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Members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints often 
 refer to Jesus Christ as their elder brother. This expression of 

endearment appears in sermons, lessons, and publications. In current 
usage, the term elder brother reflects an understanding that Jesus was the 
firstborn of the Father’s spirit children and, since we humans are all spirit 
children of the Father, Jesus is our elder spirit brother. But that meaning 
was slow in coming to be articulated by Church leaders. The title is used 
enough that some might think that elder brother is one of the many titles 
attributed to Christ in the scriptures, but nowhere do the scriptures use 
this expression in reference to Jesus.� Nor can the idea that Jesus is our 
elder brother be ascribed with certitude to the teachings of the Prophet 
Joseph Smith, although nothing he taught would seem to contradict the 
idea. The use of the title elder brother seems to make its first appearance 
the year of the Prophet’s death (1844) in the writings of other Church 
leaders and soon thereafter greatly increased in usage and popularity. It is 
possible that Joseph Smith himself spoke this phrase toward the end of his 
life, for some reminiscences support that position.�

This paper will examine the usage in LDS discourse of the idea that 
Jesus Christ is the elder spirit brother of humankind, from its first docu-
mented occurrences. Then we will review the logical and scriptural argu-
ments that have been used to support the concept of Jesus as elder brother 
over the years, along with other possible interpretations of the truths upon 
which it is based.

Jesus Christ as Elder Brother

Corbin Volluz
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Contemporaneously Recorded Statements (1844–1846)

Beginning in 1844 we find the first instances in which Church lead-
ers use the phrase brother or elder brother to refer to Christ. These six 
instances were all recorded contemporaneously. 

June 22, 1844, Orson Pratt. The first written account containing the 
concept of Jesus Christ being a brother (though not necessarily the elder 

Researchers who set out to write a 
paper with a certain thesis often find 
many surprises along the way. These 
twists and turns can challenge or 
strengthen the original thesis. This is 
the adventure of research. As Corbin 
Volluz studied the history of the phrase 
elder brother to describe Christ, he 
encountered a few such surprises. “The 
most surprising thing I learned was 
that there appears to be no affirmative 
teaching of the elder brother subject in either the standard works 
or in the preserved teachings of Joseph Smith.” Readers may draw 
their own conclusions about the implications of this absence; one 
of the interesting things about Volluz’s article is that the subject 
raises questions about the term’s appropriate use. For example, are 
other Christians confused when Latter-day Saints use the term elder 
brother? Is the phrase too familiar to be used so often as a title for 
deity? “Many members of the Church seem to feel a personal attach-
ment to the phrase elder brother,” explains Volluz. “On the few occa-
sions I have discussed the contents of the paper with acquaintances 
who are members of the Church, the first question I commonly get 
is, ‘Are you saying that Jesus is not our elder brother?’ To which I 
respond, ‘No, I’m not saying that. All I am doing is tracing the his-
torical development of the doctrinal idea.’” Volluz’s work assesses 
how it has been historically approached: “Any difference I would 
hope this article might make would be for us all to be thoughtful in 
the choice of titles we apply to the Savior.” 
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spirit brother) of man occurs in 1844, the year of Joseph Smith’s death, and 
comes from Orson Pratt. Orson printed supplementary material at the bot-
tom of his Prophetic Almanac for 185, including these statements:

What is man? The offspring of God. What is God? The father of man. 
Who is Jesus Christ? He is our Brother. . . . How many states of existence 
has man? He has three. What is the first? It is spiritual. What is the sec-
ond? It is temporal. What is the third? It is immortal and eternal. How 
did he begin to exist in the first? He was begotten and born of God.�

Charles R. Harrell has noted, “Pratt’s almanac went on sale 3 August 
1844, though it was advertised in the Prophet as being at the printer’s as 
early as 22 June 1844.”� This appears to be the earliest date that can be 
pinpointed with confidence on which an LDS publication refers to Jesus 
Christ as man’s brother.

