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The last verses of the Old Testament record the prophecy given
by Malachi that Elijah the prophet would return to the earth before
the coming of the “great and dreadful day of the Lord” to “turn the
heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the children to
their fathers” (Malachi 4:5–6). Although these are just two verses of
scripture, the prophecy and its fulfillment have had a lasting impact
on the lives of people throughout the world. Elijah restored priest-
hood keys to Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery in the latter days to
carry out his mission of turning the hearts of fathers and children
toward each other.

The restoration of Elijah’s keys and the associated temple ordi-
nances have influenced the Church and people throughout the
world as they now seek to join their families together. Joseph Smith’s
role in the restoration of temple and family history work laid the
foundation for further developments to take place. The focus of this
paper will first be on the prophecies and fulfillment of Elijah’s mis-
sion in the latter days and the teachings of Joseph Smith regarding
the redemption of the dead. Second, attention will be given to the
effects of Elijah’s coming on record keeping, family history, and
temple work in the past two centuries.
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PROPHECIES OF ELIJAH’S RETURN

The prophecy about Elijah’s coming and the resulting turning of
the hearts of fathers and children is one of the few that is found in all
the standard works: the Bible (see Malachi 4:5–6), the Book of
Mormon (see 3 Nephi 25:5–6), the Doctrine and Covenants (see D&C
2:1–3; 110:13–16; 128:17–18), and the Pearl of Great Price (see Joseph
Smith—History 1:38–39). Prophecies of Elijah’s return to the earth
appear to be prevalent in the scriptures and in traditional folklore.
For example, a custom is still observed during the Jewish Passover
where a cup of wine is placed on the table but is not drunk, and the
door is opened in the expectation that Elijah will return to unify the
people and bring deliverance from oppression.1

Although many people expect Elijah to return, they do not
understand why or what he will do when he comes. Without the
Restoration and the further understanding that Joseph Smith pro-
vided in this dispensation, the purpose and fulfillment of Elijah’s
return would not be accessible to us. In 1964 President N. Eldon
Tanner said he had read a Christian commentary on the passage in
Malachi and noted that the scripture was not well explained. He
stated, “The full meaning and impact of this prophecy and promise
could in no wise be understood until Elijah himself actually appeared
to Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery in 1836.”2

Joseph Smith related that when Moroni visited him on the
evening of September 21, 1823, he spoke about the ancient record
found on the gold plates and also taught him from the Bible. Some of
the first scriptures that Moroni quoted were verses from Malachi 4,
but Joseph said Moroni quoted them “with a little variation from the
way it reads in our Bibles” ( Joseph Smith—History 1:36).
Interestingly, this passage is the only one from all those quoted by
Moroni that was chosen to be included in the Doctrine and
Covenants as section 2. Similar emphasis was given by the Savior in
3 Nephi 25:5–6. He restated the prophecy of Malachi for the Nephites
because they did not have it in the plates of brass. Some of the “vari-
ation” that is found between Moroni’s quotation and Malachi’s orig-
inal found in the Bible helps Latter-day Saints understand Elijah’s
mission in the latter days more fully.
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SCRIPTURAL COMPARISONS

In Malachi 4:5–6, we read, “Behold, I will send you Elijah the
prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the Lord:
and he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the
heart of the children to their fathers, lest I come and smite the earth
with a curse.” Malachi’s prophecy states that Elijah will come back at
some time before the Second Coming of the Lord Jesus Christ, with
the purpose of turning the hearts of fathers and children to each
other. If this scripture were all that we had to go on, however, we
might wonder what Elijah would be doing when he returned. Would
he just come to visit people and bring love to families? Why would
the earth be cursed if he did not come?

Latter-day scriptures and the words of the Prophet Joseph Smith
significantly augment our understanding. The words of Moroni read:
“Behold, I will reveal unto you the Priesthood, by the hand of Elijah
the prophet, before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the
Lord. And he shall plant in the hearts of the children the promises
made to the fathers, and the hearts of the children shall turn to their
fathers. If it were not so, the whole earth would be utterly wasted”
(D&C 2:1–3).

