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“… if men become members 

of the royal family in heaven, 

it will be because heaven has 

begun with them on earth.”

Parables and principles 

Regarding the article “Sheep, Goats, 
and Social Programs of the Church: 

An Interpretation of Matthew 25:31–46” 
(August 2016), the author says, referring 
to the more common literal interpreta-
tion, “Not rejecting this sound and 
plausible interpretation, let us look for 
another possible meaning of Matthew 
25:31–46.” And, his other meaning has 
good spiritual meaning.

When we try to find the “possible 
meaning” of a Bible statement, we, 
of course, should seriously shy away 
from changing the Bible intent. Here 
are a few of Ellen G. White’s statements 
explaining this parable, none of which 
agree with Brother Petrishchev’s dif-
ferent interpretation. “ ‘And before him 
shall be gathered all nations: and he 
shall separate them one from another, 
as a shepherd divideth his sheep from 
the goats’ Matthew 25:32. The judgment 
scene will take place in the presence of 
all the worlds; for in this judgment the 
government of God will be vindicated, 
and His law will stand forth as ‘holy, and 
just, and good.’ Then every case will be 
decided, and sentence will be passed 
upon all. Sin will not then appear attrac-
tive, but will be seen in all its hideous 
magnitude.

“ ‘And before him shall be gathered 
all nations.’ . . . Every deed, small and 
great, is to be brought into recognition. 
That which has been considered trivial 

here will then appear as it is. .  .  . And 
that unfulfilled duty, that selfish act, 
will not be forgotten. In the open court 
around the throne of God it will appear 
a very different thing from what it did 
when it was performed. 

“The character which we now mani-
fest is deciding our future destiny. The 
happiness of heaven will be found by 
conforming to the will of God, and if 
men become members of the royal 
family in heaven, it will be because 
heaven has begun with them on earth.”* 
I, personally, suspect that the opposi-
tion to the more literal meaning of the 
parable in Matthew 25:31–46 is due to 
the fact that it “sounds” very much like 
“salvation by works.” This introduces 
another serious issue. 

Actually, the intelligent Christian 
will understand that, from God’s 
great insight, “works” only reflect the 
thoughts of the mind, which we can 
interpret as “character.” In fact, “deeds” 
are absolutely interconnected with the 
thoughts of the heart, and thus “con-
nected” with salvation. And, only Christ 
can change these thoughts. Thus, in 
Matthew 25, it is only referring to those 
who have allowed Jesus to change their 
hearts. It is this change that is necessary 
for salvation. 

Since Jesus does the changing, 
it cannot be called “salvation by our 
works.” So, this is talking about a 
change of heart by the Holy Spirit, as 

is mentioned in John 3:5, “Except a 
man be born of water and of the Spirit, 
he cannot enter into the kingdom of 
God.” Jesus goes on to explain this 
change in verses 19 to 21. “And this is 
the condemnation, that light is come 
into the world, and men loved darkness 
rather than light, because their deeds 
were evil. For every one that doeth evil 
hateth the light, neither cometh to the 
light, lest his deeds should be reproved. 
But he that doeth truth cometh to the 
light, that his deeds may be made 
manifest, that they are wrought in God.”

Since “deeds” only reflect the con-
dition of the “heart,” Jesus could just as 
easily have said to the sheep in Matthew 
25, “I see that you have allowed me to 
change your hearts so that you can do 
genuine good deeds, therefore, I now 
save you.” It is the “changed heart,” or 
“changing heart,” that Jesus chooses 
to save. 

So, the “deeds” reflect the thoughts 
of the heart. That is why the “deeds,” 
or “works,” can be judged in the final 
judgment. They must, of course be 
“genuine” deeds, coming from a 
changed heart. And, we can add, if 
the “works” are not there, then the 
heart has not been changed. So, this 
“changed heart” will reach out and 
touch others of every walk of life.
—Fred Ellis, Vale, Oregon, United States 

*	 Ellen G. White, Sons and Daughters of God 
(Washington, DC: Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 
1955), 361.

Author response

I appreciate your careful reading of the 
article and expressing your opinion, 

which I found very valuable. In fact, 
I agree with almost everything that 
you say. 

As you noticed, and even quoted 
me on, the interpretation I suggested 
was not a different one—it was rather 
a complementary one. I did not invent 

L E T T E R S

Continued on page 14
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Calling All Shepherds

She approached with the piercing 
gaze of one who would not be 
denied. In my ministry I have met 

people who left indelible marks on me, 
for one reason or another. I was certain 
that another of these defining moments 
was in the offing. 

