glory. All who are worthy to enter 
into the new and everlasting covenant of marriage will have 
that opportunity, whether in this life or the next.69 

From numerous Church publications and discourses by Apostles, 
it is clear that—far from “start[ing] off slowly and gain[ing] steam”70 
after Melvin J. Ballard’s 1922 discourse, as asserted in Flynn’s propo-
sition—the principle of three degrees in the celestial kingdom was 
repeatedly taught by Apostles and others many times before (as well 
as after) the 1922 discourse.

Multiple Degrees in the Terrestrial and Telestial Kingdoms 
The established principle of three degrees in the celestial kingdom 
raises a question about the other two kingdoms of glory: Are there 
multiple degrees within the terrestrial and telestial kingdoms? Some 
statements by Apostles and in Church publications suggest that there 
are indeed multiple degrees within those kingdoms.

Doctrine and Covenants 76:98 seems to imply varying degrees 
within the telestial kingdom:

The glory of the telestial is one, even as the glory of the stars 
is one; for as one star differs from another star in glory, even 
so differs one from another in glory in the telestial world.71

This verse has been either paraphrased or cited to support the prin-
ciple of varying degrees in the telestial kingdom. For example, Apostle 
(later President) Joseph Fielding Smith briefly mentioned the telestial 
kingdom in the influential book Doctrines of Salvation using wording 
from this verse: “Those who enter into the telestial kingdom, where 
their glories differ as do the stars of heaven in their magnitude.”72 And 
the current institute manual for the Doctrine and Covenants unequivo-
cally states: “The telestial kingdom is also comprised of various glories 
(see D&C 76:98).”73

Charles W. Penrose, then in the First Presidency, also noted the 
following for the terrestrial and telestial kingdoms:

Those who get into the terrestrial kingdom are to have cer-
tain qualities that are explained; there are several degrees in 
that one glory; . . . 

Then comes the third group. These are they who come 
forth in the telestial glory, and their glory differs as one 
star differs from another, and they shall each be judged 
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according to their works, as all will be. So there are various 
degrees of these people who are brought forth according 
to their crimes and their punishments and their redemption; 
they come forth into the glory of the stars.74

Relatedly, there have been some suggestions that the number of 
degrees or gradations may be innumerable. For example, President 
Brigham Young stated, “Were I to enumerate thousands of different 
degrees of glory and kingdoms, I probably should over-enumerate the 
kingdoms God has prepared.”75 Elder John A. Widstoe echoed this 
when he wrote: “These gradations in salvation may be innumerable, 
since all members of the human family are different. The many grada-
tions are however reduced to three classes,” which are the celestial, 
terrestrial, and telestial.76

As a summary of the principle of multiple degrees in the celestial, 
terrestrial, and telestial kingdoms, below is a passage from the original 
1899 edition of Talmage’s The Articles of Faith (and repeated in his 
1912 The House of the Lord, written after he had been ordained as an 
Apostle):

The three kingdoms of widely differing glories are them-
selves organized on an orderly plan of gradation. We have 
seen that the telestial kingdom comprises a multitude 
of subdivisions; this is also the case, we are told, with the 
celestial; (footnote: [Doctrine and Covenants 131:1]; see also 
[2 Corinthians 12:1–4]) and, by analogy, we conclude that a 
similar condition prevails in the terrestrial. Thus the innumer-
able degrees of merit amongst mankind are provided for in 
an infinity of graded glories.77

Although there have been some references to the existence of 
degrees in the terrestrial and telestial kingdoms over the years, by far 
the greatest emphasis by Church leaders has been on the celestial 
kingdom. This emphasis is not surprising. President Dallin H. Oaks 
states:

The Lord has chosen to reveal comparatively little about 
two of these kingdoms of glory [the terrestrial and telestial]. 
In contrast, the Lord has revealed much about the highest 
kingdom of glory . . . 

The purpose of the doctrine and policies of this restored 
Church is to prepare God’s children for salvation in the 
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celestial glory and, more particularly, for exaltation in its 
highest degree.78

But even what little has been revealed about the terrestrial and 
telestial kingdoms highlights the pure and universal love of Heavenly 
Father.79 A teaching by President Dallin H. Oaks on the three kingdoms 
generally might also be applied to degrees within those kingdoms:

The ultimate destiny of all who live on the earth is not the 
inadequate idea of heaven for the righteous and the eternal 
sufferings of hell for the rest. God’s loving plan for His chil-
dren includes this reality taught by our Savior, Jesus Christ: 
“In my Father’s house are many mansions.”