We learn from Moroni’s words that Elijah is not just coming for
a visit at the Passover meal; he actually will reveal the priesthood or
confer priesthood authority having to do with uniting families for
eternity. The Prophet Joseph Smith taught that the reason Elijah had
that assignment was because he “was the last Prophet that held the
keys of the Priesthood,” and thus he was to “restore the authority
and deliver the keys of the Priesthood, in order that all the ordi-
nances may be attended to in righteousness.”3 These keys bind or seal
parents to each other and children to their parents for time and all
eternity, allowing all the ordinances of the gospel to be ratified and
in effect both on earth and in heaven.4 Joseph Smith further com-
mented on Elijah’s mission of redeeming the dead by teaching,
“What is this office and work of Elijah? It is one of the greatest and
most important subjects that God has revealed. . . . Now was this
merely confined to the living, to settle difficulties with families on
earth? By no means. It was a far greater work. . . . This is the spirit of
Elijah, that we redeem our dead, and connect ourselves with our
fathers which are in heaven.”5 The restoration of these priesthood
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keys to the Prophet Joseph Smith and his teachings about the work
of redeeming the dead help us recognize the importance of Elijah’s
work and why it is so important to the Lord’s work to “bring to pass
the immortality and eternal life of man” (Moses 1:39).

Moroni used different wording than Malachi’s phrase, “turn the
hearts of the fathers.” Joseph Smith recorded that Moroni said, “Plant
in the hearts of the children the promises made to the fathers.” This
language emphasizes that the children of the latter days will be
blessed with the fulness of the gospel, including the blessings of the
Abrahamic covenant. The covenant given to Abraham and his seed
includes the promise of “the continuation of seed or the continua-
tion of the family unit.”6 As those promises of eternal family life
enter the hearts of the children through the temple ordinances they
perform in their own behalf, they should gain a desire to turn to
their fathers and seek them out to perform ordinances vicariously.
We often refer to that desire as the Spirit of Elijah. Elder Bruce R.
McConkie taught: “We are the children, and after we receive these
blessings for ourselves, our attention turns almost by instinct to the
well-being of our ancestors who died without a knowledge of the
gospel. . . . It thus becomes our privilege, on the basis of salvation for
the dead, to search out our ancestors—to whom the same blessings
have been promised as have come to us—and to make these bless-
ings available to them through the vicarious ordinances of the house
of the Lord.”7

Joseph Smith taught that “the word turn . . . should be translated
bind, or seal,”8 meaning that Elijah’s mission was not only to help
families love one another but also to create eternal families through
covenants and ordinances that bind individuals as families through-
out eternity. That the responsibility of doing this work is laid on the
children of this generation is again evidenced as we read in D&C
98:16, “Seek diligently to turn the hearts of the children to their
fathers.” The teachings of the Prophet and the revelations he received
from the Lord greatly enhance our understanding of what it means
to turn our hearts. The priesthood keys Joseph received from Elijah
make it possible for Latter-day Saints to fulfill our obligation to bind
our families together for eternity.

As we further analyze differences between these two passages
from Malachi and Moroni, we find that the last statement from
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Moroni sounds much stronger than that from Malachi. Moroni says
that if Elijah were not to come, “the whole earth would be utterly
wasted at [the Lord’s] coming” (D&C 2:3) rather than that the earth
would be smitten with a curse (see Malachi 4:6). Although being
smitten with a curse does not sound good, being “utterly wasted”
sounds devastating. The whole purpose of the earth would be a total
waste without Elijah’s coming, because the earth was created to pro-
vide a place for Heavenly Father’s children to experience mortality
and to make and keep covenants that would help them return to
Him as eternal families. Furthermore, our own lives would be a waste
because without performing temple ordinances to seal our families
together, we would not have roots and branches (see Malachi 4:1), or
eternal family units with ancestry and posterity. McConkie and
Ostler state it another way: “If we do not accomplish the primary
purpose for which we came to mortality, namely the forming of an
eternal family unit, we have wasted our lives on matters that are not
of eternal importance.”9

FULFILLMENT OF THE PROPHECY

Without the additional scriptural revelations and the teachings
of the Prophet Joseph Smith, we would not have this understanding
of the important work of Elijah. Although scriptural comparison is
interesting, the more important thing to remember is that the
prophecy of Elijah’s return was fulfilled! One of the great blessings of
this dispensation is that Elijah did come during the latter days to
reveal the keys of the sealing power to Joseph Smith and Oliver
Cowdery. He came during the time of the Passover while the Jews
were waiting for him.10 Instead of coming to them, however, Elijah
revealed himself to others of the house of Israel who were organized
under the authority and direction of the Lord Jesus Christ in the lat-
ter days.