“Pastor Esmond, may I have a word 
with you?” she began. 

“Of course you may,” I warmly 
responded, while bracing myself for 
what might come next. 

“We have a problem here in Africa. 
Extremism over the writings of Ellen 
White is causing major problems among 
church members.” With that statement 
she had my undivided attention. 

I had traveled to Africa (July 2016) 
to attend a gift of prophecy symposium 
titled The Bible, The Spirit of Prophecy, 
and the Church, the first of its kind on 
the continent. The gathering was a 
monumental success, drawing leaders 
from every strata of the church in an 
effort to affirm and clarify the role of the 
Bible and the Spirit of Prophecy in the 
liturgy and life of the church. It was here 
that I met this dear sister, who I later 
learned was a trained theologian and 
director of the women and children’s 
ministry departments for one of Kenya’s 
two populous unions.

Her story so affected me that I 
asked whether I could record her. 
“Absolutely,” she intoned. What fol-
lowed was deeply troubling. She spoke 
of parents whose misunderstanding 
of the Nazirite vow found in Numbers 
6:1–21 led them to restrict the diet and 
hygiene of their children; of people 
living in urban centers whose refusal to 
eat any processed foods had rendered 
them nutritionally deficient and sick. 
She lamented the plight of college stu-
dents dropping out of school—in some 

cases medical school—because they 
were “following Ellen White’s counsel.” 
Example after example highlighted 
gross misunderstandings of biblical 
and Spirit of Prophecy imperatives—
especially those on health. Leaders 
from across the continent echoed this 
sister’s concerns and pled for some way 
to address them. 

Lest we in the West look askance at 
fanaticism in pockets of Africa, we face 
the more sobering challenge of extreme 
apathy toward Ellen’s White writings. 
The 2013 Global Church Member Survey 
found that while many Adventists have 
a favorable view of Ellen White, few 
actually read her writings, especially 
Adventists in Western nations. A study 
of alumni from Seventh-day Adventist 
colleges in North America reported that 
61 percent agreed that “The writings 
of Ellen White had been a positive 
influence in my life,” but only 21 percent 
were reading her writings more than 
once a week.1 We have work to do, do 
we not?

It is undeniable that lack of access 
to translated materials has some-
thing to do with uniformed views of 
Scripture and the Spirit of Prophecy, 
but something else is afoot: Satan is 
determined to undermine confidence 
in Scripture and the Spirit of Prophecy. 
He fans the flames of extremism while 
simultaneously blowing the zephyrs of 
indifference. Both extremes rob God’s 
church of His counsel at a perilous time 
in Earth’s history.

Many years ago Ellen White wrote, 
“Satan employs every possible device 
to prevent men from obtaining a 
knowledge of the Bible; for its plain 
utterances reveal his deceptions.”2 Of 
his efforts against the Holy Spirit’s work, 
she added: “He will bring in spurious 

visions to mislead, and will mingle 
the false with the true, and so disgust 
people that they will regard everything 
that bears the name of visions as a 
species of fanaticism; but honest souls, 
by contrasting false and true, will be 
enabled to distinguish between them.”3 
Thank God for the consolation that 
honest seekers of truth will be able to 
distinguish it. 

As you read this issue, know that 
God is calling you to help make truth 
distinct and distinguishable. Let us 
embrace, live, and shepherd God’s truth 
so that His followers will know how to 
rightly divide the word of truth (2 Tim. 
2:15).  

1	 The Global Church Member Survey (2013) was 
conducted by the General Conference Office of 
Archives, Statistics, and Research (ASTR). Dr. David 
Trim, director of ASTR, reported these and other 
findings at his 2013 presentation during the General 
Conference Annual Council.

2	 Ellen G. White, The Great Controversy (Washington, 
DC: Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1911), 593.

3	 Ellen G. White, Selected Messages, bk. 2 (Washington, 
DC: Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1958), 78.

GUEST EDITORIAL   DWAIN N.  ESMOND

Tell us what you think about this article. Email MinistryMagazine@gc.adventist.org or visit www.facebook.com/MinistryMagazine.

Dwain N. Esmond, MA, is an associate director of the Ellen G. White Estate, 
Silver Spring, Maryland, United States. 

Leaders from 
across the 
continent 
echoed this 
sister’s concerns 
and pled for 
some way to 
address them. 
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Ted N. C. Wilson, PhD, is the president of the General Conference 
of Seventh-day Adventists.

