
Throughout his life, Wilford Woodruff exhibited many spiritual gifts.  
(Courtesy of Church History Library.)
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Students of the life of Wilford Woodruff know how deeply 
spiritual he was. In fact, his spirituality has become somewhat 

legendary within the Church. Regarding one aspect of Presi-
dent Woodruff’s spirituality—communing with those who have 
died—Truman G. Madsen noted:

Section 107 of the Doctrine and Covenants says that the 
Melchizedek Priesthood, in holding the keys of the spiritual 
blessings of the Church, is to have the privilege of holding 
communion with the general assembly and church of the 
Firstborn. Who are they? Apparently they are the most 
righteous, who have filled their missions on earth and are now 
serving worthily in the spirit world or have inherited celestial 
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glory. Did Joseph have communion with them while he was 
on earth? Yes. The only other man in LDS history who enjoyed 
a comparable richness of communion was Wilford Woodruff, 
who seemed to have had that gift from birth, and who seemed 
to live as if with one foot in the spirit world and one foot in 
this one. Only Wilford Woodruff could say to a brother as 
he went down the street in Salt Lake City, “Brother John, it’s 
good to see you,” and then could add as an afterthought, “You 
know, I don’t think I’ve seen your father since he died.”1

Elsewhere we find this: “Wilford Woodruff’s entrance into the 
spirit world at the age of ninety-one must have been a very natural 
thing for him, for he had received visitors from that sphere on 
many occasions. Some of those visitors were Joseph and Hyrum 
Smith, Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, George A. Smith, 
and Jedediah M. Grant. George Washington and many other 
prominent men of the past sought the blessings of the temple at 
the hand of this spiritual servant of the Lord.”2 President Wood-
ruff himself humbly acknowledged his own spiritual proclivity 
when he said, “I have been blessed at times with certain gifts 
and graces, certain revelations and ministrations.”3 Jesus spoke of 
the spiritual “signs [which] shall follow them that believe” (Mark 
16:17). Clearly, Woodruff was a modern-day example of the sun-
dry powers promised in scripture to those called of God. Of these 
gifts and powers, he once said, “I did not .  .  . join any church 
[in my youth] for the reason that I could not find . . . anywhere 
the manifestations of the Holy Ghost with its attendant gifts and 
graces. . . . I believed every gift [of the Spirit] . . . to be just as nec-
essary now to constitute the true Church of Christ and Kingdom 
of God as in any age of the world.”4
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When we examine the numerous spiritual encounters Wil-
ford experienced throughout his lifetime, we conclude he may 
have actually experienced every spiritual gift mentioned in scrip-
ture, and a number more besides. Perhaps this should not be sur-
prising. One passage in the Doctrine and Covenants states that 
to “some it may be given to have all those gifts, that there may 
be a head, in order that every member may be profited thereby” 
(D&C 46:29).5 And speaking of the President of the Church, an-
other passage reads: “Behold, here is wisdom; yea, to be a seer, a 
revelator, a translator, and a prophet, having all the gifts of God 
which he bestows upon the head of the church” (D&C 107:92).6 
What is curious is that these spiritual endowments became some-
what common in Woodruff’s life well before he was called as an 
Apostle or as President of the Church.

What follows are examples of the spiritual gifts and endow-
ments received and exercised by Wilford Woodruff during his 
lifetime. Because he left a meticulous journal, I have confined my 
comments primarily to his own words. Constraints on the length 
of this paper allow me to offer but a few examples of his spiritual 
endowments. Suffice it to say that many others could be given.

T H E  G I F T  T O  B E L I E V E  T H A T  J E S U S  I S  T H E 
C H R I S T  ( D & C  4 6 : 1 4 ;  1  C O R I N T H I A N S  1 2 : 9 )

On December 29, 1833, two missionaries knocked on the 
door of Wilford Woodruff’s brother Azmon, who was living in 
Richland, New York. At the time, twenty-six-year-old Wilford was 
boarding with Azmon and his wife. The missionaries announced 
that they were holding a meeting at the schoolhouse that evening 
and invited Wilford and Azmon to attend. The brothers accepted 
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the invitation and went to the schoolhouse. They believed what 
they heard. Wilford recorded:

Elder [Zera] Pulsipher opened with prayer. He knelt down and 
asked the Lord in the name of Jesus Christ for what he wanted. 
His manner of prayer and the influence which went with it 
impressed me greatly. The spirit of the Lord rested upon me 
and bore witness that he was a servant of God. After singing, 
he preached to the people for an hour and a half. The Spirit of 
God rested mightily upon him and he bore a strong testimony 
of the divine authenticity of the Book of Mormon and of the 
mission of the Prophet Joseph Smith. I believed all that he 
said. The spirit bore witness of its truth. Elder [Elijah] Cheney 
then arose and added his testimony to the truth of the words 
of Elder Pulsipher.

Liberty was then given by the elders to anyone in the 
congregation to arise and speak for or against what they 
had heard, as they might choose. Almost instantly I found 
myself upon my feet. The spirit of the Lord urged me to bear 
testimony to the truth of the message delivered by these elders. 
I exhorted my neighbors and friends not to oppose these men; 
for they were the true servants of God. They had preached to 
us that night the pure gospel of Jesus Christ. When I sat down, 
my brother Azmon arose and bore a similar testimony. He was 
followed by several others.7

Two days after the meeting, in water mixed with ice and snow, 
Wilford and three others were baptized.8 His quest for truth and 
his faith in the words of others had brought him to the meeting. 
That same faith enabled him to receive his own witness that the 
words spoken were true. Two months after his baptism, he wrote 
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to his father informing him that his seeking had ended and that 
he had found “the everlasting gospel.”9

T H E  G I F T  T O  K N O W  T H A T  J E S U S  C H R I S T 
I S  T H E  S O N  O F  G O D  ( D & C  4 6 : 1 3 )