The restoration of the sealing keys is recorded in Doctrine and
Covenants 110, where Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery described
a series of angelic visitations in the Kirtland Temple, namely, the
appearance of the Savior, Moses, Elias, and Elijah on April 3, 1836,
one week after the dedication of the temple. The scripture states that
Elijah told them the time had “fully come” for Malachi’s prophecy
to be fulfilled and that he committed the “keys of this dispensation”
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into Joseph Smith’s and Oliver Cowdery’s hands (see D&C
110:14–16). Through the Holy Ghost, all people can gain their own
testimonies that Elijah actually came. But there are other evidences
that the hearts of children have been turned to their fathers.

In 1972 Elder Mark E. Petersen of the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles wrote that a further witness of Elijah’s appearance comes as
we answer the following question: “Is there a recently developed and
widespread interest among living persons regarding their fore-
fathers?”11 Elder Petersen responded with a number of facts about the
development and increase of family history interest since the nine-
teenth century. He suggested there is ample evidence to show the
effects of Elijah’s visit as we see the development of family history,
records, research, and temple work both in the Church and through-
out the world.12 Since Elder Petersen’s statement, the continued
growth and development of family history and temple work has
demonstrated further evidence of Elijah’s visit to Joseph Smith.

FAMILY HISTORY AND RECORD KEEPING

THROUGHOUT THE WORLD

Before the visit of Elijah, the general population in Western soci-
ety showed little interest in family history. Genealogies were kept and
recorded in the Bible as evidence that people had the lineage to be
rightful heirs to the blessings of Abraham. Royalty and nobility could
produce evidence of their heritage in order to claim their rights to
the inheritance of thrones and estates. However, only a handful of
people beyond these groups were interested in their own family his-
tories, and there were no organized societies in the United States
solely devoted to the study of genealogy.13

One of the milestones with which to measure the beginning of
the interest in family history is the establishment of the United
States’ (and perhaps the world’s) oldest genealogical society: the New
England Historic Genealogical Society in 1845. Other genealogical
societies such as the New York Genealogical and Biographical Society
(founded in 1869), the National Genealogical Society (organized in
1903), and the Society of Genealogists in London (beginning in
1911) soon followed and have multiplied to the point where there
are now literally thousands of genealogical-oriented societies
throughout the world.14
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Not only was there a growing interest in genealogy research in
the mid-nineteenth century, but governments also began placing a
greater emphasis on keeping record of their citizens. It may not be
coincidence that beginning in January 1837, the year after Elijah
appeared to Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery, England and Wales
began civil registration of records of births, marriages, and deaths.
Scotland began their civil registration in 1855. Similarly, in the
United States, the mid-nineteenth century was the time when many
states began to pass laws requiring the registration of vital records,
with Massachusetts leading the way in 1841.15

Another evidence of how records have changed since Elijah’s
visit is the type of information that was required in records main-
tained by governments. Two good examples are the British Census,
which began in 1841 to ask for names, ages, and birthplaces, and the
United States Census, which changed in 1850 to ask for names, ages,
and birthplaces for everyone living in the household, and in 1880
added the categories of “relationship to head” and “parents’ birth-
places.” Before 1850, the census asked only for the name of the head
of household and the approximate age and gender for everyone else.
The Spirit of Elijah may well have had an effect on government rec-
ords throughout the world.

DEVELOPMENT OF FAMILY HISTORY AND

TEMPLE WORK IN THE CHURCH

Joseph Smith built the foundation for the process of redeeming
the dead which has moved forward at an ever-increasing pace to the
current time. Joseph taught the doctrines associated with the
redemption of the dead, and every prophet in this dispensation has
continued to emphasize this great work.16 In addition, through the
years since Joseph Smith, the Church has promoted a rapid expan-
sion of family history and temple work with the building of temples
and the development of family-history research tools such as micro-
filmed records and automated databases now available on the
Internet.

It was some years after Elijah’s coming that Joseph Smith began
to teach about baptism for the dead. On August 10, 1840, while
preaching at the funeral of Seymour Brunson, Joseph Smith first
mentioned this concept. Later, he gave the following instructions:
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“The Saints have the privilege of being baptized for those of their rel-
atives who are dead, whom they believe would have embraced the
Gospel, if they had been privileged with hearing it, and who have
received the Gospel in the spirit, through the instrumentality of
those who have been commissioned to preach to them while in
prison.”17 President Wilford Woodruff taught that Joseph Smith rec-
ognized the eternal significance and urgency of redeeming the dead:
“When the Prophet Joseph had this revelation from heaven, what
did he do? . . . He never stopped till he got the fulness of the word
of God to him concerning the baptism for the dead.”18 President
Woodruff described how Joseph Smith and many of the Saints in
Nauvoo performed baptisms for the dead in the Mississippi River
before there was a baptismal font in the Nauvoo Temple.19 In January
1841, the Lord taught the Saints that the ordinance of baptism for
the dead belongs in the temple and commanded them to build a
temple for baptisms and for the further ordinances that would be
revealed (see D&C 124:28–41).