LEAD ARTICLE TED N. C .  WILSON

Believe His prophets: 
Why I accept Ellen G. White’s 
prophetic ministry1

As we face the last days of 
earth’s history, Satan will 
make a very determined effort 
to destroy the effectiveness 

of the Bible and the Spirit of Prophecy. 
All around us we see the neutralization of 
God’s authoritative Word. For example, 
note how the historical-critical method 
applied to the Word of God reduces its 
effectiveness at being authoritative. 
It is Satan’s plan to undermine God’s 
plain “Thus saith the Lord.” We have 
seen and are seeing determined efforts 
on the part of individuals motivated by 
Satan to attack the Spirit of Prophecy 
and make it “of none effect.” The Word 
of God and the Spirit of Prophecy both 
are products of divine inspiration and 
are thus accurate accounts describing 
the great controversy between good and 
evil—between Christ and Satan. This is 
why Satan is determined to destroy the 
truth found in the Bible and the Spirit of 
Prophecy. Thankfully, the devil will not 
succeed! However, in the process many 
will be deceived. 

Against this background, God has 
given us a mandate to be defenders 
of His Word, which has been shown to 
be true and to change people’s lives. 
We are to lead people back to the true 
worship of God, as the first angel of 
Revelation 14:6–12 emphasizes. It is our 
privilege to affirm God’s wonderful truth 
through our witness and proclamation.

The Seventh-day Adventist Church 
accepts Ellen G. White as a modern 
servant of the Lord and as a prophet. 
This church would not be where it is 
without the special guidance God has 
given it through Ellen White in the 
writings of the Spirit of Prophecy. The 
counsel given will help finish God’s 
work on Earth through the power of 
the Holy Spirit. This is precisely why 
the devil is so intent on destroying the 
influence of the Bible and the Spirit of 
Prophecy. 

In Selected Messages, book 2, we 
read: “The very last deception of Satan 
will be to make of none effect the testi-
mony of the Spirit of God. . . . Satan will 
work ingeniously, in different ways and 
through different agencies, to unsettle 
the confidence of God’s remnant people 
in the true testimony. He will bring in 
spurious visions to mislead, and will 
mingle the false with the true, and so 
disgust people that they will regard 
everything that bears the name of 
visions as a species of fanaticism; but 
honest souls, by contrasting false and 
true, will be enabled to distinguish 
between them.”2

My testimony
Why do I accept Ellen G. White’s 

prophetic ministry? Revelation 19:10 
testifies that the testimony of Jesus 
is the spirit of prophecy. I believe that 

the writings of Ellen G. White are the 
testimony of our Lord. They point us 
back to the sacred Word of God that 
assures us that Christ, the Second 
Person of the Godhead, took on the 
form of a man and became the Word 
in flesh (John 1:1–3, 14; Phil. 2:5–11).

Seventh-day Adventists do not 
make the Spirit of Prophecy part of 
the Bible or equal to the Bible. As Ellen 
White herself indicated, the Spirit of 
Prophecy is to lead to the Bible. The 
Spirit of Prophecy is inspired by the 
same divine inspiration that inspired 
the Bible. Ellen White herself testifies: 
“Through His Holy Spirit the voice 
of God has come to us continually in 
warning and instruction, to confirm 
the faith of the believers in the Spirit 
of prophecy. Repeatedly the word has 
come, Write the things that I have given 
you to confirm the faith of My people in 
the position they have taken. Time and 
trial have not made void the instruction 
given, but through years of suffering 
and self-sacrifice have established 
the truth of the testimony given. The 
instruction that was given in the early 
days of the message is to be held as 
safe instruction to follow in these its 
closing days.”3

I believe that the Spirit of Prophecy 
is one of God’s greatest gifts to the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church. It 
focuses on Christ and His Word, His 
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all-encompassing righteousness, His 
plan of salvation, His grace, and His 
ministry in the Most Holy Place in 
the heavenly sanctuary. The Spirit of 
Prophecy portrays God’s plan for His 
people living at this end time and points 
to Christ’s imminent second coming.

Relevance of the Spirit 
of Prophecy today

The Spirit of Prophecy is as relevant 
today as it was when it was written. It 
is accurate, uplifting, instructive, and 
powerful as it points to Christ and the 
Holy Bible. It is truly the testimony of 
Jesus, and that’s why I believe in the 
prophetic ministry of Ellen White.