The revealed doctrine of the restored Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints teaches that all the children of 
God —with exceptions too limited to consider here —will 
ultimately inherit one of three kingdoms of glory, even the 
least of which “surpasses all understanding.” . . . 

Under that loving plan, there are multiple kingdoms—
many mansions—so that all of God’s children will inherit a 
kingdom of glory whose laws they can comfortably “abide.”80

Summary and Conclusion
Based on Doctrine and Covenants 131:1, The Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints teaches that there are three degrees within the 
celestial kingdom. Shannon Flynn proposes that this scripture instead 
refers to the three kingdoms described in Doctrine and Covenants 76 
and therefore does not indicate that there are three degrees in the 
celestial kingdom. This proposition is based on two claims: (1) the word 
celestial in Joseph Smith’s day simply meant “heavenly,” and (2) the 
idea of three degrees in the celestial kingdom is a twentieth-century 
innovation with little apostolic support.

Responding to the first claim, I have suggested that, beginning 
as early as 1832, Latter-day Saints understood the word celestial in 
the context of Joseph Smith’s 1832 vision of three degrees of glory. 
Further, Joseph Smith consistently used the word celestial to refer 
to the highest glory in that vision, not to all of heaven. Thus, Doctrine 
and Covenants 131:1 is best understood as a reference to the celestial 
kingdom.

I have shown that the second claim is demonstrably false. The 
principle of three degrees in the celestial kingdom was taught by 
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Brigham Young, Orson Hyde, and Orson Pratt no later than 1859. The 
principle was also repeatedly taught or referenced by Apostles and in 
Church publications before (as well as after) Melvin J. Ballard’s 1922 
discourse. Thus, Elder Ballard’s discourse was simply one of a long 
line of addresses and publications that taught this principle.

The importance of three degrees in the celestial kingdom was 
most recently highlighted by Dallin H. Oaks, then a Counselor in the 
First Presidency. In an extended discourse in the October 2023 gen-
eral conference on the celestial, terrestrial, and telestial kingdoms, he 
noted:

In the “celestial” glory there are three levels, of which the 
highest is exaltation in the celestial kingdom. . . . Through 
revelation, God has revealed the eternal laws, ordinances, 
and covenants that must be observed to develop the 
godly attributes necessary to realize this divine potential. 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints focuses 
on these because the purpose of this restored Church is 
to prepare God’s children for salvation in the celestial glory 
and, more particularly, for exaltation in its highest degree.

God’s plan, founded on eternal truth, requires that exal-
tation can be attained only through faithfulness to the cov-
enants of an eternal marriage between a man and a woman 
in the holy temple, which marriage will ultimately be available 
to all the faithful.81

As the Prophet Joseph Smith taught: “Any person who is exalted 
to the highest mansion has to abide a celestial law, and the whole law 
too.”82 Understanding the law that governs exaltation in the celestial 
kingdom allows us to choose to abide by that law (or at least desire to 
do so)83 in order to receive the fulness of the blessings promised by a 
loving Heavenly Father.84

Appendix 1: The Word Celestial in 
Joseph Smith’s Documents

This review of the word celestial in Joseph Smith’s documents is 
based on a search on the Joseph Smith Papers (JSP) website. There 
is also at least one instance of the word appearing in The Words of 
Joseph Smith but not on the JSP website.
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The Joseph Smith Papers

The JSP website search yielded 161 results (focused only on the 
Documents/Papers category). Many results were duplicates (such as 
the word appearing in multiple copies of the same revelation), some 
results are from History, 1838–1856 (which was simply a compilation 
of other notes), some results are from the historical introductions or 
footnotes, and some results are from individuals other than Joseph 
Smith.85 These are all excluded from the number of documents ana-
lyzed in this article. 

There were thirty-seven Joseph Smith documents where the word 
celestial appears, as shown in table 1. The word is almost always 
accompanied by allusions to the celestial glory described in the 
February 1832 vision (in bold). Where there are no allusions, the word-
ing clearly distinguishes the celestial kingdom from other kingdoms in 
the eternities, thus showing that Joseph Smith did not use celestial as 
a synonym for the generic heaven.