The other ordinances of the temple were restored through the
Prophet during the Nauvoo period as well, with the endowment first
being given to Church leaders in May 1842 in the upper room of
Joseph Smith’s general store.20 Prior to leaving Nauvoo in 1846, many
members received these sacred ordinances in the temple, their anxi-
ety being very great to receive the blessings of the endowment.21

Although proxy endowments and sealings were not carried out in
Nauvoo, Joseph Smith laid the groundwork for the work to go for-
ward when the Saints were established in the Great Basin.22 He also
received revelations that brought further understanding of God’s
eternal plan for His children. For example, Joseph Smith received a
vision of the celestial kingdom in January 1836, learning that indi-
viduals who die without a knowledge of the gospel, but who would
have accepted it, will be heirs to that kingdom (see D&C 137:5–7).

Since Joseph Smith’s day, the Church has spent much time,
effort, and money in providing resources to further the work of
redemption of the dead. The first temple to be completed in Utah
was the St. George Temple in 1877. Today, temples are found
throughout the world. In 1994, President Gordon B. Hinckley, then
First Counselor in the First Presidency, stated, “This is the great sea-
son of temple building and temple activity. . . . I am confident that
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the Lord will permit us and direct us to go on building these sacred
structures as we become worthy of them.”23 During his tenure as the
president of the Church, the number of temples that have been ded-
icated or announced has grown from 50 to 130 as of October 2004.24

This large increase in temples demonstrates a fulfillment of the words
he spoke in 1994 and shows the importance of temple work in the
Church today and in the future. President Brigham Young prophe-
sied that the time would come when there will be “thousands” of
temples on the earth.25

Many Latter-day Saints in the nineteenth century turned their
hearts to their fathers as they pursued their own family history
research, but it was not a priority for all Church members. At the
April general conference in 1894, President Wilford Woodruff put a
new emphasis on the doctrine of sealing families together as he
taught, “We want the Latter-day Saints from this time to trace their
genealogies as far as they can, and to be sealed to their fathers and
mothers. Have children sealed to their parents, and run this chain
through as far as you can get it. . . . This is the will of the Lord to this
people.”26 This focus on searching out our own genealogies led
Church leaders and members to formally organize their family his-
tory efforts by creating the Genealogical Society of Utah (GSU) on
November 14, 1894. The goals for the society were to establish and
maintain a library, to educate members about how to do genealogical
research, and to acquire records of the dead that could be used in
temple work.27 With the organization of the GSU, family history
research went forward and increased in importance in the Church
and has become well known throughout the world.

Much has happened since the organization of the Genealogical
Society of Utah that makes the Church a leader in genealogical rec-
ord keeping, storage, and dissemination. The library began with a
small collection of 300 books in 1894 but has grown to include more
than 360,000 books, 2.5 million rolls of microfilmed genealogical rec-
ords, and 742,000 microfiche records, along with many electronic
databases and resources.28 In the limitations of this paper, it is not
possible to go into detail about all these events.29 Therefore, the
attached table mentions only a few of the major milestones that have
had a great impact on family history research.
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1927—Temple
Records Index Bureau
(TIB)

The TIB indexes the names of individuals who
received their endowments either for them-
selves or by proxy since 1842. It was the pri-
mary method for clearing names for temple
work until 1969 when the International
Genealogical Index began.1

1938—Microfilming       Microfilming both preserves and makes avail–
able the records found in many archives and 
libraries.2

1963—The Granite
Mountain Records
Vault

The Vault was constructed to house the bur-
geoning collection of microfilms and to preserve
them from damage. Inside the mountain, the
vault has proper temperatrues, humidity, and
security for keeping the microfilms in good
condition.3 While the master films stay in the
vault, they can be copied and sent to any
Family History Centers for patron use. 

1969—International
Genealogical Index
(IGI)

As computer technology became available, the
Church created the IGI as a computer data-
base for the purpose of indexing all of the
temple ordinances for deceased individuals,
replacing the TIB’s original card catalog system. 

1984—Personal
Ancestral File (PAF)

With personal computers becoming the norm
for many households, this computerized
method of storing and organizing genealogical
data became available for families’ research.4

This program is used extensively throughout
the world because it can be downloaded for
free from the www.familysearch.org website.