Revelation 12:17 portrays the Spirit 
of Prophecy as one of the two character-

istics of God’s last-day, remnant church. 
“And the dragon [Satan] was enraged 
with the woman [God’s church], and he 
went to make war with the rest [rem-
nant] of her offspring [or seed—God’s 
last-day people and church], who keep 
the commandments of God and have the 
testimony of Jesus Christ.” 4

The two distinctive principles that 
characterize God’s people are plain 
enough—keep the commandments of 
God, including the vital fourth com-
mandment, and have the testimony 

of Jesus. The fourth commandment 
identifies who God is and indicates 
our submission to our Creator, who in 
a recent act of creation, in six literal, 
consecutive days, created the earth 
by His word and then rested on the 
seventh-day Sabbath. The Sabbath is 
thus God’s sign of authority and the seal 
of His people for eternity. 

The first angel’s call in Revelation 
14:7 to worship God as the Creator 
places upon people the responsibility 
to observe the seventh-day Sabbath 
as a memorial that honors His creative 
activity. A created being cannot honor 
the Creator while defying His command 
to keep holy the seventh-day Sabbath. 
The Sabbath will be the focal point of 
conflict between good and evil during 

the final time of trouble. 
“The Sabbath will be the great test 

of loyalty; for it is the point of truth 
especially controverted. When the 
final test shall be brought to bear upon 
men, then the line of distinction will be 
drawn between those who serve God 
and those who serve Him not.”5 The 
Sabbath is a sign of our relationship 
with God and of our dependence on 
Him for creation and salvation.

If the first distinctive principle of the 
first angel’s message is a call to obey 

the commandments of God, including 
the fourth, the second distinctive char-
acteristic is that God’s remnant church 
will have the testimony of Jesus, which 
is the “spirit of prophecy.” The com-
mandments of God and the testimony 
of Jesus, or the Spirit of Prophecy, come 
from the same source: God. 

The Spirit of Prophecy was given to 
nurture and assist God’s last-day move-
ment with instruction from heaven. God 
used the Spirit of Prophecy to guide 
in the establishment of His remnant 
church, the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church. These people would love 
Him supremely and follow His com-
mandments through His power. God is 
using the Spirit of Prophecy to prosper 
His last-day church into the growing 

Advent movement of millions around 
the world. 

The threat of 
indifference

One of the greatest threats against 
the Spirit of Prophecy today is not 
necessarily animosity but indifference. 
Today many members are unacquainted 
with it, do not read it, or just plain 
ignore it. In Testimonies for the Church, 
volume 4, we read, “The volumes of the 
Spirit of Prophecy (forerunner of The 

The Spirit of Prophecy 

portrays God’s plan for His 

people living at this end 

time and points to Christ’s 

imminent second coming.
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Conflict of the Ages series), and also the 
Testimonies, should be introduced into 
every Sabbathkeeping family, and the 
brethren should know their value and 
be urged to read them. . . . They should 
be in the library of every family and 
read again and again. Let them be kept 
where they can be read by many, and 
let them be worn out in being read by 
all the neighbors.”6 Similar instruction 
has been given that the Conflict of the 
Ages series “should be placed in every 
family in the land.”7 

To accomplish this, various proj-
ects, including “Connecting With 
Jesus,” have been undertaken. They 
have circulated millions of Spirit of 
Prophecy books to the public and to 
church members around the world in 
printed and electronic form. We need 
to do much more. The rapid expansion 
of the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
demands that our members know 
in their own languages what Spirit 
of Prophecy counsel God has for His 
last-day church.

Growth and stability
The Spirit of Prophecy counsel 

has been instrumental in establishing 
publishing, health, education, humani-
tarian, and media institutions. It guides 
the pastoral, evangelistic, missionary, 
and administrative expansion of the 
church. It provides instruction in almost 
every aspect of life including theology, 
lifestyle, personal health, the family, 
the home, young people, interpersonal 
relationships, personal stewardship, 
and in many others. It is guiding God’s 
people and always will until the Lord 
returns. This is why I believe in Ellen G. 
White’s prophetic ministry. 

Because of Spirit of Prophecy guid-
ance, the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
is not just another denomination but 
a heaven-born movement with a spe-
cial destiny—a mission and message 
to proclaim as found in Revelation 
14:6–12—the three angels’ messages. 
Testimonies for the Church, volume 9, 
tells us: “In a special sense Seventh-day 
Adventists have been set in the world as 
watchmen and light bearers. To them 
has been entrusted the last warning for 

a perishing world. On them is shining 
wonderful light from the word of God. 
They have been given a work of the 
most solemn import—the proclamation 
of the first, second, and third angels’ 
messages. There is no other work of 
so great importance. They are to allow 
nothing else to absorb their attention.”8

