Are there Three Heavens or Degrees in the Celestial Kingdom? 
Introduction

Should Doctrine and Covenants 131:1-4 have been included in the Doctrine and Covenants?
D&C 131:1 “In the Celestial Glory there are Three Heavens or Degrees.”
These verses in Doctrine and Covenants 131 were added by Orson Pratt and put in the Doctrine and Covenants in 1876.
They were taken from the Documentary History of the Church and were statements thought to have been made by the Prophet Joseph Smith but were actually written by his clerk William Clayton. (see below for journal entry)
“In 1876 Orson Pratt, a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles and Church historian, acting under the direction of President Brigham Young, prepared a new edition of the Doctrine and Covenants in Salt Lake City. He divided each revelation into verses and added twenty-six revelations not previously included. They are now sections 2, 13, 77, 85, 87, 108-11, 113-18, 120-23, 125, 126, 129-32, and 136. Since section 132 contained information about plural marriage inconsistent with the 1835 article on marriage, the latter was eliminated.” (Doctrine and Covenants Editions Author: Woodford, Robert J. http://eom.byu.edu/index.php/Doctrine_and_Covenants_Editions) 
They were sustained as scripture in the October 1880 general conference of the church as follows: 
President George Q. Cannon held up copies of the Doctrine and Covenants and the Pearl of Great Price and said, “As there have been additions made … by the publishing of revelations which were not contained in the original edition, it has been deemed wise to submit these books with their contents to the Conference, to see whether the Conference will vote to accept the books and their contents as from God, and binding upon us as a people and as a Church.” President Joseph F. Smith so moved, it was seconded, and the congregation voted affirmatively. (Deseret Evening News, 11 Oct. 1880, p. 2, col. 4.)
However was this statement on the three heavens in the Celestial Kingdom actually written and recorded by the Prophet joseph Smith? The following indicates that the statement was recorded by his clerk some time after it was supposedly said by the Prophet. There are no other additional statements by the Prophet Joseph Smith or his contemporaries supporting this doctrine of three degrees in the Celestial Kingdom. During the Prophets’ life, he did not mention this particular doctrine at any other time and neither did any other Apostle comment on it whilst Joseph was living. These verses do not fit in with other scriptures which testify that there is equality in the Celestial Kingdom. 
 ‘The Documentary History of the Church’ (DHC) was mostly recorded by Clerks.
Note the following statement in the Church News concerning the amount of Joseph’s journals that were recorded by clerks: 

“The Prophet did relatively little of the actual writing himself; only 36 out of 1,500 pages contain his actual handwriting, Brother Jessee said. "He didn't feel adequate in writing. He depended a lot on clerks and others to write for him."
Since the Prophet's journals were used as the running narrative text of the classic seven-volume History of the Church, a reader of that work might get a misleading impression of Joseph's personality. Indeed, clerks customarily wrote in the first person as though they were Joseph Smith. "That was the norm during the Nauvoo period," said Brother Smith, whose focus has been on the second and third volumes of the series.

Though the History of the Church bears the Prophet's name as author, there are lengthy periods of time covered therein for which no journal was kept, especially in the 1830s.
"During those times, a lot of the entries in the history are taken from other people's reminiscent accounts or contemporary journals.” Joseph's journals Church News 8 Nov 2008
Not everything Recorded by Joseph’s Clerks was Correct.
There were mistakes made by the clerks of the Prophet Joseph as they recorded his words verbatim. Concerning adultery, it was recorded in HC 6:81 “If a man commits adultery, he cannot receive the Celestial Kingdom of God. Even if he is saved in any kingdom, it cannot be the Celestial Kingdom.” This statement is known to be incorrect because the actual word of the Lord is recorded on this subject in D&C 42:24-25. 
This statement from the History of the Church on adultery has caused much confusion to members of the church in the past when taken literally as read. It is important to realize that not everything recorded by his clerks was completely accurate. 
D&C 131:1-4 was initially recorded by William Clayton as part of some ‘Items of Instruction.’
The whole statement made by the Prophet Joseph and later recorded by William Clayton is about the need to receive the covenant of Eternal marriage by the sealing powers of the Holy Priesthood to enter the Celestial Kingdom. Only a few sentences of the whole statement were later placed in the Doctrine and Covenants.  

This item of instruction was recorded verbatim late at night by William Clayton on the 16 May 1843. Only selected parts were chosen to be put in the Doctrine and Covenants. 