1990—Family Search
TM This program had several databases for search-

ing family history information, including the
lineage-linked Ancestral File with millions of
names, a searchable IGI, the Social Security
Death Index, Military Index, and the auto-
mated Family History Library Catalog.5

TABLE—MILESTONES OF FAMILY HISTORY IN THE CHURCH
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The advances in technology in the past ten years have made
genealogy research quite different than what it was before.
Computerized databases and Internet resources with digital images
of original records make it possible for people to carry out their
family history research from their homes. The Church has continued
to be a leader in making resources available to the public with more
than four thousand Family History Centers scattered across the earth,
along with the free Internet access to many of its computerized
databases. In 1994 President Howard W. Hunter said that the Lord’s
hand had guided the development of technology to accelerate the
work of redeeming the dead. Looking toward the future, President
Hunter declared, “We stand only on the threshold of what we can do
with these tools. I feel that our most enthusiastic projections can
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1 Allen, et al., 101.
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6 R. Scott Lloyd, 5.
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May 29, 1999, 8.

1993—TempleReady The method for preparing names for the temple
became more accessible to Church members as
TempleReady was automated at a Family
History Center. The previous approval process
took several weeks, but could now be com-
pleted in a matter of minutes.6 

1999—
www.familysearch.org

This Internet website has databases such as
Ancestral File, the IGI, and the Family History
Library Catalog. SInce its launching in May
1999, more databases such as censuses from
Canada, Britain, and the U.S., have been added
to the site. The site is one of the most popular
genealogy sites on-line, with millions of hits per
day.7

1413 JS&Restoratoin Sperry live  9/8/05  3:13 PM  Page 167



capture only a tiny glimpse of how these tools can help us—and of
the eternal consequences of these efforts.”30 A partial fulfillment of
that prophecy can be seen by the use of the Internet for family history
work. It has made the research process much less arduous and has also
provided rapid and accurate results. No doubt there will continue to
be great advances in the work of collecting and providing access to
records and in the building of temples, all to hasten the salvation of
the dead.

TURNING OUR OWN HEARTS TO OUR FATHERS

From the first visit of the angel Moroni to the visit of Elijah in
the Kirtland Temple and continuing throughout his life, Joseph
Smith laid the foundation of this great work of turning the hearts of
children to their fathers. Referring to Moroni’s visit, President
Gordon B. Hinckley said, “It is tremendously significant to me that
this declaration, this repetition of the wondrous words of Malachi
concerning the work for the dead, was given to the boy Joseph four
years before he was allowed to take the plates from the hill . . . and
well before the Church was organized. It says much concerning the
priority of this work in the plan of the Lord.”31 Joseph Smith empha-
sized the doctrines and practices related to redeeming the dead,
including temple work and baptism for the dead (see D&C 127 and
128). He recognized the importance of this work as he told the
Church, “Let me assure you that these are principles in relation to
the dead and the living that cannot be lightly passed over” (D&C
128:15), and “the Saints have not too much time to save and redeem
their dead.”32

If the Latter-day Saints of this generation are to build upon the
foundation laid by the Prophet Joseph Smith, we must work to ful-
fill our responsibility to research our ancestors and provide temple
ordinances for them so that “they might be judged according to men
in the flesh, but live according to God in the spirit” (D&C 138:34).
President Woodruff taught that if Latter-day Saints could see the
labors of the missionaries in the spirit world, they “would lose all
interest in the riches of the world, and instead thereof their whole
desires and labors would be directed to redeem their dead.”33 Other
prophets have taught that “this work must hasten,”34 and that “it
matters not what else we have been called to do, or what position we
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may occupy, or how faithfully in other ways we have labored in the
Church, none is exempt from this great obligation.”35

Clearly, today we have the responsibility to turn our hearts and
seal our families together for all eternity, just as the Saints in Joseph
Smith’s day had. Perhaps we may have an even greater obligation
because it is now so much easier for us to access records and attend
temples than it was for the Saints in the earlier days. Joseph Smith
encouraged the Saints of his day (and ours) by saying: “Brethren,
shall we not go on in so great a cause? Go forward and not backward.
Courage, brethren; and on, on to the victory! Let your hearts rejoice,
and be exceedingly glad. Let the earth break forth into singing. Let
the dead speak forth anthems of eternal praise to the King Immanuel,
who hath ordained, before the world was, that which would enable
us to redeem them out of their prison; for the prisoners shall go free”
(D&C 128:22).

Surely the Church and its people must build upon the founda-
tion of the Restoration begun by Joseph Smith to do our part in set-
ting the prisoners free.
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