No wonder Satan attacks the Spirit 
of Prophecy and its important coun-
sel from God for His last-day remnant 
church. “There will be a hatred kindled 
against the testimonies which is satanic. 
The workings of Satan will be to unsettle 
the faith of the churches in them, for this 
reason: Satan cannot have so clear a 
track to bring in his deceptions and bind 
up souls in his delusions if the warnings 
and reproofs and counsels of the Spirit 
of God are heeded.”9

Christ has called us to a prominent 
position as the “remnant,” a unique 
movement of destiny, standing firm for 
His truth, proclaiming the Advent mes-
sage, bearing the testimony of Jesus, 
turning people’s eyes to Jesus who is 
the center of all truth, and, through the 
power of the Holy Spirit, turning people 
back to the true worship of the true God.

Lifting up Jesus
I believe in the prophetic ministry 

of Ellen White because it lifts up Jesus: 
“Our faith increases by beholding Jesus, 
who is the center of all that is attractive 
and lovely. The more we contemplate 
the heavenly, the less we see desirable 
and attractive in the earthly. The more 
continually we fix the eye of faith on 
Christ, in whom our hopes of eternal 
life are centered, the more our faith 
grows.”10

Another powerful reason I believe in 
the prophetic ministry of Ellen White is 
its emphasis on unity. The devil knows 
that if he can get God’s people to look 
to themselves and their own opinions 
instead of looking to Christ that he will 
be able to bring in dissension, disunity, 
and tension. This has become one of his 
greatest tools against the mission of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church. 

God has called us to be participants 
in the greatest proclamation of truth in 
history—the culmination of the great 

controversy between Christ and Satan. 
God has entrusted us with the task of 
sharing Christ, who lived a sinless life, 
died for us, rose again, is now interced-
ing on our behalf as our High Priest, and 
is soon to return to take us to heaven. 
We are called to share the Word of God 
in all its power through the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit. In this heavenly calling, 
we will be confronted with people who 
will disagree with our message and 
mission. We may be tempted to become 
discouraged with the apathy of others 
within the church. 

Whatever we may face, we should 
not be tempted to work independently 
and apart from the church. We are 
called to work within God’s last-day 
remnant church, not apart from it. 
Stay unified with your local church and 
with the worldwide church family. Stay 
close to the church regardless of its 
imperfections.

A compilation, Counsels for the 
Church, indicates, “God has a church 
upon the earth who are His chosen 
people, who keep His commandments. 
He is leading, not stray offshoots, not 
one here and one there, but a people. 
. . . 

“. . . We are not to seek any strange, 
new message. We are not to think that 
the chosen ones of God who are trying 
to walk in the light compose Babylon.

“Although there are evils existing 
in the church, and will be until the end 
of the world, the church in these last 
days is to be the light of the world that 
is polluted and demoralized by sin. 
The church, enfeebled and defective, 
needing to be reproved, warned, and 
counseled, is the only object upon the 
earth upon which Christ bestows His 
supreme regard. . . . 

“The church of God below is one 
with the church of God above. . . . 

“. . . God has bestowed the highest 
power under heaven upon His church. 
It is the voice of God in His united 
people in church capacity which is to 
be respected.”11 

The church is called to a great 
work—within and without. The shaking 
and sifting time is coming. The Lord 
will do His work. It is a preparation for 
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the loud cry that Christ has called us 
to proclaim. Lift up Christ and His Holy 
Word. Believe in the gift of the Spirit of 
Prophecy. As we do this under the Holy 
Spirit’s guidance, we will be brought 
to complete humility at the foot of the 
cross and be involved in revival and ref-
ormation. God will do His work to fully 
prepare His people for the unbelievable 
events just ahead. This is why I believe 
in the prophetic ministry of Ellen White.

Practical reasons
A more practical reason why I 

believe in the Spirit of Prophecy is 
that I grew up in a home that held the 
Spirit of Prophecy in great respect. My 
father always spoke so positively and 
passionately about it. My mother gave 
such unflinching loyalty to God’s Word 
and the Spirit of Prophecy. I never heard 
a scornful word or a disparaging remark 
from my parents about the Bible or the 
Spirit of Prophecy. My wife, Nancy, grew 
up in a home with the same positive 
attitude. She loves to read daily the 
Bible and the Spirit of Prophecy as do 
I. It has a tremendous influence in our 
home. I advanced from the early trust 
instilled in my heart by my parents to 
my own personal deep appreciation for 
the counsel, direction, and clarification 
in the Spirit of Prophecy. As I read the 
Spirit of Prophecy I accept its inspira-
tion by God because it is the testimony 
of Jesus. 