In his patriarchal blessing, President Woodruff was promised, 
“Thine eyes shall be open to look within the veil to behold the 
things of eternity. Yea the Lord of Glory shall appear unto thee. 
Thou shall put thy hands upon his feet and feel his wounds with 
thy hands, that thou mayest be a special witness of his name.”10 
He did not record the fulfillment of this blessing. Perhaps, like 
most Presidents of the Church, he felt such an experience was too 
sacred to share. Of course, he acknowledged to the Saints that 
the very day he first heard a Mormon preach he received a wit-
ness from the Spirit that the Church was true. And certainly this 
qualifies him as one having a “personal knowledge” that Jesus is 
the Christ. But there were other experiences President Woodruff 
had which, although spoken of only in veiled terms, indicate that 
he received a more literal fulfillment of the promise. One brother 
in attendance at the dedication of the Salt Lake Temple reported, 
“President Wilford Woodruff told some of the saints that our Sav-
ior had appeared unto him in the east room in the Holy of Holies, 
and [Jesus] told him that he had accepted of the Temple and of 
the dedicatory services. .  .  . President Woodruff saw the Savior 
and talked with him face to face.”11 Thus, while this promised 
blessing appears to have been fulfilled in literal terms, it seems 
well to acknowledge that in varying degrees, this gift was his 
throughout his life, even before he was baptized into the Church 
of Jesus Christ.
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T H E  G I F T  T O  H A V E  F A I T H  T O  B E 
H E A L E D  ( D & C  4 6 : 1 9 ;  1  C O R I N T H I A N S 

1 2 : 9 ;  M O R O N I  1 0 : 1 1 )

Throughout his life, President Woodruff had plenty of op-
portunities to seek healing from faithful men who held the priest-
hood. In 1856, his own carelessness while skinning a disease-rid-
den dead cow nearly cost him his life. On April 28, 1856, he 
wrote: “Several have died this spring by skinning cattle [that] have 
died. All should be more cautious than what I have been in this 
matter, and not run the risk of losing their lives by trying to save 
the skins of animals [that] die with disease. . . . I was only saved 
through the power and mercy of God.”12 The next day, Woodruff 
added this journal entry:

The poison [from the dead cow] had so thoroughly penetrated 
my whole system, that my strength left me; I could not stand, 
I was led to my bed, my bowels and stomach ceased to act, my 
speech was like that of a drunken man. President [Brigham] 
Young called, in company with Dr. Sprague, and laid hands 
upon me, and rebuked the disease and the power of the 
destroyer which had seized my body, and promised me in the 
name of the Lord, that I should not die, but live to finish my 
work which was appointed me upon the earth. I soon began to 
recover. The poison and mortification left my system and . . . 
in a few days I was well again.13

President Woodruff was a believer in the power of the priest-
hood. The words he penned during this experience stand as a tes-
tament to his conviction that through faith in God and his holy 
priesthood, one can be spared from both suffering and premature 
death.
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T H E  G I F T  T O  H E A L  ( D & C  4 6 : 2 0 – 2 1 ; 
1   C O R I N T H I A N S  1 2 : 9 – 1 0 ;  M O R O N I  1 0 : 1 1 – 1 2 )

President Woodruff received the gift to heal soon after he 
joined the Church. On January 3, 1837, approximately three 
years after he was baptized, he recorded in his journal, “President 
Z.  Coltrin ordained me as a member of the First [Quorum of 
the] Seventy and pronounced great blessings upon my head by the 
spirit of prophecy and revelation. Some of them . . . are . . . that 
the Lord would give me great . . . faith so that I should heal the 
sick, cause the blind to see, the lame to leap as an heart, the deaf 
to hear, stop the mouths of lions, and raise the dead to life.”14 The 
blessing given by Zebedee Coltrin was fulfilled on numerous occa-
sions. For example, President Woodruff recorded an opportunity 
to exercise his priesthood that caught him somewhat off guard:

A man of the world, knowing of the miracles which had been 
performed, came to [the Prophet Joseph] and asked him if he 
would not go and heal two twin children of his, about five 
months old, who were both lying sick nigh unto death.

They were some two miles from Montrose.
The Prophet said he could not go; but, after pausing some 

time, he said he would send someone to heal them; and he turned 
to me and said: “You go with the man and heal his children.”

He took a red silk handkerchief out of his pocket and gave 
it to me, and told me to wipe their faces with the handkerchief 
when I administered to them, and they should be healed. He 
also said unto me: “As long as you will keep that handkerchief, 
it shall remain a league between you and me.”

I went with the man, and did as the Prophet commanded 
me, and the children were healed.

I have possession of the handkerchief unto this day.15
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Aware that the power that performed these miracles was not 
his own, but rather a gift from God, on June 3, 1840, Woodruff 
wrote:

A notable miracle was wrought by faith and the power of God 
in the person of Sister Mary Pitt. . . . She had been confined 
six years to her bed, with [a] spine which mostly deprived her 
of the use of her feet and ankles; and had not walked for eleven 
years, only with the use of crutches. Elders Young, Richards 
and [I] laid hands upon her and rebuked her infirmity, and her 
ankle bones received strength and she now walks without the 
aid of crutch or staff.16

Woodruff concluded each year’s journal with a summary of 
the significant events of that year. In his December 1846 sum-
mary, he wrote, “I looked over my journals commencing with AD 
1834 ending with AD 1846 making thirteen .  .  . years, during 
which time. . . . I have administered by anointing and [the] lay-
ing on of hands unto three hundred and sixty four sick persons, 
. . . many of which were healed. I blessed . . . one hundred and 
ninety-four children.”17 Woodruff lived another fifty-two years, 
blessing thousands more as an Apostle and then as President of 
the Church. He unquestionably had the gift of faith to heal others.