On the allusions noted below, it is helpful to recognize that many 
descriptors of the celestial glory were also used in Protestant teach-
ings about heaven. The difference between that Protestant usage and 
Joseph Smith’s usage was emphasis, as Richard Bushman noted:

Protestant sermons on heaven spoke mostly of surcease 
from sorrows and the joy of knowing Christ. . . . Ideas high-
lighted in “The Vision,” like the possibility of becoming “joint 
heirs with Christ” and partaking of his glory, were minor 
Protestant themes. Joseph’s revelation, by contrast, para-
phrases one biblical scripture after another on the exalted 
condition of humans in the celestial heavens.86

It is Joseph Smith’s themes that are repeatedly alluded to in his 
documents, not the Protestant themes.

Table 1. Uses of the word celestial by Joseph Smith. Italicized text is my editorial 

notes. Bolded text notes allusions to the celestial glory described in Doctrine and 

Covenants 76. Bracketed text is from the Joseph Smith Papers.

Document Text

16 February 1832 
Vision87

The text is extensive and available at the Joseph Smith Papers 
website.
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Document Text

1 March 1832 
Revelation88

To advance the cause which ye have espaused [espoused] 
to the salvation of man and to the glory of your Father who is 
in heaven that you may be equal in the bonds of heavenly 
things yea and earthly things also for the obtaining of heavenly of 
heavenly things for if ye are not equal in earthly things ye cannot 
be equal in obtaining heavenly thing[s] for if ye will that I give unto 
you a place in the celestiel world you must prepare yourselves 
by doing <the> thing which I have commanded & required of 
you & now verily thus saith the Lord it is expedient that all things 
be done unto my glory . . . whereby you may accompish the com-
mandments which are given to you that through the providenc 
of your Father notwithstanding the tribulation which shall 
descend upon you you may stand independent above all 
other creatures beneath the Celestial world that you may come 
up unto the crown prepared for you and be made rulers over 
many kingdom[s].

Between 1–8 
March 1832 
Revision89

The Joseph Smith revision of the New Testament included 
revised wording of 1 Corinthians 15:40–41. Although celestial is 
original to the KJV, Joseph included it in a description of heaven 
that clearly echoes his vision a couple weeks earlier.
Original KJV: There are also celestial bodies, and bodies ter-
restrial: but the glory of the celestial is one, and the glory of the 
terrestrial is another. There is one glory of the sun, and another 
glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars: for one star 
differeth from another star in glory.90

Joseph Smith Revision: Also Celestial bodies, and bodies 
Terrestrial, and bodies Telestial; but the glory of the Celestial, 
one; and the Terrestrial, another; and the Telestial, another.91

27–28 December 
1832 Revelation92

The text is extensive and available at the Joseph Smith Papers 
website.

4 January 1833 
Letter93

Repent of all your sins and be baptized in water for the remis-
sion of them, in the name of the father, and of the son, and 
of the Holy Ghost, and receive the ordinance of the laying 
on of the hands of him who is ordained and sealed unto 
this power, that ye may receive the holy spirit of God, and this 
according to the holy scriptures, and of the Book of Mormon; 
and the only way that man can enter into the Celestial kingdom.

5 December 
1833 Letter94

Our trust is in God and we are determined by his grace assist-
ing us to maintain the cause and hold out faithful to the end 
that we may be crowned with crowns of celestial glory and 
enter into that rest95 that is prepared for the children of 
God.

10 December 
1833 Letter96

I cannot learn from any communication by the spirit to me that 
Zion has forfeited her claim to a celestial crown notwithstand-
ing the Lord has caused her to be thus afflicted.
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Document Text

16–17 December 
1833 Revelation 
[D&C 101]97

I must gather to gether my people according to the parable of 
the wheat and the tares that the wheat may be secured in the 
garner to possess eternal life and be crowned with celestial 
glory when I come in the Kingdom of my fathe[r].