Let me share with you another practi-
cal reason why I believe in the Spirit of 
Prophecy. Around 1870, William immi-
grated to the United States from Ireland. 
He was of Scottish and Presbyterian 
background. He and his wife, Isabella, 
also from Ireland, lived for some time 
in Philadelphia, where he worked as 
an engineer building locomotives, and 
finally headed out west to the “big tree” 
area of northern California to do log-
ging. He settled down near Healdsburg, 
becoming a fruit and cattle rancher, 
and ran a country store. He was not 
necessarily a highly religious person up 
to this time. William and Isabella had four 
sons. Isabella became a Seventh-day 

Adventist, but William did not. In 1905, 
some tents were erected north of the 
Russian River near Healdsburg for a 
Seventh-day Adventist camp meeting. 
Isabella went to the camp meeting and 
invited her husband to come as well. As 
William sat under the tent, the speaker 
began to unfold the wonderful truth 
about Jesus, sharing the need of all 
sinners to have a Savior and allow Him 
to change their lives. The speaker made 
an earnest appeal, and much to the 
surprise of Isabella, William stood up 
and went to the front, giving his heart to 
the Lord. He studied this precious Advent 
message for a year. He closed his store on 
Sabbath and trusted God for the future. 
He was baptized, joining this remnant 
church, and later became the first elder 
of the Healdsburg Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, the forerunner location of Pacific 
Union College. Christ changed his life, 
and he became known as a generous 
man, helping people in need. 

William and Isabella Wilson were 
my great-grandparents, and the speaker 
who preached so earnestly about Jesus 
at that camp meeting was Ellen G. 
White. She had purchased property in 
Healdsburg after James White died. My 
grandfather remembered Ellen White 
coming to their ranch home when he 
was a boy and how she lovingly told 
stories to him and his brothers as they 
sat at her feet. The Wilson family owes 
its knowledge of this precious Advent 
message to the direct practical and 
prophetic evangelistic activity of Ellen 
White. As a result, the Spirit of Prophecy 
takes on an even more personal value—
another reason why I believe in the 
Spirit of Prophecy. 

The writings of the Spirit  of 
Prophecy are believable and true 
because Ellen White and her prophetic 
ministry pass the four biblical tests 
of a prophet. First, her writings agree 
with the Bible: “To the law and to the 
testimony! If they do not speak accord-
ing to this word, it is because there is no 
light in them” (Isa. 8:20). Second, her 
life and works testify of her connection 
with God: “ ‘Therefore by their fruits you 

will know them’ ” (Matt. 7:20). Third, her 
prophecies have come to pass: “ ‘As for 
the prophet who prophesies of peace, 
when the word of the prophet comes 
to pass, the prophet will be known as 
one whom the Lord has truly sent’ ” (Jer. 
28:9). Fourth, her writings lift up Christ 
and affirm Him as the Son of God who 
came to Earth to save us: “By this you 
know the Spirit of God: Every spirit that 
confesses that Jesus Christ has come 
in the flesh is of God” (1 John 4:2). In 
addition, her life and work verified by 
physical manifestations during visions, 
the timeliness of her work at the end of 
time, the certainty and fearlessness of 
her pronouncements, the high spiritual 
plane of her work, and the practical 
nature of her explanations about mul-
tiple aspects of the Christian life stand 
out as testimony to the divine origin of 
her ministry.

It is, therefore, our responsibility to 
nurture and foster the belief in and the 
active use of the Spirit of Prophecy. God 
asks us to help people believe in the 
prophetic gift of the Spirit of Prophecy. 
Do not get discouraged by anyone 
deriding or mocking your belief in the 
inspiration of the Bible or the Spirit of 
Prophecy. “  ‘Believe in the Lord your 
God, and you shall be established; 
believe His prophets, and you shall 
prosper’ ” (2 Chron. 20:20).  

	 1	 Adapted from a sermon preached at the Spirit of 
Prophecy Symposium at the General Conference of 
Seventh-day Adventists in October 2015 at Silver 
Spring, Maryland, United States.

	 2	 Ellen G. White, Selected Messages, bk. 2 (Washington, 
DC: Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1958), 78.