T H E  G I F T  T O  R A I S E  T H E  D E A D  ( M A T T H E W 
1 0 : 8 ;  A C T S  2 6 : 8 ;  4  N E P H I  1 : 5 ;  D & C  1 2 4 : 1 0 0 )

Although the gift of power to raise the dead might be classed 
with the gift of healing, many Latter-day Saints who possess the 
gift of healing have never raised another from the dead. Thus I have 
classified this as a separate gift of the Spirit. This gift was exercised 
by Wilford Woodruff in behalf of his wife Phebe. He recorded:
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December 3rd found my wife very low. .  .  . She seemed to 
be sinking gradually, and in the evening the spirit apparently 
left her body, and she was dead. The sisters gathered around, 
weeping, while I stood looking at her in sorrow. The spirit and 
power of God began to rest upon me until . . . faith filled my 
soul, although she lay before me . . . dead.

I had some oil that was consecrated. .  .  . I took it and 
consecrated it again before the Lord, for anointing the sick. I 
then bowed down before the Lord, prayed for the life of my 
companion, and in the name of the Lord anointed her body 
with the oil. I then laid my hands upon her, and in the name of 
Jesus Christ I rebuked the power of death and of the destroyer, 
and commanded the same to depart from her, and the spirit 
of life to enter her body. Her spirit returned to her body, and 
from that hour she was made whole.18

Having the spiritual courage to pronounce such a blessing is 
a testament to both Wilford’s faith and his spiritual awareness of 
the Lord’s will. One biographer wrote, “‘Wilford the Faithful.’ 
That was the title given to Wilford Woodruff in the early days 
of the Church, and it was a title justly earned.”19 This experience 
alone would be sufficient to justify the title.

T H E  G I F T  O F  T H E  B E H O L D I N G  O F 
A N G E L S  A N D  T H E  M I N I S T E R I N G  O F 

S P I R I T S  ( M O R O N I  1 0 : 1 4 ;  D & C  1 3 : 1 )

One historian wrote, “Like Paul, Wilford Woodruff attested 
to the administration of angels.”20 In his patriarchal blessing, given 
by Joseph Smith Sr. on April 15, 1837, Wilford was promised: 
“Thou mayest have the administration of the angels of heaven. An 
holy angel shall soon administer unto thee and reveal unto thee 
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thy duty; yea, and give unto thee many instructions.”21 During 
the winter of 1840, while serving with the Twelve in Great Brit-
ain, Woodruff, along with Elder George A. Smith, was physically 
attacked by the devil in the city of London. Elder Woodruff spoke 
of the assault on numerous occasions. On October 18, 1840, he 
wrote in his journal:

We retired to rest in good season, and I felt well in my mind 
and slept until twelve at night. I awoke and meditated upon 
the things of God until near three o’clock; and while forming a 
determination to warn the people in London and overcome the 
powers of darkness by the assistance of God, a person appeared 
unto me, which I considered was the Prince of Darkness or the 
devil. He made war with me, and attempted to take my life. 
He caught me by the throat and choked me nearly to death. 
. . . As he was about to overcome me I prayed to the father, in 
the name of Jesus, for help. I then had power over him, and he 
left me, though much wounded. Three personages dressed in 
white came to me, and prayed with me, and I was immediately 
healed, and [they] delivered me from all my troubles.22

On later occasions, Woodruff wrote of Satan doing physical 
harm to both him and George A. Smith, and had it not been for 
“three holy messengers . . . dressed in temple clothing” who gave 
each a priesthood blessing, both of them would have been killed 
by Satan on that occasion.23 Elder Woodruff was the recipient of 
visitations from both heavenly and demonic beings—the former 
attesting to his personal righteousness, and the latter attesting to 
the threat his work posed to the adversary.
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T H E  G I F T  O F  D I S C E R N M E N T  ( D & C  4 6 : 2 3 ,  2 7 ; 
1 0 1 : 9 5 ;  1  C O R I N T H I A N S  1 2 : 1 0 )

While engaged in spreading the gospel in Memphis, Tennes-
see, Elder Woodruff spoke to a crowd of some five hundred in-
dividuals who can only be categorized as nonbelievers. It appears 
they only entertained his hour-and-a-half discourse in hopes of 
having a little fun. However, through a manifestation of the gift 
of discernment, Woodruff turned the table on his adversaries. He 
wrote:

I prayed to the Lord to give me His spirit and to show me the 
hearts of the people. I promised the Lord, in my prayer, that 
I would deliver to that congregation whatever He would give 
to me. I arose and spoke one hour and a half, and it was one 
of the best sermons of my life. The lives of the congregation 
were open to the vision of my mind, and I told them of their 
wicked deeds and the reward they would obtain. The men who 
surrounded me dropped their heads. . . .

Soon I was shown to a .  .  . room adjoining .  .  . one in 
which were assembled many of the men whom I had been 
preaching to. I could hear their conversation. One man said 
he would like to know how that Mormon boy knew of their 
past lives.24

Woodruff did not record what came of the experience. But it 
is clear that the specific manifestation of the gift of discernment 
planted a seed in the hearts of those who heard him speak.
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T H E  G I F T  O F  T O N G U E S  A N D  T H E 
I N T E R P R E T A T I O N  O F  T O N G U E S  ( D & C 

4 6 : 2 4 – 2 5 ;  1  C O R I N T H I A N S  1 2 : 1 0 ;  M O R O N I 
1 0 : 15 – 1 6 ;  A R T I C L E S  O F  F A I T H  1 : 7 )

Although he seldom records details, Woodruff mentions sev-
eral occasions on which he exercised the gift of tongues or the 
gift of interpretation of tongues. Within a one-month period, he 
recorded the following three entries in his journal:

December 17, 1837: “I blessed two children, and I spake in 
tongues and interpreted and prophesied, and we rejoiced.”25

December 23, 1837: “I preached at Mr. John M. Suller’s. 
The power of God rested upon me. I spoke in tongues and 
interpreted.”26

January 19, 1838: “I arose to speak and the power of God 
rested upon me. I prophesied of the judgments of God, and spoke 
in tongues and interpreted the same.”27