July 9, 1844, Willard Richards and John Taylor. In their Letter of 
Instruction to the President of the British Mission, Willard Richards and 
John Taylor, writing from Nauvoo, Illinois, stated that the Saints suffer 
persecution so that they “might obtain their inheritance in that kingdom 
of their heavenly Father, which Jesus, their elder brother, had gone to pre-
pare for them.”� 

October 6, 1844, Brigham Young. At the October 1844 conference of 
the Church in Nauvoo, Brigham Young gave a discourse in which he was 
recorded as referring to Jesus Christ as the elder brother: “He [Brigham 
Young] next showed how the saints are delivered up in their progress from 
those who give them up to the high council, and from the high council to 
the prophet, and from the prophet to the son, the elder brother, and from the 
son to his father.”�

January 1, 1845, William W. Phelps. Phelps published a letter in the 
Times and Seasons about how Lucifer fights against “Jesus Christ, our 
eldest brother.”�

June 1, 1845, probably William W. Phelps. In an article in the Times 
and Seasons, an anonymous writer (most likely William W. Phelps�) who 
signed himself as “Joseph’s Speckled Bird” wrote that “even the elder 
brother could do nothing but what he had seen his Father do in eternities 
before.” This is the first known use of the elder brother title in which the 
writer did not feel it necessary to make it explicit that the reference was to 
Jesus Christ. Within a year of the title’s first documented usage, then, the 
author of this Times and Seasons article apparently felt comfortable that 
his audience would understand that the elder brother title applied to Jesus 
Christ without further explication.� 

September 5, 1846, John Taylor. John Taylor wrote this passage in 
poetic verse to a Miss Abby Jane Hart of New York City:
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Tread in the 
Footsteps of thine elder brother, Jesus— 
The “Prince of Peace,” for whom a body was 
Prepared.�0

Statements and Reminiscences Recorded Noncontemporanously

In addition to the accounts discussed above, several accounts that 
refer to Jesus as elder brother were not recorded contemporaneously with 
the event, or were based exclusively on memory. As a result, one is not able 
to be as confident in the accuracy of these statements as with those that 
were recorded at the time, or shortly after, the utterance was made.

Personal Reminiscences, Zebedee Coltrin, 1870. Zebedee Coltrin 
attended the School of the Prophets in Kirtland, Ohio. Years later, on Feb-
ruary 5, 1870, in Spanish Fork, Utah, Coltrin recollected: “At another time 
after fasting and prayer, Joseph told us that we should see the glory of God, 
and I saw a personage passing through the room as plainly as I see you 
now. Joseph asked us if we knew who it was, and answered himself, ‘That 
is Jesus, our elder brother, the Son of God.’”��

Coltrin related this same event on October 3, 1883:
At one of these meetings after the organization of the school, (the 
school being organized on the 23rd of January, 1833), when we were all 
together, Joseph having given instructions, and while engaged in silent 
prayer, kneeling, with our hands uplifted each one praying in silence, 
no one whispered above his breath, a personage walked through the 
room from east to west, and Joseph asked if we saw him. I saw him and 
suppose the others did and Joseph answered that is Jesus, the Son of 
God, our elder brother.��

If these recollections are accurate, they would constitute the earliest 
known application of the elder brother title to Jesus Christ, attributing this 
specific usage to the Prophet Joseph Smith in 1833. But it must be noted 
that Coltrin’s first account was recorded thirty-seven years after the fact, 
and by that time the phrase elder brother had become commonplace in 
Mormon usage.��

The Autobiography of Parley P. Pratt. In his autobiography, written 
many years after Joseph Smith’s death, Parley P. Pratt recorded that in 1839 
Joseph Smith “taught me many great and glorious principles concerning 
God and the heavenly order of eternity.” Parley continues, “I felt that God 
was my heavenly Father indeed; that Jesus was my brother, and that the 
wife of my bosom was an immortal, eternal companion.”�� Pratt is careful 
throughout his record to distinguish between what Joseph Smith actually 
taught, and his own personal feelings and interpretations of what Joseph 
Smith taught. It is clear that Parley does not attribute the statement “Jesus 
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[is] my brother” to the Prophet, but Parley is comfortable using the phrase 
in discussing what he learned from Joseph.��

Journal of George Laub. As a member of the Church living in Nau-
voo, George Laub recorded that Joseph Smith gave this discourse on 
April 6, 1843:

The[y] saw till time should be no more and the[y] spake concerning the 
Redemption of this world and . . . Jesus Christ being the greater light 
or of more Inteligence for he loved rituousness and hated in[i]quity. He 
being the elder Brother Presented himself for to come and redeem this 
world as it was his right by inheritance.��

Laub’s account suggests that Joseph Smith was teaching openly the 
concept that Jesus is our elder brother a year before his death in 1844. In his 
study of George Laub’s Nauvoo journal, Eugene England notes that, unfor-
tunately, “Laub did not transcribe his original notes of this discourse in his 
journal until nearly a year after the death of Joseph Smith.”�� George Laub 
began his journal on January 1, 1845, while still in Nauvoo and transcribed 
his notes of sermons delivered by Church leaders years earlier.��

 
Use of the Phrase in the Pioneer West

After its initial appearance in print in 1844, the title elder brother 
came to be associated closely in LDS discourse with Jesus Christ and was 
with increasing frequency applied in the years 1851–53.�� The title elder 
brother is applied to Jesus Christ by Church leaders no less than thirteen 
times during these years (see chart), thus firmly establishing the concept 
in the rhetoric of Church discourse and in the minds of Latter-day Saints. 
Brigham Young took the lead in the number of recorded uses of the term. 

Thereafter, the phrase continued to figure frequently in the sermons 
of the leaders of the Church, being recorded in the Journal of Discourses 
twenty times from 1854 to 1860.�0

Early Scriptural and Logical Explanations for the Title Elder Brother 

Specific supporting revelation or scriptural reference was not given 
in the early years on the use of the title elder brother, and the expression 
did not appear to require revelation or scripture by those who first pro-
pounded it. Perhaps the concept grew organically out of the newly revealed 
doctrine that all humans are literally the spirit children of God the Father, 
having been born to him in the premortal existence.�� When coupled with 
the doctrine that Jesus is the firstborn of the Father, the conclusion may 
have irresistibly followed that Jesus is our elder brother.
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Dec. 1, 1851 Lorenzo Snow
p. 119*

“We are here that we may be educated in a 
school of suffering and of fiery trials, which 
school was necessary for Jesus, our Elder 
Brother.”

Apr. 7, 1852 Brigham Young
6:319

“[Refrain] from speaking lightly of our great 
Father in heaven, of our elder brother Jesus 
Christ.”

Apr. 9, 1852 Brigham Young
1:51

“Jesus, our elder brother, was begotten in 
the flesh.” 

Jun. 13, 1852 Brigham Young
1:92

“[We have] an opportunity of proving our-
selves before God, before Jesus Christ our 
elder brother.”

Jul. 11, 1852 Brigham Young
1:40

“Can you imagine to yourselves anything that 
pertains to this earth that does not belong 
to its Redeemer? He is my master, my elder 
brother.”

Aug. 8, 1852 Brigham Young
3:93

“Jesus is the elder brother, and all the breth-
ren shall come in for a share with him.”

Aug. 29, 1852 Orson Pratt
1:56

“[We] have come here and taken taberna-
cles, after the pattern of our elder brother; 
and in our humiliation, . . . just like our elder 
brother, our judgment is taken away.”

Feb. 27, 1853 Brigham Young
1:117

“Suppose that our Father in heaven, our 
elder brother, the risen Redeemer, the Sav-
iour of the world, or any of the Gods of eter-
nity should act upon this principle.”

Apr. 6, 1853 Brigham Young
2:33

“[We are laying] the foundation of a Temple 
to the Most High God, so that when His Son, 
our Elder Brother, shall again appear, he may 
have a place where he can lay his head.”

Apr. 6, 1853 Heber C. Kimball
2:34

“For thou art our Father, and Jesus Christ is 
our Elder Brother.”

Jun. 12, 1853 John Taylor
1:149

“[Jesus] can bear with them as a father an 
elder brother.”