	 3	 White, Selected Messages, bk. 1, 41.
	 4	 All Scripture passages are from the New King James 

Version.
	 5	 Ellen G. White, The Great Controversy (Mountain View, 

CA: Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1907), 605.
	 6	 Ellen G. White, Testimonies for the Church (Mountain 

View, CA: Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1948), 4:390, 391. 
	 7	 Ellen G. White, The Adventist Home (Hagerstown, MD: 

Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1980), 479.
	 8	 White, Testimonies for the Church, 9:19.
	 9	 White, Selected Messages, bk. 1, 48.
	10	 Ellen G. White, In Heavenly Places (Washington, DC: 

Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1967), 127.
	11	 Ellen G. White, Counsels for the Church (Nampa, ID: 

Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1991), 240-243.
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 “My heart falters, fear 
makes me tremble” (Isaiah 
21:4, NIV): Emotions and 
prophetic writings in the Bible

Emotions are an intricate part 
of what it means to be human. 
They are part of complex cop-
ing mechanisms installed by a 

Creator God whose own emotions are 
reflected in humanity’s creation in the 
imago Dei, the “image of God” (Gen. 
1:27).1 Joy, exuberance, anticipation, 
pleasure, delight, and happiness, must 
have all been part of God’s original 
make-up of humanity, for they char-
acterize our existence today. We also 
experience, however, anger, sadness, 
sorrow, fear, depression, dejection, mis-
ery, and fury—emotions that became 
part of our emotive repertoire following 
the Fall in Genesis 3.2

Unfortunately, we have tradition-
ally ignored the study of emotions in 
biblical research. As Paul Kruger puts it, 
“Emotions were for a long time regarded 
as part of the irrational, uncontrollable, 
and subjective aspects of humankind 
that do not justify serious study.”3

And yet, emotions are well worth 
a closer look. For, ultimately, they tell 
us about who we are, who God is, and 
how He deals with us. Let us take a 
look at this little-explored field of emo-
tions by focusing on a special group of 
individuals, namely biblical prophets. 
We will use the biblical text and also 

incorporate insights from cross-cultural 
psychology and the cognitive sciences 
as we explore the emotional world of 
biblical prophets.  

God says “We are One”
As humans we were created in 

the image and likeness of God (Gen. 
1:26, 27).4 So we can assume that our 
emotions in some way reflect God’s 
emotions, even though ours are subject 
to sin while His are not. We do not 
believe in the duality of human beings, 
separating a body from an independent 
soul. Instead, we argue for a wholistic5 
view of humanity, where emotions are 
an integral part of our overall existence.6 
From the outset it would be important 
to reiterate the obvious: prophets are 
and were people like you and me and 
brought all of their personhood into their 
prophetic office. Before looking at the 
emotional involvement of the prophets 
in their ministry and writings, let us try 
to find out what emotions, in fact, are.  

How emotions work
Emotions are intrinsically intercon-

nected with our general make-up as 
human beings; thus, it can be difficult 
to define them. To complicate matters 
further, we experience emotions and 

then also express emotions in the form 
of facial expressions as well as linguis-
tic expressions—in verbal or physical 
expressions and in written forms.  

Klaus Scherer provides a good work-
ing definition when he says an emotion 
is “an episode of interrelated, synchro-
nized changes in the states of all or most 
of the five organismic subsystems in 
response to the evaluation of an external 
or internal stimulus event as relevant to 
major concerns of the organism.”7

Let us unpack this working defini-
tion. Emotions are normally triggered 
by stimulus events. Sometimes another 
emotion is triggered or amplified by 
our evaluation of the event after-
ward. Emotions are also generated 
by thoughts and memories; these 
then react upon the mind processes 
and strengthen or inhibit certain 
mental process.8 It is even possible 
to generate an emotion by imagined 
representations.9

Emotions serve in a certain sense 
as relevance detectors. We generally 
get emotional about people and things 
that we care about. Emotions are also 
the biggest influence on behavior; they 
can interrupt a behavioral sequence 
and serve as the trigger for setting new 
goals and plans.10 
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Emotions impact communication 
and social interaction. The physical 
appearance, often involuntary, of facial 
expressions will lead to a reaction in 
one’s conversation partner. Subtle 
changes in nonverbal expressions may 
indicate dissonance from verbal expres-
sions and communication.11

At this point it is important to distin-
guish between a mood and an emotion. 
Generally speaking, emotions are 
thought of as high intensity responses 
to stimulus events, whereas moods are 
“characterized by a relative enduring 
predominance of certain types of subjec-
tive feelings that affect the experience 
and behavior of a person.”12 It is normally 
difficult to identify a particular trigger 
for a mood.13 Often, combinations of 
physiological and environmental factors 
lead to a certain mood.