The reason for his lack of details regarding the manifesta-
tions of these gifts is unclear. Certainly his silence is in keeping 
with the Prophet Joseph’s declaration, “The gift of tongues is the 
smallest gift perhaps of the whole, and yet it is one that is the 
most sought after.”28 Joseph also stated that it is “not necessary for 
tongues to be taught to the Church.”29 Regardless, on several oc-
casions the gift of tongues and interpreting tongues were manifest 
by Woodruff. In each case, these gifts were manifest in context 
of preaching the restored gospel, which Joseph indicated was the 
primary reason for these specific gifts of the Spirit.30
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T H E  G I F T  O F  R E C E I V I N G 
R E V E L A T I O N  ( A R T I C L E S  O F  F A I T H 

1 : 7 ;  M O R O N I  1 0 : 5 ,  D & C  7 6 : 1 – 1 0 )

Receiving personal revelation was a constant in the life of 
Wilford Woodruff. Time and again, he recorded miraculous 
spiritual promptings or revelations that directed and protected 
him. What follows is but a sampling of his many encounters with 
personal revelation:

During the evening a hard thunderstorm was approaching us. 
My mules were tied to a large oak tree on the opposite side of 
the street. I felt impressed to move my mules away to another 
place. I did so. I also removed my children out of the carriage 
and made them a bed in the house. I also moved my carriage 
one rod down to the house in which Mrs. Woodruff, myself, 
and one child slept. We had just retired to bed when the storm 
reached us with great fury. In a moment the large oak tree 
came thundering to the ground with a mighty crash. Had I 
not . . . moved my mules it probably would have killed them. 
Had I not . . . moved my carriage it would have crushed it to 
atoms and killed us, . . . for the body of the tree fell where my 
carriage [previously] stood. . . . I considered it an interposition 
of providence.31

In a completely different type of revelation, and apparently in 
anticipation of the trials that would come upon the Church due 
to the practice of plural marriage, on December 16, 1856, Wood-
ruff wrote, “I feel strongly pressed in spirit that some great trials 
await this people, and many will not be able to stand, but will fall 
away. I pray the Lord to preserve the presidency of this Church.”32
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On another occasion, the Lord sent Elder Woodruff a revela-
tion to protect him, but in this case he ignored the prompting and 
experienced the consequences:

Some years [ago] I had a part of my family living in Randolph, 
Rich County. I was there on a visit, with my team, in the 
month of December.

One Monday morning . . . the Spirit . . . said: “Take your 
team and go home to Salt Lake City.”

When I named it to my family who were at Randolph 
they urged me strongly to stop longer.

Through their persuasion I stayed until Saturday morning, 
with the Spirit continually prompting me to go home. I then 
began to feel ashamed to think that I had not obeyed the 
whisperings of the Spirit to me before.

I took my team and started early on Saturday morning. 
When I arrived at Woodruff, [Utah,] the Bishop urged me to 
stop until Monday and he would go with me.

I told him, “No, I had tarried too long already.”
I drove on sprightly, and when within fifteen miles of 

Wasatch, a furious snow storm overtook me, the wind blowing 
heavily in my face.

In fifteen minutes I could not see any road whatever, and 
knew not how or where to guide my horses.

I left my lines loosely on my animals, went inside my 
wagon, tied down the cover, and committed my life and 
guidance into the hands of the Lord, trusting to my horses to 
find the way, as they had twice before passed over that road.

I prayed to the Lord to forgive my sin in not obeying the 
voice of the Spirit to me, and implored Him to preserve my 
life.
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My horses brought me into the Wasatch station at 
9 o’clock in the evening, with the hubs of my wagon dragging 
in the snow.

I got my horses under cover, and had to remain there until 
the next Monday night, with the snow six feet deep . . . and 
still snowing.

It was with great difficulty .  .  . that I saved the lives of 
my horses by getting them into a box car and taking them 
to Ogden; while if I had obeyed the revelation of the Spirit 
of God to me, I should have traveled to Salt Lake City over a 
good road without any storm.33

Woodruff gave his own explanation of the lesson learned from 
this experience. He said, “As I have received the good and the evil, 
the fruits of obedience and disobedience, I think I am justified in 
exhorting all my young friends to always obey the whisperings of 
the Spirit of God, and they will always be safe.”34 While he expe-
rienced the gift to receive personal revelation a countless number 
of times, he learned that this gift of the Spirit was of no value if 
not strictly obeyed.

On October 25, 1891, he recorded in his journal his remarks 
to the Saints: “I have received a revelation and a commandment 
from the Lord, which I have not revealed to any man, which I 
shall reveal to this assembly. And the command of the Lord I 
shall give to this people, which is this.” He then proceeded to 
describe what he saw in vision regarding what would happen to 
the Church and its leaders and properties if the practice of plural 
marriage was not ended: “the confiscation and loss of all tem-
ples; the cessation of all temple ordinances for the living and the 
dead; the imprisonment of the First Presidency, the Twelve, and 
many other leaders, including many heads of families; and the 
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confiscation of the personal property of the Saints who continued 
to practice plural marriage.”35

Woodruff often wrote in his journal such words as “Thus 
saith the Lord, to my servant Wilford.”36 He also recorded many 
personal revelations in his journal, often writing them in the form 
and language of scripture. However, he did not often publically 
use that language with the Saints. On October 25, 1891, he wrote:

Some had thought that revelation had ceased, but this is not 
the case. The Lord is with us and gives us revelation. But I 
will say for myself that I wish to avoid saying “Thus saith the 
Lord” as far as I can when I give the will of the Lord to the 
people. In the days of Joseph Smith, it was “Thus saith the 
Lord” almost daily until the revelations now embodied in the 
Book of Doctrine and Covenants had been given. Since that 
day President Brigham Young, John Taylor, and myself have 
seldom used the words (thus saith the Lord) when giving the 
word of the Lord to the people.37

These are but a representative handful of the hundreds of 
such revelatory experiences in the life of Wilford Woodruff.38 
Each revelation evidences he was in possession of the gift of re-
ceiving revelation.

