LIVING BY GOSPEL PRINCIPLES

Governing Our Lives with Principles
President Ezra Taft Benson counseled: "One of the most important things you can do  is to immerse yourselves in the scriptures. Search them diligently. Feast upon the words of Christ. Learn the doctrine. Master the principles that are found therein" ("The Power of the Word," Ensign, May 1986, 81). Knowing and living by correct principles is essential to a happy life.

Elder Richard G. Scott, a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, stated: "As you seek spiritual knowledge, search for principles. Carefully separate them from the detail used to explain them. Principles are concentrated truth, packaged for application to a wide variety of circumstances. A true principle makes decisions clear even under the most confusing and compelling circumstances. It is worth great effort to organize the truth we gather to simple statements of principle" (in Conference Report, Oct. 1993, 117; or Ensign, Nov. 1993, 86).

When the Prophet Joseph Smith was asked how he governed his people, he replied, "I teach them correct principles, and they govern themselves" (in John Taylor, "The Organization of the Church," Millennial Star, 15 Nov. 1851, 339).

The first step in living by correct principles is knowing what a principle is and how to use it. Gospel principles include doctrine, commandments, ordinances, and precepts. In this manual, however, the term principle refers to a gospel truth that gives us counsel and guidance for conduct.

General principles extracted from counsel that applies to everyday life are useful because they can be applied to a wide variety of situations not specifically mentioned in the scriptures. Understanding principles helps us obey the scriptural counsel, "For behold, it is not meet that I should command in all things; for he that is compelled in all things, the same is a slothful and not a wise servant; wherefore he receiveth no reward" (D&C 58:26).

The scriptures cannot tell us everything to do or not to do in every situation (see Mosiah 4:29–30). We are required to ponder the principles behind the scriptures and "liken" them to our individual situations, as Nephi did: "For I did liken all scriptures unto us, that it might be for our profit and learning" (1 Nephi 19:23).

Principles Should Govern Our Conduct

Elder Boyd K. Packer explained, "From doctrine, we learn principles of conduct, how to respond to problems of everyday living, even to failures, for they too are provided for in the doctrines" (in Conference Report, Apr. 1994, 26; or Ensign, May 1994, 20).

Unlike the theories of men that are continually changing, gospel principles of conduct are unchanging and eternally true. You will never go wrong basing your conduct on true principles.

Principles of conduct help us keep sacred covenants and give us access to the Lord's power and blessings. Doctrine and Covenants 84:20–21 states that the power of God is given to us through the ordinances of the gospel. During such ordinances as baptism, endowment, and sealing, we make covenants with the Lord. When we keep these covenants it is possible for the full power of the Atonement to have its effect upon us.

We Must Do Our Part
Principles can often be divided into two main parts: if and then. The if part is a statement of general counsel from the Lord. The then part is the promised results of obeying or disobeying that counsel. If we keep the commandments, then we shall prosper in the land (see 1 Nephi 4:14).

The Lord keeps His promises: "I, the Lord, am bound when ye do what I say; but when ye do not what I say, ye have no promise" (D&C 82:10). We should remember that God determines the then part according to His wisdom and not according to our expectations.

God called the Word of Wisdom "a principle with promise" (D&C 89:3). The if part refers to the counsel to keep our bodies physically and spiritually pure. The then part promises health, wisdom, strength, and other blessings.

Principles are not always taught or written in the if‑then format. For example, General Authorities do not always say "if you have faith, then you will have the Lord's power in your life." Instead, they may tell stories that illustrate faith or motivate us to be faithful. Or they may use maxims. Maxims are short sayings that relate a familiar truth, a useful thought, or a rule of conduct. Some examples are "a stitch in time saves nine" and "sacrifice brings forth the blessings of heaven."

Scriptural principles are often expressed in maxims; for example, "Wickedness never was happiness" (Alma 41:10) and "Repent or suffer" (D&C 19:4).

Elder Neal A. Maxwell of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles taught: "Orthodoxy ensures balance between the gospel's powerful and correct principles.  But the gospel's principles do require synchronization. When pulled apart from each other or isolated, men's interpretations and implementations of these doctrines may be wild" (in Conference Report, Apr. 1993, 97; or Ensign, May 1993, 78). Because principles are presented in many different ways, extracting them may require much labor and meditation. All principles are conditioned on our faithfulness and are eternal, consistent, and true.

Principles Are Universal
Correct principles are universal—they are true in all situations in all cultures at all times. All the gospel principles that were true for Adam will still be true in the Millennium.

Principles are general and abstract—they do not refer to specifics. Principles relate to the "big picture." For example, the many do's and don'ts in the Word of Wisdom are not the principle. The principle is if we keep our bodies pure, then we will be healthy and receptive to the Spirit.

Understanding the nature of principles can help us identify them to help solve our daily trials. Without principles we are left with only our experience and the advice of others to help us through life. Understanding eternal principles opens our minds to many possible solutions to our challenges.

Principles of Conduct and Doctrine
Gospel principles come from gospel doctrine. "The word 'doctrine'  means 'a teaching.'  Most often in the Church it refers to the teachings  of Jesus Christ, understood in a rather specific sense. Scripturally,  the term 'doctrine' means the core message of Jesus Christ—that Jesus is the Messiah, the Redeemer. All other teachings are subordinate to those by which all people 'know how to come unto Christ and be saved'—that is, to the 'points of doctrine,' such as faith, repentance, baptism, and receiving the gift of the Holy Ghost. 
" The 'doctrine' of Jesus Christ is the foundation upon which all other teachings, principles, and practices rest" (in Daniel H. Ludlow, ed., Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 5 vols. [1992], 1:393–94).

Living by Principles
Gospel principles of conduct are discovered in the doctrine outlined by the scriptures and by living prophets. Principles teach us how to apply doctrine in our daily decisions. Principles don't tell us specifically what to do; they just tell us what can happen if we do certain things. Principles help us keep the commandments by showing us how to apply them to a wide variety of situations.

Living by principles means using them to make decisions in the situations we encounter. This is different from living by specific rules that dictate every detail of our actions, as Israel did under the law of Moses (see D&C 58:26). Principles help us use our agency to bring to pass righteousness, without being told everything we must do. Bishop Glenn L. Pace warned of becoming too rigid when applying the programs of the Church: "Programs blindly followed bring us to a discipline of doing good, but principles properly understood and practiced bring us to a disposition to do good" (in Conference Report, Apr. 1986, 29; or Ensign, May, 1986, 24). C. S. Lewis wrote of the danger of being dependent on specific rules: "We might think that God wanted simply obedience to a set of rules: whereas He really wants people of a particular sort" (Mere Christianity [1960], 63).

Summary
A principle is an enduring truth, a law, a rule you can adopt to guide you in making decisions. Principles help us apply the doctrines of the gospel to everyday living and give us a light to illuminate the path before us in this ever‑darkening world.
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