February 1834 
Letter98

The Father of our spirits, in providing a sacrifice for his crea-
tures, a plan of redemption, a power of atonement, a scheme 
of salvation, having as one of its great objects, to bring men 
back into the presence of the King of heaven, crown them 
in the celestial glory, and make them heirs with his Son to that 
inheritance which is incorruptible, undefiled, and which fadeth 
not away. . . . 
We consider that God has created man with a mind capable 
of instruction, and a faculty which may be enlarged in propor-
tion to the heed and diligence given to the light communi-
cated from heaven to the intellect; and that the nearer man 
approaches perfection, the more conspicuous are his views, 
& the greater his enjoyments, until he has overcome the evils 
of this life and lost every desire of sin; and like the ancients, 
arrives to that point of faith that he is wrapped in the glory and 
power of his Maker and is caught up to dwell with him. But we 
consider that this is a station to which no man ever arrived in 
a moment: he must have been instructed into the government 
and laws of that kingdom by proper degrees . . . it is necessary 
for men to receive an understanding concerning the laws of 
the heavenly kingdom, before they are permitted to enter it: we 
mean the celestial glory. . . .
God has in reserve a time, or period appointed in his own 
bosom, when he will bring all his subjects, who have obeyed 
his voice and kept his commandments, into his celestial 
rest.

March 1834 
Letter99

For a moment reflect, what could have been the purpose in 
our Father in giving to us a law? Was it that it might be obeyed, 
or disobeyed? And think further too, not only the propriety, but 
the importance of attending to his laws in every particu-
lar. . . . We can only say, that if an anticipation of the joys of the 
celestial glory, as witnessed to the hearts of the humble is not 
sufficient, we will leave with yourselves the result of your own 
diligence; for God ere long, will call all his servants before him, 
and there from His own hand they will receive a just recom-
pense and a righteous reward for all their labors.

22 June 1834 
Revelation 
[D&C 105]100

[The Saints] are full of all manner of evil and do not impart of 
their substanc[e] as becometh saints; to the poor and afflicted 
among them and are not united, according to the union of 
required by the law of the celestial kingdom and Zion cannot 
be built up unless it is by the principoles of the law of the 
Celestial kingdom
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Document Text

5 December 
1834 Blessing101

Prolong his [Oliver Cowdery’s] life to a good old age, and bring 
him in peace to his end, and to rejoice with thy saints, even 
the sanctified, in the celestial kingdom.

1 March 1835 
Blessing to 
Willard Snow102

You shall go to distant lands and if you desire it with all your 
heart you shall return. But if you desire you may be received up 
into the bosom of your Heavenly Father in Distant lands, from 
all trouble into the celestial kingdom.103

Fall 1835, 
Egyptian 
Alphabet104

[2.23] Ebethcha the greatest place of hapiness where God 
resides the Celesstial Kingdom.
Alternate Text: The heaven of heavens, <wh[e]re god resides 
Ce[lestial]. K[ingdom].>the greatest place of hap.

Fall 1835, 
Grammar and 
Alphabet of 
the Egyptian 
Language105

[2.23] The celestial Kingdom where God dwells.
[2.30] Lish Zi hoe oop Iota: The glory of the celestial Kingdom: 
The connection of attributes; many parts perfected, and 
compounded into one Having been united; being united 
that which will be united, one glory above all other glories, 
as the the [sun?] excels in the light Moon in light, this glory 
excels being filled: with the same glory equaility.
[2.36] Jah-ni hah: one delegated from the highest soar acting 
in or b[e]ing clothed with the power of another; one from sent 
from the Celestial Kingdom.106

[2.42] Kolob. signifies the first creation nearer to the celestial,107 
or the residence of Lord, first in government, the last pertain-
ing to the measurement of time, the measurement according 
according to celestial time.108

23 October 1835 
Prayer109

And also that [God] will assist all others who desire, accord-
ingly to his commandments, to go up and purchase inheri-
tances; and all this easily and without perplexity, and trouble; 
and finally, that in the end he will save us in his Celestial 
Kingdom.

12 November 
1835 Discourse 
to the Twelve110

The order of the house of God has and ever will be the same, 
even after Christ comes, and after the termination of the thou-
sand years it will be the same, and we shall finally roll into111 
the celestial kingdom of God and enjoy it forever;— you need 
an endowment brethren in order that you may be prepared and 
able to overcome all things.