T H E  G I F T  O F  P R O P H E C Y  ( D & C  4 6 : 2 2 ; 
J O E L  2 : 2 8 ;  1  C O R I N T H I A N S  2 : 1 0 ;  M O R O N I 

1 0 : 1 3 ;  A R T I C L E S  O F  F A I T H  1 : 7 )

The prophet Joel spoke on behalf of the Lord, saying, “I will 
pour out my spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daugh-
ters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young 
men shall see visions” (Joel 2:28; emphasis added). This verse is a 
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perfect introduction to the next three gifts of the Spirit—the gift 
of prophecy, the gift of dreams, and the gift of visions. Wilford 
Woodruff enjoyed each of these gifts in abundance.

Regarding prophecy, Wilford’s journal often refers to his hav-
ing the gift, but he typically does not elaborate on what he proph-
esied.39 Usually he simply states that he had the gift of prophecy 
that day. For example, on March 25, 1849, he wrote that he per-
formed ordinations and was “filled with the spirit of God, proph-
ecy and rejoicing.”40 Similarly, on April 7, 1837, he wrote, “The 
power of God and the spirit of prophecy and revelation rested 
upon us. . . . And I, Wilford, testify in the name of Jesus Christ 
that many precious things were shown me concerning my breth-
ren, by the Holy Spirit, in prophecy and revelation.”41 Of course, 
there are examples where he recorded the specifics of what he had 
prophesied. On May 1, 1836, he wrote, “I had the spirit of God 
and of prophecy. I prophesied to the people of the judgments of 
God that await them.”42 And on January 1, 1862, he spoke pro-
phetically of the destiny of the United States: “And the Lord will 
continue to weaken this nation until they are broken to pieces 
and cast down, to rise no more forever.”43 He recorded a rather 
significant prophecy on January 23, 1881: “[I] Bore testimony 
to the work of God and . . . said Joseph F. Smith, [who] was one 
of the First Presidency, . . . would be President of the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in his day.”44 In fulfilment of 
this prophecy, twenty years later, in 1901, Joseph F. Smith be-
came President of the Church.



Banner of the Gospel

184

T H E  G I F T  O F  P R O P H E T I C  A N D  D I V I N E 
D R E A M S  ( J O E L  2 : 2 8 ;  D A N I E L  1 : 1 7 ;  A C T S  2 : 1 7 )

Woodruff put a great deal of credence in dreams and held 
that God regularly spoke through them.45 He was so convinced 
that God used dreams as a means of divine communication that 
he seldom distinguished between a dream and a vision. As far as 
he was concerned, they were one and the same. Of Woodruff’s 
perception of the sacred and oft-inspired nature of dreams, one 
author notes, “Woodruff had learned to pay close attention to his 
dreams and to act on any truth that he felt they conveyed.”46 Ow-
ing to the fact that so many of his dreams proved to be inspired, 
prophetic, or divine, it is little wonder he believed in them so 
strongly. He even held that some dreams that he could not find an 
interpretation for were nonetheless inspired and meaningful.47 It 
was not uncommon for him to record a dream and then comment 
that he believed it was of God but did not know what it meant.48

Woodruff commonly saw deceased persons in his dreams. On 
at least two occasions after the Martyrdom, the Prophet Joseph 
Smith appeared to Wilford and taught him.49 On one occasion, 
Woodruff stated, “Joseph Smith visited me a great deal after his 
death, and taught me many important principles. The last time he 
visited me was while I was . . . going on my last mission to preside 
in England.” He then added:

Joseph Smith continued visiting myself and others up to a 
certain time, and then it stopped. The last time I saw him 
was in heaven. In the night vision I saw him at the door of 
the temple in heaven. He came and spoke to me. He said he 
could not stop to talk with me because he was in a hurry. The 
next man I met was Father Smith; he could not talk with me 
because he was in a hurry. I met half a dozen brethren who 
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had held high positions on earth, and none of them could stop 
to talk with me because they were in a hurry. I was much 
astonished. By and by I saw the Prophet again, and I got the 
privilege to ask him a question. “Now,” said I, “I want to know 
why you are in a hurry. I have been in a hurry all through 
my life; but I expected my hurry would be over when I got 
into the kingdom of heaven, if I ever did.” Joseph said: “I will 
tell you, Brother Woodruff. Every dispensation that has had 
the priesthood on the earth and has gone into the celestial 
kingdom, has had a certain amount of work to do to prepare 
to go to the earth with the Savior when He goes to reign on 
the earth. Each dispensation has had ample time to do this 
work. We have not. We are the last dispensation, and so much 
work has to be done, and we need to be in a hurry in order to 
accomplish it.” Of course, that was satisfactory to me, but it 
was new doctrine to me.50

This particular dream gave him a sense of urgency about the 
work and added to his general feeling that the Lord’s coming was 
near.