The following was recorded in the History of the Church as if it were Joseph Smith recording: “Before retiring, I gave Brother and Sister Johnson some instructions on the priesthood; and putting my hand on the knee of William Clayton I said:
“Your life is hid with Christ in God, and so are many others. Nothing but the unpardonable sin can prevent you from inheriting eternal life for you are sealed up by the power of the Priesthood unto eternal life, having taken the step necessary for that purpose. Except a man and his wife enter into an everlasting covenant and be married for eternity, while in this probation, by the power and authority of the Holy Priesthood, they will cease to increase when they die; that is, they will not have any children after the resurrection. But those who are married by the power and authority of the priesthood in this life and continue without committing the sin against the Holy Ghost, will continue to increase and have children in the Celestial glory. The unpardonable sin is to shed innocent blood or be accessory thereto. 
All other sins will be visited with judgment in the flesh, and the spirit being delivered over to the buffetings of Satan until the day of the Lord Jesus. The way I know in whom to confide-God tells me in whom I may place confidence. In the Celestial glory there are three heavens or degrees and in order to obtain the highest a man must enter into this order of the Priesthood (meaning the new and everlasting covenant of marriage) And if he does not, he cannot obtain it. He may enter into the other, but that is the end of his kingdom; he cannot have an increase.” HC 5:392 
Wrongly Recorded by William Clayton

The statement “In the Celestial glory there are three heavens or degrees” should have been recorded by William Clayton as “In the Kingdoms of Glory there are three heavens or degrees.”
It should never have been placed in the Doctrine and Covenants because it gives the false impression that there are three degrees of glory in the Celestial Kingdom itself. This doctrine has no additional evidence to support it. The Lord never gives new revelation in this manner through a verbatim report recorded second hand. Important revelation at this period of time was always given by the Prophet Joseph as if the Lord is speaking. 
The Prophet himself never sanctioned the inclusion of this statement into the Doctrine and Covenants.
When the same terminology “three heavens or degrees” was used by the Prophet in other settings it always referred to the Three degrees of Glory, the Celestial, Terrestrial and Telestial Kingdoms. The following are examples:
“Paul ascended into the third heavens, and he could understand the three principal rounds of Jacobs ladder-the Celestial, the Terrestrial and the Celestial glories or kingdoms…... manifested to me in the vision.” HC 5:402

“But, says one, I believe in one universal heaven and hell, where all go, and all are alike, and equally miserable or equally happy. What! Where all are huddled together-the honorable, virtuous, and murderers, and whoremongers, when it is written that they shall be judged according to the deed done in the body? But St Paul informs us of three glories and three heavens. He knew a man that was caught up to the third heavens (meaning the Celestial Glory). Now if the doctrine of the sectarian that there is but on heaven is true, Paul, what did he tell that lie for and say there are three?” HC 5:426

Paul says, “There is one glory of the sun, and another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars: for one star differeth from another star in glory. So also is the resurrection from the dead.” They who obtain a glorious resurrection from the dead, are exalted far above principalities, thrones, dominions and angels, and are expressly declared to be heirs of God and joint heirs with Jesus Christ, all having Eternal Power.” HC 6:478 
There are no other additional statements by the Prophet Joseph Smith or his contemporaries supporting this doctrine of Three Degrees in the Celestial Kingdom. 
During the Prophets life, he did not mention this doctrine to anyone else and neither did any other Apostle comment on it whilst Joseph was living. If it was doctrine, it certainly would have been mentioned in the glorious revelation recorded in Doctrine and Covenants Section Seventy-Six which testifies of the type of people who will inherit each Kingdom. 
The Church History Library
In answer to my query “Are there any other references by the Prophet Joseph or his associates besides the Prophet's statement to William Clayton concerning three degrees in the Celestial kingdom?” answered:

Our response to your Question CH36879 is:

Dear Malcolm,

As far as I am aware, the statement Joseph Smith made to William Clayton is the only known reference specifically addressing the degrees in the Celestial Kingdom. Source material (which can be found in the notes of the History of the Church) may or may not provide further documentation. Thank you for your inquiry, and please do let me know if I can be of further assistance. (This response was provided by Anne Barrett.)
According to Scripture all who Inherit the Celestial Kingdom will be equal and receive “All that my Father hath”
D&C 84:38 “And he that receiveth my Father receiveth my Father’s Kingdom; therefore, all that my Father hath shall be given him.” 
The Lord has repeated on several occasions that all who reside in the Celestial Kingdom are made equal with Him and will receive “All that the Father hath”, not just part of it. There are no exceptions. Equality means there are no degrees of difference.

D&C 76:95: “And He makes them equal in power, and in might, and in dominion.” 

There are no Divisions or Inequality in the Celestial Glory.