Aug. 14, 1853 Brigham Young
1:271

“…the friendship of God, and our Elder 
Brother Jesus Christ…”

Oct. 6, 1853 Orson Hyde
1:125

“The servants of God may then be permitted 
to see their Father, and elder brother.”

References to Elder Brother, 1851–53

*Clyde J. Williams, ed., Teachings of Lorenzo Snow (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1984), 119. All other refer-
ences are from the Journal of Discourses, 26 vols. (Liverpool: F. D. Richards, 1855–86).
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As has been argued by Charles R. Harrell, the doctrine that human-
kind existed as premortal spirit children of God was just beginning to 
take form in the consciousness of Church leaders at the time that Joseph 
Smith was martyred. Many of the distinctive doctrines of the Church, 
including the belief that Jesus Christ is our elder brother, began to be 
elucidated by Church leaders at this same time. Accordingly, though it 
is “difficult to determine precisely how prevalent particular beliefs were 
and when they began to take root or change form, it is clear that the basic 
idea of preexistence began to emerge shortly after the organization of the 
Church but was not fully expounded in Church publications until after 
Joseph Smith’s death.”�� 

Similarly, the concept that Jesus is our elder brother appears to have 
grown out of the understanding that mankind is literally the spirit off-
spring of God the Father, and both doctrines more fully entered into 
Church discourse at approximately the same time, shortly after the death 
of the Prophet Joseph. When Orson Pratt first referred to Jesus as “our 
brother” in 1844, he set forth the basic logic behind the title: “What is 
Man? The offspring of God. What is God? The father of man. Who is Jesus 
Christ? He is our Brother.”�� Here we see the rudimentary logical progres-
sion for referring to Jesus as man’s brother. In essence, the argument posits 
that since we are all the children of a common Father, and since Jesus is the 
Son of God, Jesus must be our brother.��

Subsequent references to Jesus as elder brother did not delve into the 
logical underpinnings of the title until this statement by Brigham Young 
in 1862:

We have been hearing that Jesus Christ is our elder Brother. Yes, he is 
one of us, flesh of our flesh, bone of our bone, and became a partaker 
with us of all that is earthly. He also inherited a greater portion of the 
divine nature than we can possess in this life. He was the Son of our 
heavenly Father, as we are the sons of our earthly fathers. God is the 
Father of our spirits, which are clothed upon by fleshly bodies, begot-
ten for us by our earthly fathers. Jesus is our elder Brother spirit clothed 
upon with an earthly body begotten by the Father of our spirits.��

The concept that Christ is the elder brother because of his status as 
the firstborn of all the spirit children of God the Father does not appear to 
have been actually articulated and recorded until 1871 by Orson Pratt:

Now, who is Jesus? He is only our brother, but happens to be the first-
born. What, the firstborn in the flesh? O no, there were millions and 
millions born in the flesh before he was. Then how is he the firstborn? 
Because he is the eldest—the first one born of the whole family of spirits 
and therefore he is our elder brother.��
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In 1872, Orson Pratt sought to give this concept a scriptural rationale, 
though he did not cite his scriptural references and it is uncertain what 
scripture he might have meant, since there is no scripture that directly 
speaks of Jesus being the elder brother:

What then is the meaning of that Scripture which speaks of Jesus being 
the elder brother? It certainly could not have reference to him being the 
eldest so far as his natural birth on this earth was concerned, for he 
 certainly was not the eldest, for generation after generation had pre-
ceded him during the four thousand years which had passed away, from 
the time of creation until he was born; but yet he is called the “elder 
brother.” In another Scripture it is said of him that he was “the first-born 
of every creature.” This would imply, then, that Jesus, so far as the great 
family of man is concerned, was the first born of the whole of them. How 
and when was he born? He was born in the eternal world, not his flesh and 
bones, but that intelligent spirit which dwelt within his tabernacle was 
born before this world was made, and he seems to have been the first 
spirit that was born, and for this reason he became the elder brother; 
and we are told in many Scriptures in the New Testament, that we are his 
brethren, and that he is not ashamed to call us his brethren. I look upon 
him as having the same origin as we had, only he was the eldest; and if 
he was born in the eternal world thousands of years ago, why not all the 
rest of his brethren, so far as their spirits are concerned?��

It is apparently Orson Pratt, then, who should be credited with the first 
attempt to support by scripture the use of the title elder brother as applied 
to Jesus. It was Orson Pratt who first recorded the concept that Jesus is 
“our Brother” shortly before the death of Joseph Smith, and Orson Pratt 
who first articulated that Jesus is all of humankind’s elder brother in the 
spirit, basing his argument on Jesus’ scriptural title of firstborn.