The account of the appearance of the signers of the Declara-
tion of Independence to President Woodruff is commonly cited 
within the Church.51 However, less well known is an experi-
ence he had some time later. On March 19, 1894, he wrote, “I 
had a dream in the night. I met with Benjamin Franklin. .  .  .  
I spent several hours with him and talked over our endowments. 
He wanted some more work done for him than had been done, 
which I promised him he should have (i.e., his second anointing). 
. . . I made up my mind to get [the] second anointing [done] for 
Benjamin Franklin and George Washington.”52
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Beyond the commonplace visitation of deceased persons, 
Woodruff also had dreams about the passing of loved ones. For 
example, on November 28, 1839, he recorded, “I spent the day 
at Mr. Tilton’s (and the night), and had a dream while upon my 
bed. And in my dream I saw Mrs. Woodruff. . . . I asked where 
Sarah Emma was (our only child). She [said], weeping and kissing 
me, she is dead. We sorrowed a moment and I awoke. . . . Is this 
dream true? Time must determine.” The following year, Wilford 
went back to his November 28 entry and penned this comment: 
“This dream was a warning of what was to come. Sarah Emma 
died 17th of July, AD 1840.”53

About four months before the death of President John Taylor, 
Woodruff had another unsettling prophetic dream. On March 15, 
1887, he recorded, “I dreamed again last night of attending an-
other general conference. President Taylor was present, but seemed 
in poor health. He seemed to think he should soon pass away. . . . I 
do not now understand what those dreams mean.” More than four 
months later, President Woodruff added the following notation to 
his March 15, 1887, entry: “I received a letter today from A. M. 
Tenney. President Taylor died July 25th, 1887.”54

In some respects, President Woodruff’s dreams must have 
been a burden to him, yet his entries indicate no sense of anxiety. 
It appears that he considered this gift as simply one more way in 
which the Lord communicated with him.

T H E  G I F T  O F  V I S I O N S  ( J O E L  2 : 2 8 ;  H O S E A 
1 2 : 9 – 1 0 ;  A R T I C L E S  O F  F A I T H  1 : 7 )

President Woodruff was the recipient of many visions. Some-
times he noted these visions with only a passing reference.55 At 
other times, he described what he saw in great detail. In his 
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December synopsis of the year 1893, he wrote, “The greatest event 
of 1893 was the dedication of the Great Salt Lake Temple. .  .  . 
Near[ly] 50 years ago, while in the city of Boston, I had a vision of 
going with the Saints to the Rocky Mountains, building a temple, 
and [in the vision] I dedicated it. Two nights in succession, be-
fore John Taylor’s death, President Young gave me the keys of the 
temple and told me to go and dedicate it, which I did.”56

One of President Woodruff’s most detailed visionary ac-
counts was one wherein he saw what appears to be a futuristic 
vision of the United States. In this vision, he saw wickedness, 
abominations, corruption, and, in consequence of these, the judg-
ments of God poured out upon this once chosen land. The details 
are graphic, the specifics amazing, and the warning ominous.57 

One can only guess if he understood what he saw to be literal or 
figurative. Regardless, President Woodruff was a visionary in the 
most literal sense of the word. And like his predecessors in the 
prophetic office, both ancient and modern, he was the recipient 
of the visions of heaven. The messages contained in those visions 
sobered him.

T H E  G I F T  O F  P O W E R  T O  C A S T  O U T  E V I L 
S P I R I T S  ( M A T T H E W  1 0 : 1 ;  M A R K  3 : 15 )

I will briefly examine the gift of power over evil spirits. We 
have previously noted the experience Elders Woodruff and Smith 
had in London with an evil spirit that physically attacked them. 
The focus here, however, will be upon President Woodruff’s 
power to cast out such spirits when they attacked those around 
him. His journal is filled with experiences of this kind.58 Note a 
few examples:
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[June 11, 1837] I returned with several elders to Elder 
Stoddard’s to spend the night, and there was a woman present 
who was possessed with the devil. She was oft times dumb 
and greatly afflicted by the evil spirits that dwelt in her. She 
believed in Jesus Christ of Nazareth, and us as his servant[s], 
and called upon us to cast the devil out of her. According to 
her request, four of us laid hands upon her and commanded 
the devil, in the name of Jesus Christ, to depart out of her. . . . 
It was immediately done, and the woman arose with great joy 
and gave thanks and praise unto God, for according to her 
faith she was made whole from that hour.59

[January 18, 1840] I had not been with Elder Clayton 
but a few minutes before I was called upon to visit three sick 
persons and administer to them according to the order of the 
gospel (i.e., by prayer and the laying on of hands).

One case was very distressing. We found the sister 
possessed of the devil and a burning fever on the brain. She 
was raging and trying to tear herself, although [being held 
down by] the hands of three or four men. We laid hands upon 
her and commanded the devil to depart and the fever to stand 
rebuked in the name of Jesus Christ, and it was done, though 
not without a great struggle.60

[January 24, 1848] Brothers Pratt and Levi Richards and 
myself visited Brother Henman’s family to administer to them, 
for the whole family was sick and had been troubled with evil 
spirits. We prayed with this family, and laid hands upon seven 
that were sick. .  .  . The spirit of the Lord was with us, and 
we rebuked the sickness and commanded the evil spirits to 
depart, and they received a blessing upon the family.61
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He had numerous encounters with those possessed by Satan, 
and God granted him the power and the faith to cast out foul 
spirits and rebuke their influence in the lives of believers.

O T H E R  G I F T S  O F  T H E  S P I R I T

In reference to the gifts of the Spirit listed in Doctrine and 
Covenants 46, 1 Corinthians 12, and Moroni 10, Elder Bruce R. 
McConkie stated, “These are by no means all of the gifts. In the 
fullest sense, [the gifts of the Spirit] are infinite in number and 
endless in their manifestation.”62 Thus, it should be noted that 
there are other “gifts” that are no less divine in their origin and no 
less important to those who are privileged to receive and exercise 
them. President Woodruff experienced many of these other gifts.

T H E  G I F T  O F  R E C O G N I Z I N G 
T H E  S I G N S  O F  T H E  T I M E S 

( 1   T H E S S A L O N I A N S  5 : 1 – 6 ;  D & C  4 5 : 1 6 )

As with many in the early days of the Restoration, Woodruff 
saw signs of the times manifest and believed them to be strong 
evidence that this was the dispensation of the fulness of times. 
For example, on one occasion he recorded in his journal what 
he believed was a heavenly manifestation associated with biblical 
descriptions of signs that would precede the coming of the Son 
of Man. On the evening of February 20, 1838, he observed the 
following:

I walked out of the house and cast my eyes towards the heavens 
and a glorious scene presented itself to our view.