10 December 
1835 Prayer112

The way be prepared before them, that they may journey to the 
land of Zion and be established, on their inheritances, to enjoy 
undisturbe[d], peace and happiness for ever, and ultimately, to 
be crowned with everlasting life in the celestial kingdom of 
God.
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Document Text

21 January 1836 
Visions [D&C 
137]113

I beheld the celestial kingdom of God, and the glory thereof, 
whether in the body or out I cannot tell,— I saw the transcen-
dant beauty of the gate that enters, through which the heirs of 
that kingdom will enter, which was like unto circling flames of 
fire, also the blasing throne of God, whereon was seated 
the Father and the Son . . . I saw . . . my brother Alvin that has 
long since slept, and marvled how it was that he had obtained 
this an inheritance <in> this <that> kingdom, seeing that he had 
departed this life, before the Lord <had> set his hand to gather 
Israel <the second time> and had not been baptized for the 
remission of sins — Thus said came the voice <of the Lord 
un>to me saying all who have died with[out] a knowledge of this 
gospel, who would have received it, if they had been permited 
to tarry, shall be heirs of the celestial kingdom of God . . . I also 
beheld that all children who die before they arive to the years of 
accountability, are saved in the celestial kingdom of heaven . . . I 
finally saw the 12 in the celestial kingdom of God

5 January 1841 
Discourse114

We came to this earth that we might have a body, & present it 
pure before before God in the celestial kingdom. . . . This earth 
will be roled back into the presence of God & crowned with 
celestial glory.

26 January 1841 
Letter115

Be assured of my continued regard for your welfare and for 
the prosperity of the Saints in Kirtland, and I pray that they may 
prosper in every good word and work and after the afflictions 
and tribulations of mortality be crowned with everlasting joy 
in the celestial kingdom of our God.

6 January 1842 
Journal Entry116

Truly this is a day long to be remembered . . . a day in which 
those things begin to be made manifest which have been hid 
from <before> the foundations of the world. & which Jehovah 
has promised should be made known in his own due time. unto 
his servants, to prepare. the earth for the return of his glory, 
even a celestial glory; and a kingdom of Priests & Kings to 
God & the Lamb forever

30 January 1842 
Discourse117

That the God & father of our Lord Jesus Christ was once the 
same as the Son or Holy Ghost but having redeemed a world 
became the eternal God of that world he had a son Jesus Christ 
who redeemed this earth the same as his father had a world 
which made them equal & the Holy Ghost would do the same 
in his turn & so would all the Saints who inherited a Celestial 
glory so their would be Gods many & Lords many
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Document Text

15 March 1842 
Book of Abraham 
Printing118

Fig. 1. Kolob, signifying the first creation, nearest to the celestial, 
or the residence of God. First in government, the last pertain-
ing to the measurement of time. The measurement according 
to the celestial time; which, celestial time, signifies one day to a 
cubit.119

Fig. 2. Stands next to Kolob, called by the Egyptians Oliblish, 
which is the next grand governing creation, near to the celestial 
or the place where God resides.

20 March 1842 
Discourse120

Baptism is a sign, ordained of God for the believer in Christ to 
take upon himself in order to enter into the kingdom of God. . . . 
It is a sign of command which God hath set for man to enter 
into the this Kingdom of God those who seek to enter in any 
other will way will seek in vain, for God will not receive those 
neither will the angels acknowledge their works as accepted, 
for they have not taken upon themselves those ordinances & 
signs which God ordained for man to receive in order to receive 
a celestial glory, & God had decreed that all that <who> will not 
obey his voice shall not escape the damnation of hell, . . . God 
hath decreed & ordained that man should repent of all his sins 
& Be Baptized for the remission of his sins then he can come 
to God in the name of Jesus Christ in faith then we have the 
promise of the Holy Ghost.

February 1843 
Poem121

The text is extensive and available at the Joseph Smith Papers 
website.

17–18 March 1843 
Letter122

And if you have a <would only> notion to join me before you 
die, count the cost as Jesus says, and go for eternal reward in 
the celestial Kingdom of God, independent of mobs, perse-
cutions, this world’s goods, or the highest honors of the 
Mammon of unrighteousness.123

23 March 
1843 Blessing 
to Joseph 
Kingsbury124

I Seal the[e] up to come forth in the first reserection 
unto Eternal Life —And thy Companion Caroline [Whitney 
Kingsbury] who is now dead thou Shalt have in the first 
Reserection . . . no one Shall have power to take her from thee, 
And you both Shall be crowned and enthrowned to dwell 
together in a Kingdom in the Celestial Glory in the presents of 
God.