Important Twentieth Century Commentary on the Phrase 

In the early twentieth century, the First Presidency made two 
 statements that used the phrase elder brother. This is important to con-
sider, as these were the first instances the phrase was used in official 
Church pronouncements. 

The Origin of Man, First Presidency Statement (1909). In 1909, the 
First Presidency issued an official statement entitled “The Origin of Man,” 
which addressed the subject of biological evolution. In the middle of a dis-
cussion on the literal truth that man was created in the image of God, the 
following declaration appears:

The Father of Jesus is our Father also. Jesus Himself taught this truth, 
when He instructed His disciples how to pray: “Our Father which art 
in heaven,” etc. Jesus, however, is the first-born among all the sons of 
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God—the first begotten in the spirit, and the only begotten in the flesh. 
He is our elder brother, and we, like Him, are in the image of God. 
All men and women are in the similitude of the universal Father and 
Mother, and are literally the sons and daughters of Deity.��

Without further elaboration, “The Origin of Man” indicates the logical 
progression that Jesus is our elder brother because God is our Father, Jesus 
is the “firstborn among all the sons of God,” Jesus is the “first begotten in 
the spirit,” and Jesus is the “only begotten in the flesh.”��

“The Father and the Son: A Doctrinal Exposition of the First Presi-
dency and the Quorum of the Twelve,” June 30, 1916. This exposition 
describes the roles of the Father and the Son and gives four distinct mean-
ings for the term “Father” as used to define or describe deity: Father as 
literal parent, Father as creator, Jesus Christ the Father of those who abide 
in his gospel, and Jesus Christ the Father by divine investiture of authority. 
The last section reads: 

A fourth reason for applying the title “Father” to Jesus Christ is found 
in the fact that in all His dealings with the human family Jesus the Son 
has represented and yet represents Elohim His Father in power and 
authority. . . . 

. . . Among the spirit children of Elohim the firstborn was and is 
Jehovah or Jesus Christ to whom all others are juniors. . . . From this 
scripture [Col. 1:15–19] we learn that Jesus Christ was “the firstborn of 
every creature” and it is evident that the seniority here expressed must 
be with respect to antemortal existence, for Christ was not the senior of 
all mortals in the flesh. He is further designated as “the firstborn from 
the dead” this having reference to Him as the first to be resurrected 
from the dead, or as elsewhere written “the first fruits of them that 
slept” (1 Corinthians 15:20, see also verse 23); and “the first begotten of 
the dead” (Revelation 1:5; compare Acts 26:23). The writer of the Epistle 
to the Hebrews affirms the status of Jesus Christ as the firstborn of the 
spirit children of His Father, and extols the preeminence of the Christ 
when tabernacled in flesh: “And again, when he bringeth in the first 
begotten into the world, he saith, And let all the angels of God worship 
him” (Hebrews 1:6; read the preceding verses). That the spirits who were 
juniors to Christ were predestined to be born in the image of their Elder 
Brother is thus attested by Paul: “And we know that all things work 
together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called 
according to his purpose. For whom he did foreknow, he also did predes-
tinate to be conformed to the image of his Son, that he might be the first-
born among many brethren” (Romans 8:28, 29). John the Revelator was 
commanded to write to the head of the Laodicean church, as the words 
of the Lord Jesus Christ: “These things saith the Amen, the faithful and 
true witness, the beginning of the creation of God” (Revelation 3:14). In 
the course of a revelation given through Joseph Smith in May, 1833, the 
Lord Jesus Christ said as before cited: “And now, verily I say unto you, 
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I was in the beginning with the Father, and am the firstborn” (Doc. & 
Cov. 93:21). A later verse makes plain the fact that human beings gener-
ally were similarly existent in spirit state prior to their embodiment in 
the flesh: “Ye were also in the beginning with the Father; that which is 
Spirit, even the Spirit of truth” (verse 23).