[A] light commenced in the northeast and spread to the 
west, and soon rolled up over head; .  .  . it centered in the 
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heavens and rolled forth fire, blood, and smoke like contending 
armies: the whole heavens was illuminated with blood and fire 
for the space of half an hour. . . . It seemed at times as though 
the veil was about to rend in twain, and the throne of God to 
appear. . . .

This is one of the signs in the heavens in the last days 
spoken of by the ancient, as well as modern, prophets. Oh, 
may God hasten the day when the scenery will be wound up.63

Some time later, he recorded a similar experience:

About seven o’clock p.m. I discovered a stream of light in the 
southwest quarter of the heavens. The rays of light were in the 
form of a broadsword, with the hilt downward [and] the blade 
raised, pointing from the west southwest, raised to an angle 
of 45 degrees from the horizon and extending nearly .  .  . to 
the zenith of the degree where the sign appeared. This sign 
gradually disappeared from half past seven, and at nine o’clock 
immediately disappeared.

The following is the declaration of Joseph the Seer 
concerning the foregoing sign:

“As sure as there is a God who sits enthroned in the heavens, 
and as sure as he ever spoke by me, so sure there will be a speedy 
and bloody war, and the broadsword seen last evening is the sure 
sign thereof. ” 64

The significance of these two experiences is not immediately 
apparent. But, as Woodruff notes, the Prophet Joseph certainly 
saw these as signs that great turmoil was about to overtake the 
earth. They also stand as evidence of Wilford’s gift to behold the 
signs of the times in a very dramatic fashion.
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T H E  G I F T  O F  D I V I N E  P R O T E C T I O N 
( 2  N E P H I  1 0 : 1 1 – 1 6 ;  3  N E P H I  4 : 3 0 )

Wilford Woodruff was well known for surviving many ac-
cidents. In his journal accounts of injuries and near-fatal acci-
dents, he chronicled some two dozen different mishaps (from the 
time he joined the Church up until he turned forty-nine), some of 
which nearly took his life, including the following:

1. Fell into a cauldron of boiling water (age three).

2. Fell from the beam of a barn, striking his face on the floor 
and nearly breaking his neck (age five).

3. Broke an arm by falling down the stairs, then broke the 
other arm by falling onto a pile of timber (age five or six).

4. Was chased by an angry bull (age six).

5. Broke both bones in his lower leg while riding in a car-
riage (age six).

6. Nearly suffocated under a large pile of hay (age seven).

7. Was in a wagon that overturned when the horse pulling 
it was spooked (age eight).

8. Fell fifteen feet from a tree, landed on his back, and had 
the air knocked out of him (age nine).

9. Nearly drowned in the Farmington River (age twelve).

10. Nearly froze to death in a winter storm (age thirteen).

11. Split his foot nearly in two with an ax (age fourteen).

12. Was bitten by a rabid dog in the last stages of hydropho-
bia (age fifteen).
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13. Was thrown from a horse that was running full speed 
down a rocky precipice. He landed on his feet but broke 
his left leg in two places and injured both ankles (age 
seventeen).

14. Fell headfirst from the top of a waterwheel and was nearly 
crushed by the wheel (age twenty).

15. Fell about twenty feet from the top of a flourmill’s breast 
wheel, landing on the rocks below and being nearly 
crushed by the wheel (age twenty-four).

16. Got a severe case of “lung fever” or pneumonia (age 
twenty-four).

17. On the day of his baptism, had a horse kick his hat off, 
missing his face by about two inches. That same day he 
was dragged by two horses down a hill (age twenty-six).

18. Was nearly shot when a rifle discharged, missing his chest 
by inches (age twenty-seven).

19. Was nearly shot again when the trigger of a musket point-
ing at his chest was accidentally pulled, but the gun mis-
fired (age twenty-seven).

20. Was dragged for about half a mile by horses when his 
wagon broke (age thirty-two).

21. Became delirious from a severe attack of bilious fever. He 
was confined to bed for forty days from the sickness. He 
experienced two more relapses, one of which caused him 
to stop breathing (age thirty-five or thirty-six).
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22. Was in a train crash where his boxcar was thrown from 
the tracks. Several passengers were killed or seriously in-
jured, but Wilford was unharmed (age thirty-six).

23. Was struck in the chest by a tree he was felling. He broke 
his breastbone and three ribs and bruised several vital or-
gans (age thirty-nine).

24. Became poisoned by skinning a dead, diseased cow (age 
forty-nine).65

Although these incidents make him look clumsy, he did not 
see himself as such. Rather, he saw himself as being under attack 
by the adversary, who sought to take his life from him:

I have been a marked victim .  .  . of the destroyer from my 
infancy up to the present day. I have faced accident, misfortune, 
and apparently death so many times and in so many shapes 
and forms, from my childhood through life thus far, that it has 
become a proverb with me to say that there has seemed to be 
two powers constantly watching me and at work with me: one 
to kill and the other to save me. Thus far the power to save me 
and preserve my life has prevailed. How long I shall be blessed 
with this preserving power and care, time must determine.66

As a singular example of how God protected President Wood-
ruff and those around him, note the following experience, which 
happened while he was on assignment to gather Latter-day Saints 
in the East:

It took me two years to gather up everybody [who was a 
member of the Church] .  .  . in New England and Canada 
.  .  . (there were about one hundred of them). We arrived at 
Pittsburgh one day at sundown. We did not want to stay there, 
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so I went to the first steamboat that was going to leave. I saw 
the captain and engaged passage for us on that steamer. I had 
only just done so when the Spirit said to me . . . very strongly, 
“Don’t go aboard that steamer, nor your company.” Of course, 
I went and spoke to the captain, and told him I had made up 
my mind to wait. Well, that ship started, and had only got 
five miles down the river when it took fire, and three hundred 
persons were burned to death or drowned. If I had not obeyed 
that spirit, and had gone on that steamer with the rest of the 
company, you can see what the result would have been.67

Shortly before his death, President Woodruff penned, “It is 
very remarkable how my life has been preserved through so many 
years, considering what I have passed through in my day and gen-
eration. I have to acknowledge the hand of God in the preserva-
tion of my life up to the present hour. God moves in a mysterious 
way.”68 Perhaps Satan’s knowledge of President Woodruff’s future 
contributions explains the onslaught of the physical attacks. Re-
gardless, it seems evident that a gift was operative in his life, en-
suring his constant preservation.