When the work of the Lord is finished (See D&C 88:106) the Angels who have been doing the work of the Saviour will be crowned with Glory in the Celestial Kingdom and made equal with Him: D&C 88:107: “And then shall the Angels be crowned with the Glory of His might, and the saints shall be filled with His Glory, and receive their inheritance and be made equal with Him.” 
Joseph Smith stated that every man who attains Celestial Glory becomes a God to his own dominions:
“Go and read the vision in the Book of Covenants. There is clearly illustrated glory upon glory-one glory of the sun, another glory of the moon, and a glory of the stars; as one star differeth from another star in glory, even so do they of the Telestial world differ in glory and everyman who reigns in Celestial Glory is a God to His dominions.” (See D&C 76:58-59) HC 6:477

Concerning those who will come forth in the First Resurrection the Lord has stated:

“Wherefore as it is written they are God’s, even the Sons of God; wherefore, all things are theirs …. these shall dwell in the presence of God and His Christ forever and ever…these are they who shall have part in the first resurrection…...These are they whose bodies are Celestial, whose glory is that of the sun, even the Glory of God, the Highest of all, whose glory the sun of the firmament is written of as being typical.”  D&C 76:58-59, 62, 64, 70
Note: D&C 131:2: The explanatory phrase “meaning the new and everlasting covenant of marriage” placed in brackets in verse 2 was inserted by Elder Orson Pratt, under the direction of President Brigham Young, when it was added to the Doctrine and Covenants in 1876.

Institute Manual (http://www.ldsces.org/inst_manuals/dc-in/dc-in-131.htm)
How I received this Testimony concerning D&C 131:1-4
The following testimony came to me after studying D&C 131 and 132 in great depth over a period of time. I had spent much time in contemplation and prayer concerning who would inherit the different degrees in the Celestial Kingdom. I thought that I had worked out a logical explanation of who would receive the highest down to the lowest degree.  Then unexpectedly I received a clear revelation on the subject that the scribe had recorded the information wrongly. I recorded the following in my journal:
Personal Testimony: Journal Page 313 3 Jan 2008: 
“Another New Year I have studied so much the last few weeks my eyes are nearly dropping out. I have received a glorious revelation today......I now have a testimony that D&C 131:1-4 should not have been included in the Doctrine and Covenants. Verses 1-4 supposedly referring to three heavens or degrees in the Celestial Kingdom is false. It actually refers to the Three Degrees of Glory, Celestial, Terrestrial, and Telestial. It was recorded wrong by the clerk. This has come by revelation, as the eyes of my understanding were opened to see the truth on this subject. The Lord is truly with me. I have learnt so much more this last week” 
Others Have Come to the Same Conclusion
 The following is recorded by Kevin Barney in a blog on http://bycommonconsent.com
“In the celestial glory there are three heavens or degrees; And in order to obtain the highest, a man must enter into this order of the priesthood [meaning the new and everlasting covenant of marriage]; And if he does not, he cannot obtain it. He may enter into the other, but that is the end of his kingdom; he cannot have an increase.” D&C 131:1-4

These words represent comments on the priesthood from Joseph to Benjamin F. Johnson and his wife on 16 May 1843 at the home of William G. Perkins in Ramus, Illinois, as recorded by William Clayton in his journal, which is the source for them. This material was first published in the Deseret News on 24 September 1856, and was included in the 1876 edition of the D&C (which is when the bracketed editorial insertion was also made).

The traditional understanding of this passage is that the Celestial Kingdom is divided into three sub-degrees of glory.

A number of years ago, I learned of another possible reading of this passage from a friend who had heard it from a Temple President in California. The basic insight of this alternate reading is this: What if the expression “celestial glory” were not intended as a technical term for the Celestial Kingdom, but in a generic sense, something like “yonder heavens”? In that event, the “three heavens or degrees” would not be sub-degrees within the CK, but rather simply the same three degrees of glory spoken of in the Vision of D&C 76.

I immediately found this alternate reading appealing, for a number of reasons:

First is the spare attestation of this teaching from the first generation of Mormonism. All we have for it is this one notation in the Clayton journal. As far as we can tell, neither Joseph nor anyone else ever spoke of it again.

Second, while the adjective “celestial” to modern Mormons immediately brings to mind the CK, it may have still had a broader and sometimes generic usage in the early days of the Church. And note it is “celestial glory,” not the usual term of art, “celestial kingdom.”

Third, “heavens or degrees” does sound like the usual technical terminology for the three kingdoms we are familiar with.

Fourth, isn’t it a huge coincidence that there just happens to be three heavens or degrees within the CK, just as there are three heavens or degrees generally?

Fifth, neither D&C 76 nor the poetic paraphrase intimates anything about formal subdivisions. This of course is not definitive, as Joseph’s theology was progressing rapidly during this period.