There is no impropriety, therefore, in speaking of Jesus Christ as 
the Elder Brother of the rest of human kind. That He is by spiritual 
birth Brother to the rest of us is indicated in Hebrews: “Wherefore in all 
things it behoved him to be made like unto his brethren, that he might 
be a merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining to God, to 
make reconciliation for the sins of the people” (Hebrews 2:17). Let it not 
be forgotten, however, that He is essentially greater than any and all 
others, by reason (1) of His seniority as the oldest or firstborn; (2) of His 
unique status in the flesh as the offspring of a mortal mother and of an 
immortal, or resurrected and glorified, Father; (3) of His selection and 
foreordination as the one and only Redeemer and Savior of the race; 
and (4) of His transcendent sinlessness.

Jesus Christ is not the Father of the spirits who have taken or yet 
shall take bodies upon this earth, for He is one of them. He is The Son, 
as they are sons or daughters of Elohim. So far as the stages of eternal 
progression and attainment have been made known through divine rev-
elation, we are to understand that only resurrected and glorified beings 
can become parents of spirit offspring. Only such exalted souls have 
reached maturity in the appointed course of eternal life; and the spirits 
born to them in the eternal worlds will pass in due sequence through 
the several stages or estates by which the glorified parents have attained 
exaltation.�0

While the document uses the term elder brother to demonstrate Christ’s 
relationship to humankind (“There is no impropriety, therefore, in 
speaking of Jesus Christ as the Elder Brother of the rest of human kind”), 
it also clearly reminds the Saints of their proper place in relation to 
Christ: “Let it not be forgotten, however, that He is essentially greater 
than any and all others.”��

Beyond the 1916 Exposition

The 1909 and 1916 statements became the basis for numerous usages 
of the elder brother terminology by Church leaders throughout the twen-
tieth century. Two such instances include one from Joseph Fielding Smith, 
“We accept Jesus Christ as God—the Only Begotten Son of the Father in 
the flesh, and the first begotten in the Spirit. Therefore he is our eldest 
brother,”�� and another from Bruce R. McConkie: “Christ is literally our 
Elder Brother. Since all men are the personal spirit children of the Father, 
and since Christ was the Firstborn spirit offspring, it follows that he is the 
Elder Brother of all men.”�� More recent examples are found in the writ-
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ings of Robert L. Millet, Stephen E. Robinson, and Jerry C. Giles.�� Con-
sidering the cautious language found in the 1916 Doctrinal Exposition, it 
is curious that the concept of Jesus as elder brother retained its position in 
the pantheon of widely emphasized Mormon teachings.

Other Interpretations of Brother, Father, and Firstborn

The two scriptural predicates, that (1) Jesus is the firstborn of the 
Father, and (2) all human beings are the literal spirit children of God 
the Father, may at first blush suggest that Jesus is the elder spirit brother of 
all God’s children. There are other interpretations that may be drawn from 
these two scriptural predicates.

A passage from the Book of Mormon illustrates an alternate meaning 
when using familial titles: “Wherefore, after my father [Lehi] had made an 
end of speaking concerning the prophecies of Joseph, he called the chil-
dren of Laman, his sons, and his daughters, and said unto them: Behold, 
my sons and my daughters, who are the sons and the daughters of my 
first-born, I would that ye should give ear unto my words” (2 Ne. 4:3). In 
this passage, we see that Laman is the firstborn of Lehi, and that Laman’s 
children are referred to as the sons and daughters of Lehi. From this, one 
would not be justified in concluding that Laman is the elder brother of his 
own sons and daughters.