T H E  G I F T  T O  A S K  A N D  R E C E I V E , 
T O  K N O C K  A N D  H A V E  T H I N G S  O P E N E D 
( M A T T H E W  7 : 7 ;  3  N E P H I  2 7 : 2 9 ;  D & C  4 : 7 )

Time and again in the scriptures, readers are admonished to 
ask and receive, to knock and have things opened. This gift of the 
Spirit requires a significant degree of faith. President Woodruff 
had that faith. His awareness of this endowment came shortly 
after his baptism:
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In the fall [of 1834] I had a desire to go and preach the gospel. 
I knew the gospel which the Lord had revealed to Joseph 
Smith was true, and of such great value that I wanted to tell it 
to the people who had not heard it. It was so good and plain, it 
seemed to me I could make the people believe it.

I was but a teacher, and it is not a teacher’s office to go 
abroad and preach. I dared not tell any of the authorities of the 
Church that I wanted to preach, lest they might think I was 
seeking for an office.

I went into the woods where no one could see me, and 
I prayed to the Lord to open my way so that I could go and 
preach the gospel. While I was praying the Spirit of the Lord 
came upon me, and told me my prayer was heard and that my 
request should be granted.

I felt very happy, and got up and walked out of the woods 
into the traveled road, and there I met a high priest who had 
lived in the same house with me some six months.

He had not said a word to me about preaching the gospel; 
but now, as soon as I met him, he said, “the Lord has revealed 
to me that it is your privilege to be ordained, and to go and 
preach the gospel.”

I told him I was willing to do whatever the Lord required 
of me. I did not tell him I had just asked the Lord to let me 
go and preach.

In a few days a council was called at Lyman Wight’s, and I 
was ordained a priest and sent on a mission into Arkansas and 
Tennessee, in company with an elder.69

President Woodruff’s description of the event leaves one 
strongly doubting that coincidence could be the explanation be-
hind the miracle. He had a pure intent and pure desire, and the 
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Lord heard his pleadings—as he will hear each of us as we de-
velop this gift and exercise it in faith.

T H E  G I F T  O F  K E E P I N G  A  J O U R N A L 
( D & C  2 1 : 1 ,  4 7 : 1 ,  6 9 : 3 ,  8 5 : 1 )

Some might question the idea that consistent journal writing 
could be a gift of the Spirit. However, considering the magnitude 
of the contribution President Woodruff’s journal has made upon 
the Church, one cannot deny that the Spirit was the inspiration 
behind his incessant writing. He certainly believed it was a gift 
God had given him.70 And he was true to that gift’s constant urg-
ing. Truman G. Madsen wrote, “Wilford Woodruff is the man 
who wrote in a journal almost every day for sixty-three years, 
thereby producing perhaps the most important single historical 
treasure we have in the Church. Why did he keep the journal? 
Because the Prophet admonished him to.”71 On a number of oc-
casions, Wilford spoke of his journal writing, and what drove him 
to consistently do it. His journal entry for March 17, 1857, reads: 
“I have been inspired and moved upon to keep a journal and write 
the affairs of this Church as far as I can. I did not understand 
why my feelings were exercised so much in the early age of this 
Church, but I understand it now. . . . This was a gift from God 
unto me, and I have kept a journal of almost every day of my life 
for the last twenty-four years.”72

A number of years later, he wrote:

I have had this spirit [of journal writing] upon me since I first 
entered this Church. I was baptized [after] the first sermon 
I heard, and from that day until now I have kept a daily 
journal. Whenever I have heard Joseph Smith preach, teach, 
or prophesy, I have always felt it my duty to write it. . . . I could 
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not eat, drink, or sleep in peace until I did write it, and my 
mind has been so exercised upon this subject that when I heard 
Joseph Smith teach and I had not pencil and paper I would go 
home and sit down and write that whole sermon almost word 
for word and sentence by sentence as it was delivered. And 
when I had written it, it was taken from me. I remembered it 
no more.73

This gift from God both drove him to write and endowed 
him with the ability to retain the words he heard so they could 
be accurately recorded. Many of Joseph Smith’s sermons included 
in the Prophet’s published history and Joseph Fielding Smith’s 
edited version of Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith are drawn 
from Woodruff’s handwritten accounts written under the influ-
ence of this gift of the Spirit.

C O N C L U S I O N

So much could be said of President Woodruff’s spiritual 
legacy. The examples in this paper are just a sampling. One his-
torian wrote, “His faith was such that he saw the hand of God 
in everything.”74 Specifically speaking of his many gifts of the 
Spirit, Thomas G. Alexander states, “He coupled a firm depen-
dence on inspiration in its various forms—dreams, visions, rev-
elations—with a strong sense of personal destiny and Providential 
protection.”75 President Woodruff’s innately spiritual and believ-
ing approach left its mark on many with whom he interacted—
believer and nonbeliever alike. At his funeral, George Q. Cannon 
described him thus: “In the passing of President Woodruff, a man 
has gone from our midst whose character was probably as angeli-
cal as that of any person who has ever lived upon the earth. . . . 
He was a heavenly being. It was heaven to be in his company.”76 
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As prophets always are, President Woodruff was an example to 
the Saints, not only of courage and faithfulness but also of spiri-
tuality and fidelity to the Father. He was both the embodiment 
and realization of the scriptural declaration, “To every man is 
given a gift by the Spirit of God” (D&C 46:11).
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