2 April 1843 
Instruction125

Then the white stone mentioned in Rev. c 2 v 17 is the Urim & 
Thummim whereby all things pertaining to an higher order of 
kingdoms even all kingdoms126 will be made known and a the 
white stone is given to each of those who come into this the 
celestial kingdom, whereon is a new name written which no 
man knoweth save he that receiveth it. The new name is the key 
word.
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Document Text

14 May 1843 
Discourse127

That more sure word of prophecy that they were sealed in the 
heavens & had the promise of eternal live in the kingdom of 
God —Then knowledge through our Lord & Savior Jesus 
Christ — is the grand key that unlocks the glories & misteries of 
the kingdom of heaven . . . the main key that unlocks the heav-
ens & puts in our possession the glories of the celestial world.

16 May 1843 
Instruction128

Except a man and his wife enter into an everlasting covenant 
and be married for eternity while in this probation by the power 
and authority of the Holy priesthood they will cease to 
increase when they die (i e) they will not have any children in 
the resurrection, but those who are married by the power & 
authority of the priesthood in this life & continue without com-
mitting the sin against the Holy Ghost will continue to increase 
& have children in the celestial glory. . . . In the celestial glory 
there was three heavens or degrees, and in order to obtain the 
highest a man must enter into this order of the priesthood and 
if he dont he cant obtain it. He may enter into the other but that 
is the end of his kingdom he cannot have an increase.

25 November 
1843 Remarks129

If any man commit adultery He could not received the celestial 
kingdom of God even if he was saved in any kingdom130 it could 
not be the celestial kingdom.

21 January 1844 
Discourse131

Any person who is exhalted to the highest mansion has to 
abide a celestial law & the whole law to[o] . . . . How many will 
be able to abide a celestial law & go through & recieve their 
exhaltation I am unable to say but many are called & few are 
chosen.

10 March 1844 
Discourse132

By this we are sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise ie Elijah
To obtain this sealing is to make our calling and election sure 
which we ought to give all diligence to accomplish there are two 
sins agains which this power does not secure or prevail they 
are “The sin against the Holy Ghost” And “shedding of inno-
cent Blood” which is equivelant to “crucifying the son of God 
afresh & putting him to an open shame” Those who do these it 
is impossible to renew unto repentance for they are delivered 
to the buffettings of satan untill the day of redemptions illus-
trated the case of David said he could not obtain celestial Glory 
and the reason why he had any hope or obtained a Promise 
that of his seed one should be raised up to reign over Israel 
forever was because that he had not spoken against the spirit 
& because he had not done this he was renewed unto repen-
tance and obtained prom[i]se that God would not leave his soul 
in Hell133
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Document Text

15 March 1844 
Blessing to John 
and Catharine 
Wilkie134

May their hearts expand and become enlarged to receive the 
fulness: of the blessings of <the> Kingdom of heaven . . . and 
their faith increase from day to day untill they shall have 
power to lay hold on the blessings of God and the gifts of the 
spirit untill they are satisfied, and finally may they live to a good 
old age and when they have lived while they desire life may 
the[y] die in peace and be received into the mansions of eternal 
life and enjoy a celestial glory for ever and ever.

7 April 1844 
Discourse135

Those who have died in the faith are now in the selestial 
kingdom136 of God, they have gone to await the resurrection 
of the dead to go to the celestial glory, while their is many who 
die who will have to wait many years, But I am authorized to say 
to you my friends in the name of the Lord that you may wait for 
your friends to come forth to meet you in Eternity in the morn137 
of the celestial world, those Saints who have been murdered in 
the persecution shall triumph in the celestial world.

12 May 1844 
Discourse138

In order for you to receive your children to yourself, you must 
have a promise, some ordinance139 some blessing— or else 
it may be an angel— they must rise just as they died— we can 
there hail our lovely infants140 with the same glory, the same 
loveliness in the Celestial glory where they all enjoy alike.

12 May 1844 discourse

There is an additional instance of the word celestial in the text of 
Joseph Smith’s 12 May 1844 discourse as published in The Words of 
Joseph Smith by Andrew Ehat and Lyndon Cook that does not appear 
in the JSP version of that discourse.

The original text was written by Thomas Bullock at the time of the 
discourse (and included in the JSP).141 The text was inscribed into 
the Manuscript History of the Church probably in late 1855 or early 
1856 with important insertions142 and published in August 1857143 (and 
included in The Words of Joseph Smith). A comparison of the original 
text with the altered text, as shown in table 2, notes the differences.