Similarly, the fact that Jesus is the firstborn of the Father, and the fact 
that men and women are the literal sons and daughters of the Father, does 
not necessarily lead to the conclusion that Jesus is the elder brother of 
humankind. Brigham Young may have held a similar view in this regard, 
as it is apparent that he did not care to distinguish between exalted beings 
found along the eternal continuum; all are of the same family, and it is not 
necessary to distinguish between the differing status of each member of 
the Godhead.��

Popular biographer and Latter-day Saint John Henry Evans, though 
he ascribed the title of elder brother to the Savior, appears to have con-
sidered the title to be susceptible to a broader spectrum of interpretation: 
In his 1933 biography of Joseph Smith, Evans explains, “God is our Father 
by spiritual generation. He ‘begot’ our spirit. The idea involves a divine 
Mother, as well as a divine Father—and Joseph Smith taught that.” Thus 
Jesus “becomes literally, and not figuratively, our elder Brother.” Accord-
ing to Evans, it does not follow, however, “that Christ and man were begot-
ten by the same identical Being in heaven, any more than Adam and Eve, 
who are our common parents, begot our fleshly bodies.”�� B. H. Roberts 
also points out that the titles firstborn and elder brother do not apply when 
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considering the co-eternal nature of intelligences—the spirit or intelli-
gence from which man was created is just as eternal in duration as is the 
intelligence of Christ:

The reference to Jesus as the “first-born”—and hence the justification for 
our calling him our “Elder Brother”—cannot refer to any relationship 
that he established in his earth life, since as to the flesh he is not our 
“Elder Brother,” any more than he is the “first-born” in the flesh. There 
were many born as to the flesh before he was, and older brothers to us 
in the flesh than he. The relationship of “Elder Brother” cannot have 
reference to that estate where all were self-existent, uncreated and unbe-
gotten, eternal intelligences, for that estate admits of no such relation as 
“elder” or “younger.” For as to the succession in time—the fact on which 
“younger” or “elder” depends—the intelligences are equal, that is, equal 
as to their eternity. Therefore, since the relationship of “Elder Brother” 
was not established by any possible fact in that estate where all were 
self-existing intelligences, it must have been established in the spirit 
life where Jesus, with reference to the hosts of intelligences designed to 
our earth, was the “first-born spirit,” and by that fact became our “Elder 
Brother,” the “first-born of every creature,” “the beginning of the crea-
tions of God,” as pertaining to our order of existence.��

The statement that Jesus is the firstborn, when found in the scriptures, 
usually has reference to his being the first to be resurrected from the dead, 
not to his being the firstborn in the premortal existence. Colossians 1:18 
speaks of the Savior as “the firstborn from the dead,” which clearly has ref-
erence to Jesus being the first to be resurrected, and firmly established that, 
in the language of Paul, to be resurrected was synonymous with a type of 
birth. Three verses prior to this usage (Col. 1:15), Paul refers to Jesus as the 
“firstborn of every creature” in a context that could denote a birth prior 
to the creation, but just as Christ is “the Lamb slain from the foundation of 
the world” (Rev. 13:8), he could also be the “firstborn from the dead” from 
before the creation.

In Doctrine and Covenants 93:20–22, we read: 
For if you keep my commandments you shall receive of his fulness, and 
be glorified in me as I am in the Father; therefore, I say unto you, you 
shall receive grace for grace. And now, verily I say unto you, I was in the 
beginning with the Father, and am the Firstborn; And all those who are 
begotten through me are partakers of the glory of the same, and are the 
church of the Firstborn.

In this passage, Christ refers to those who are partakers of the same glory 
that Christ himself received from his father as “those who are begotten 
through me.” Christ has already received the fulness of the glory of the 
Father; hence, in receiving the fulness of glory, Christ was “begotten” by 
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the Father. Christ’s reference to himself as the firstborn can mean that 
Christ was the first to receive the fulness of glory from the Father. 

Section 93, an 1833 revelation to Joseph Smith, allows implicitly the 
idea of brotherhood with Jesus: since human spirits are eternal, these 
spirits were with God in the beginning just as Jesus was. Though not 
expressly stated, the elder brother concept may have been germinating in the 
Kirtland-era revelations. Even if the phrase had not yet emerged, the idea is 
not far beneath the surface. It seems that there was a sudden confluence of 
statements by Church leaders in 1844 using the elder brother terminology, 
with or without the leaders having heard the doctrine stated expressly by 
Joseph Smith.