Sixth, it seems very odd to me to speak of degrees without delineating what those degrees signify. D&C 76 goes on at length expressing the distinctions among the degrees, but this passage makes only one distinction: between marriage and non-marriage. So we are left with a situation where we don’t even know what the second degree is supposed to entail (assuming the first degree is for otherwise eligible singles). End of quote.
Comments from a Member (Cambridge Graduate) who I challenged to find error in my findings and testimony of D&C 131:1-4

“Doctrine & Covenants 131:4 – Those who inherit the highest degree, in general, inherit the possibility of eternal increase. They are not damned, as are those in the Terrestrial and Telestial kingdoms. Damnation is otherwise described as a characteristic peculiar to the Terrestrial and Telestial kingdoms, and a block on the progression of those inheriting those kingdoms. Looking at Verse 4: “He may enter into the other, but that is the end of his kingdom; he cannot have an increase.” 
This is perfectly congruent with the doctrine of damnation associated with the Terrestrial and Telestial kingdoms. In other words, this supports the interpretation that Verse 2, “…the highest…” refers generally to the Celestial Kingdom.”

After referring to Doctrine & Covenants 76:50-70 He states: “The key difficulty here is that everyone who inherits the Celestial Kingdom is clearly promised a fullness of “all that the Father has” .... I’m struggling to find room in this scripture, The Vision, to subdivide the Celestial Kingdom into separate sub-kingdoms. My key difficulty here in attempting to contradict what you have suggested is that I must somehow find a way to say that this intricately interwoven passage that is full of “these… they” pronoun back-references, is actually two separate passages deceptively intertwined with each other: half of them referring to the entire “they” who inherit some part of the Celestial glory or who are justified through Christ; and in the other half of the verses, “they” must refer only to those who inherit the highest degree of glory within the Celestial glory. I cannot believe this without substantial additional evidence.
 I cannot understand how all the inheritors of the Celestial Kingdom can inherit a “fullness” and be “made perfect through Jesus”, and yet be divided in their inheritance.

Thinking of those who are appointed to be ministering angels, on account of their lack of faith/ obedience/ eternal marriage…

D&132:16-17: “Therefore, when they are out of the world, they neither marry nor are given in marriage; but are appointed angels in heaven which angels are ministering servants to minister for those who are worthy of a far more, and an exceeding, and an eternal weight of glory. For these angels did not abide my law; therefore, they cannot be enlarged, but remain separately and singly, without exaltation, in their saved condition, to all eternity; and from henceforth are not gods but are angels of God forever and ever.” 

This fits far more perfectly with your proposed understanding of Doctrine & Covenants 131, than does the standard LDS interpretation of these passages. “…far more, and an exceeding, and an eternal weight of glory…” appears to be a better comparison between Celestial and Terrestrial glory than between comparisons of various colours or shades of the one Celestial glory. We know from other teachings that Terrestrial beings will be ministering angels to the Telestial worlds. This is entirely consistent with scripture and prophetic teaching.

In light of my reflections, I can fully understand why you might have contemplated this subject, as a person who has also contemplated the United Order. On a spiritual level, I feel the same thing that you do: The Holy Spirit appears to be telling me the same thing that He has told you.” END 
See also “Are There 3 Degrees of Glory Within the Celestial Kingdom?” It’s possible that the Prophet was just restating the heavenly framework from his vision, rather than making another subdivision within the Celestial Kingdom.” See https://www.fromthedesk.org/sub-degrees-of-glory-celestial-kingdom-flynn/
See also https://bycommonconsent.com/2018/04/18/three-sub-degrees-in-the-celestial-kingdom/
Conclusion

If errors have been made by leaders of the church in respect of D&C 131:1 it would not be intentional. All men have weaknesses and as a result things are not always done perfectly. The following scriptural statement by the Prophet Nephi has full application: “And now if I do err, even did they err of old; not that I would excuse myself because of other men, but because of the weakness which is in me, according to the flesh, I would excuse myself.” 1 Nephi 19:6 
In my opinion this is more a question of how errors are corrected within the organization of the church than that an error has been made. 
Recently in ensuring that the correct name of the church was used President Russell M Nelson stated in the October 2018 General Conference: 
“Today I feel compelled to discuss with you a matter of great importance.

Let me explain why we care so deeply about this issue. But first let me state what this effort is not:

It is not a name change.

It is not rebranding.

It is not cosmetic.

It is not a whim.

And it is not inconsequential.

Instead, it is a correction. It is the command of the Lord. END of Quote
President Nelson had personally felt deeply about this matter for some time. I wrote a study on this subject in 2009 See Is it Right for the Church to Use the Nickname ‘Mormon’ (2009) It should have been corrected many years ago. Both Elder Nelson as an Apostle and Elder Ballard had spoken on this subject at General conference years earlier. 
I have a strong conviction that any errors that are brought to light should be looked into the way the Lord has instructed through the “High Council of the Seat of the First Presidency of the Church” as outlined in the Doctrine and Covenants. The Prophet Joseph Smith used this council to correct errors. See the study What is the High Council of the Seat of the First Presidency of the Church. 
An internet copy of this study can be found on https://malcolmtwigg.com/questions/
Your comments would be appreciated please contact: Malcolmtwigg@hotmail.com
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