Ehat and Cook mistakenly attribute the expanded text to Joseph 
Smith, instead of the more likely George A. Smith, Wilford Woodruff, 
or Brigham Young.144 However, despite the text being added in the 
1850s, the insertions are another point of evidence to refute Flynn’s 
second claim, as Ehat and Cook noted:
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Table 2. Alterations to Joseph Smith’s May 1844 Discourse.

Original With Insertions

My text is 14 John In my Fathers 
house are many mansions &c In 
my Father’s Kingdom are many 
Kingdoms — in order that ye may 
be heirs of God and joint heirs with 
me — I do not believe the method-
ist doctrine of sending honest men, 
and noble minded men to hell, along 
with the murderer and adulterer— 
they may hurl all their hell and fiery 
billows upon me, for they will roll off 
me as fast as they come on — but I 
have an order of things to save the 
poor fellows at any rate, and get 
them saved for I will send men to 
preach to them in prison and save 
them if I can. there is baptism &c for 
those who are alive, and baptism for 
the dead, all who died without the 
knowledge of the gospel I am going 
on in my progress for eternal life

My text is on the resurrection of the dead, 
which you will find in the 14th ch. of John. “In 
my Father’s house are many mansions.” It 
should be, “in my Father’s Kingdom are many 
Kingdoms”, in order that ye may be heirs of 
God and joint heirs with me. I do not believe 
the Methodist doctrine of sending honest 
men, and noble minded men to hell, along 
with the murderer and adulterer; they may 
hurl all their hell and fiery billows upon me, for 
they will roll off me as fast as they come on. 
But I have an order of things to save the poor 
fellows at any rate, and get them saved; for 
I will send men to preach to them in prison, 
and save them if I can. There are mansions145 
for those who obey a celestial law, and there 
are other mansions for those who come 
short of that law; every man in his own order. 
There is baptism &c for those to exercise 
who are alive, and baptism for the dead who 
died without the knowledge of the gospel. I 
am going on in my progress for eternal life

Admittedly, D&C 131:1 could be interpreted as “In the heav-
ens, there are the three glories: celestial, terrestrial and 
telestial.” However, Joseph Smith clearly indicates in this 
sentence [about obeying a celestial law] that there are differ-
ences of glory within the Celestial Kingdom. This, therefore, 
effectively eliminates this possible alternate interpretation.146

Appendix 2: References to Degrees in 
the Celestial Kingdom after 1843

There are numerous references to degrees in the celestial kingdom 
after 1843. Below are the date, speaker, and type of source. For works 
available online, I provide only the citation in the cited note. For works 
not available online, I include the quotation in the bulleted list. 

Discourses or articles by Church leaders from 1847 to 1925

The following are discourses or articles by Church leaders that I identi-
fied from 1847 to 1925 that explicitly reference the principle of degrees 
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in the celestial kingdom. Beginning in 1876, most references specify 
that there are three degrees.

•	 15 January 1847, Orson Hyde, newspaper article147

•	 6 April 1854, Brigham Young, general conference address148

•	 8 March 1857, Brigham Young, address in the Tabernacle149

•	 7 April 1859, Brigham Young, general conference address150

•	 8 May 1859, Orson Pratt, address in the Tabernacle151

•	 15 May 1859, Orson Hyde, address in the Tabernacle152

•	 28 August 1859, Orson Pratt, address in the Tabernacle153

•	 27 August 1867, Brigham Young, address in Lehi, Utah154

•	 7 October 1869, Orson Pratt, address in the Tabernacle155

•	 19 January 1873, Orson Pratt, address in Salt Lake City156

•	 30 May 1875, Orson Pratt, address in the Tabernacle157

•	 24 June 1883, Erastus Snow, address in Parowan, Utah158

•	 10 November 1918, George F. Richards, address at a mis-
sion conference159

•	 22 September 1922, Melvin J. Ballard, address in Ogden 
Tabernacle160

•	 25 October 1925, Melvin J. Ballard, address in the 
Tabernacle161

Church publications from 1893 to 1955

The following are Church publications (or works published under the 
direction of Church leaders) between 1893 and 1955 that explicitly ref-
erence the principle of three degrees in the celestial kingdom (some-
times using the phrase “highest degree in the celestial kingdom”).