As these examples show, the meaning of Jesus’ status as firstborn is not 
entirely transparent to us. Moreover, it remains unknown how he excelled 
so far beyond the Father’s other spirit children in power, knowledge, and 
premortal glory.

Two Modern Declarations

“The Living Christ: The Testimony of the Apostles” (2000). On 
January 1, 2000, the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve Apostles 
issued a unanimously signed declaration concerning their testimony of 
the Savior.�� Nowhere in this document do they state that Jesus is the 
elder spirit brother of mankind. Is this omission significant, or is this to 
be explained because of editorial reasons, such as not wanting to state a 
doctrinally intricate concept in a declaration meant for public consump-
tion? It is understandable that there would be times when the use of the 
title is not preferable. Although we do not know the exact reasons behind 
this, the omission of such a traditionally accepted concept relating to Jesus 
Christ is noteworthy.

“Special Witnesses of Christ” (2000). A special video presentation was 
released to the world in the year 2000 of the testimonies of members of the 
First Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles of The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.�� The presentation is structured around 
the premortal, mortal, and postmortal ministries of the Savior. This video 
runs almost a full hour in length, and yet there is no mention made of 
Jesus as the elder brother. It is easy to imagine that some viewers, not hav-
ing a sufficient background in Latter-day Saint belief, might find the elder 
brother expression a stumbling block to understanding Christ’s status.

Conclusion

The concept that Jesus is the elder brother of the human family is not 
expressly set forth in the standard works. Neither can it be traced with 
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absolute confidence to any utterance of the Prophet Joseph Smith. The 
phrase appears to have surfaced first in the writings of Orson Pratt shortly 
prior to Joseph Smith’s death and was soon thereafter used frequently by 
other Church leaders. This sudden confluence of expressions of the elder 
brother concept in 1844 may have derived from Joseph Smith, in spite of 
the absence of any contemporaneous documentation of his teaching this 
concept. Or it may have been the result of the dawning realization occur-
ring during that time period that all humans are literally the spirit chil-
dren of our Father in Heaven, together with the appealing corollary that 
Jesus is our elder brother. Once this concept emerged, it became firmly 
entwined in LDS theology through frequent repetition in sermons and 
personal expressions by Church leaders and members throughout the rest 
of the nineteenth century.

The 1909 First Presidency statement “The Origin of Man” used the 
elder brother term and introduced two new phrases to describe the Savior: 
(1) “that he is the Firstborn in the spirit,” and (2) “that he is the Only Begot-
ten in the flesh.” These two phrases, the highlighted portions of which 
seem to appear for the first time with the 1909 statement, have since gained 
common currency in the LDS vernacular. The logical progression found in 
the 1909 Origin of Man statement is consistent with the earlier reasoning 
of Orson Pratt.

It was not until 1916 that the First Presidency and the Quorum of 
the Twelve Apostles offered an in-depth examination of the scriptural 
underpinnings of the term. The 1916 Doctrinal Exposition concluded that 
“there is no impropriety, therefore, in referring to Jesus Christ as the elder 
brother of all human kind,” and reminded the Saints of their proper rela-
tionship to Christ: “Let it not be forgotten, however, that He is essentially 
greater than any and all others.” 

To those not familiar with the plan of salvation, hearing Jesus 
Christ called an elder brother might be misunderstood as a diminu-
tion of Christ’s high status. Latter-day Saints may wish to be guided in 
their public pronouncements on this subject by the examples of scrip-
ture, Joseph Smith, and modern-day prophets and apostles of the Lord. 
Robert J. Matthews once made this insightful comment that acts as a fit-
ting summation to the subject at hand: “In the Book of Mormon, Christ is 
God. He is not simply a mortal, a great teacher, a Friend of Mankind. He 
is God. I have been surprised that the Book of Mormon never defines Jesus 
as the firstborn spirit, man’s Elder Brother. In the Book of Mormon, he 
isn’t so much man’s brother, he is man’s God.”�0
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