•	 1893, B. H. Roberts, Outlines of Ecclesiastical History162

•	 1899, James E. Talmage, The Articles of Faith163

•	 1901, unknown writer, Young Men Mutual Improvement 
Association lesson manual164

•	 1904, Joseph B. Keeler, reference book for Church 
schools165

•	 1912, James E. Talmage, The House of the Lord166

•	 1914, Orson F. Whitney, Melchizedek Priesthood quorums 
lesson book167

•	 January and May 1922, unknown writer, lesson guides for 
the Young Women’s Mutual Improvement Association168

•	 1930, unknown writer, British Mutual Improvement Assoc
iation lesson manual169
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	» Quotation: “In the celestial or highest glory that God 
can confer on man—there are three degrees (Section 
131:1–3).”

•	 1933, unknown writer, Sunday School manual170

•	 1941, unknown writer, Sunday School manual171

	» Quotation: “Marriage is necessary to those who would 
aspire to the highest degree in the celestial kingdom.”

•	 1941, William E. Berrett, lesson book for Church seminaries172

	» Quotation: “Within each glory [celestial, terrestrial, and 
telestial] there are again numerous divisions or gradations 
according to the worthiness of the individuals who enter 
therein. Concerning the celestial glory, for example, the 
Prophet said: [Doctrine and Covenants 131:1–4].”

•	 October 1942, John A. Widtsoe, Improvement Era article173

•	 1948, Joseph Fielding Smith, Melchizedek Priesthood quo-
rums lesson book174

	» Quotation: “There will be many who shall not be given the 
exaltation, and in the celestial kingdom in their saved con-
dition are barred from passing by the angels and the gods 
who stand to guard the way to the exaltation and continu-
ation of the seeds forever (Doctrine and Covenants 131; 
132:16–17, 19–22).”

•	 March 1948, John A. Widstoe, Improvement Era article175

•	 1955, William E. Berrett, Sunday School manual176

General conference addresses from 1940 to 2000

The following are general conference addresses from 1940 to 2000 
that explicitly reference the principle of degrees in the celestial king-
dom. I include the position of the speaker after the name. I also note 
whether the reference was an explicit discussion or a passing refer-
ence (usually with a phrase like “the highest degree in the celestial 
kingdom”).

•	 October 1940, George F. Richards, Apostle, reference177

•	 April 1949, Milton R. Hunter, Seventy, discussion178

•	 October 1950, Bruce R. McConkie, Seventy, discussion179

•	 April 1957, Bruce R. McConkie, Seventy, discussion180

•	 April 1957, Harold B. Lee, Apostle, discussion181

•	 October 1959, George Q. Morris, Apostle, discussion182

•	 April 1961, Delbert L. Stapley, Apostle, reference183
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•	 April 1964, David O. McKay, President of the Church, 
reference184

•	 October 1964, Spencer W. Kimball, Apostle, discussion185

•	 October 1969, Milton R. Hunter, Seventy, discussion186

•	 October 1988, Ezra Taft Benson, President of the Church, 
reference187

•	 April 1989, Royden G. Derrick, Seventy, discussion188

•	 October 1991, Gordon B. Hinckley, Counselor in the First 
Presidency, reference189

There are numerous other instances when Doctrine and Covenants 
131:1–4 is quoted without comment or a repetition of something like the 
“highest degree of the celestial kingdom.” I have not included those 
references.

Writings by Church members and others from 1888 to 1911

Based on his research, Flynn concluded that Latter-day Saints gen-
erally did not believe in degrees in the celestial kingdom before the 
1920s.190 However, in addition to the Church leaders and publications 
already referenced, there are multiple instances of Church mem-
bers writing about this principle. The following are writings by Church 
members I identified from 1888 to 1911 that explicitly referenced the 
principle of degrees in the celestial kingdom. 

•	 2 June 1888, Joseph E. Taylor, discourse in Logan Temple191

•	 15 July 1893, Alfred Peterson, letter to a newspaper192

•	 March 1902, John Nicholson, newspaper editorial193

•	 20 August 1903, unknown writer, newspaper editorial194

•	 21 January 1909, William A. Morton, newspaper editorial195

•	 15 June 1911, S. N. L., newspaper editorial196

I also found a reference by Christian ministers who included this 
principle in a critique of Latter-day Saint doctrine. This reference is 
included here simply to demonstrate that even non-Latter-day Saints 
recognized that Saints in the early 1900s were taught about the prin-
ciple of degrees in the celestial kingdom:

•	 4 June 1907, Christian ministers, statement critiquing Latter-
day Saint doctrine197
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