Finally, an emotion becomes more 
than a feeling. Emotions, while elu-
sive and hard to define, do produce 
measurable differences in the central 
nervous system.14 Considering the close 
relationship between mind and emo-
tions, let us now look at how emotions 
interact with inspiration. 

Emotions and inspiration
A Seventh-day Adventist under-

standing of inspiration is based on 
the biblical evidence that God reveals 
Himself in a special way to certain indi-
viduals, who in turn, communicate His 
messages to others (1 Sam. 3:21–4:1; 
Isa. 22:14; Joel 2:28, 29; Matt. 11:27; 
Eph. 3:3, 4; 2 Pet. 1:19–21).15 The process 
of “divine self-disclosure encompasses 
a wide variety of revelatory experiences, 
such as visions and dreams, verbal 
communication, and panoramic views 
present ‘past, present, and future.’ ”16 
Similarly, Peter van Bemmelen notes, 
“The biblical evidence . . . points to 
specific individuals, chosen by God, 
as the primary locus of the working of 
the Holy Spirit.”17 Because we believe 
that the biblical authors were inspired 
(2 Pet. 1:20–21; 2 Tim. 3:16–17), the 
focus of the process of revelation and 
Inspiration is the prophet.18

Ellen White underlines this as well 
when she states that the prophet, 

“under the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit, presents what is most forc-
ibly impressed upon his own mind.”19 
Because of the close link between the 
mind and emotions, the emotions of a 
prophet play an important role in the 
inspirational process. Prophets are 
not passive mediums for the prophetic 
voice. They are emotionally involved 
in their calling and experience the full 
gamut of human emotions.

Expressions of emotions 
in the Bible

Although the Bible does not often 
directly address the thoughts and emo-

tions of the prophets, their emotions are 
portrayed in a variety of ways. One of the 
most common ways of expressing emo-
tions in the Bible is to speak of emotions 
as bodily occurrences.20 Even in English, 
emotions are often talked of as “bodily” 
experiences. For example, we may say 
that on hearing bad news, “we went 
weak in the knees,” or that a person’s 
statement made “our blood boil.” 

Old Testament scholar Paul Kruger 
lists 19 physiological changes marking 
fear in the Hebrew Bible.21 They include 
physical agitation (such as “trembling”22 
[Exod. 19:16]; “quivering” [Exod. 15:15]; 
“shaking” [Exod. 20:18]; or “quaking” 
[Exod. 15:14]); an increased heart rate 
(Ps. 38:10); blood leaving one’s face 

(Nah. 2:10, means literally “gathered 
paleness”); hair straightening (Job 4:14, 
15); inability to move (Exod. 15:16); 
and inability to breathe (Dan. 10:17). 
Similarly, Kruger lists numerous meta-
phorical expressions involving anger, 
including the body as a container for 
anger (Isa. 30:27, Ezek. 38:18); increas-
ing anger that produces steam (2 Sam. 
22:9; Job 4:9); anger as fire (Isa. 30:27; 
Jer. 4:4; etc.); or anger as an opponent 
(Ps. 69:24) or a dangerous animal (Ezek. 
43:8).23 The positive emotion of joy can 
also be seen in distinct body parts. Joy 
makes a cheerful face (Prov. 15:13) and 
lights up the eyes (v. 30). Joy is also 

marked by a mouth filled with laughter 
(Job 8:21, Ps. 126:2).24

Let us hone in and look at specific 
examples of how prophets reacted 
emotionally to their ministry by focus-
ing on three distinct areas: (1) the divine 
call; (2) the divine message; and (3) the 
emotional involvement of the prophets 
in their messages.

Emotions and the call
Surprisingly, in most prophetic 

call stories in Scripture, the would-be 
prophet reacts negatively to God’s 
call. Prophets normally felt unworthy, 
unprepared, or just plain afraid. 

For example, when Isaiah sees God 
in vision, he uses the expression “Woe 

When I do not care for my spiritual 

health, I am more easily discouraged 

and decreasingly optimistic about 

what God can accomplish. Pastors 

thrive on meaningful time rendered 

to the Lord.
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to me!”—an expression of extreme 
negative emotion. Intriguingly, the par-
ticle ’ôy is commonly used in laments 
and expressions of mourning (1 Sam. 
4:7, 8). Isaiah seems to anticipate his 
own funeral when he considers God’s 
glorious appearance.25 However, after 
having his lips touched in vision with a 
live coal from the altar (Isa. 6:6, 7), he 
seems to be animated, as he is the only 
prophet mentioned in Scripture to then 
volunteer for the job, saying, “Here am 
I! Send me.” (v. 8).

We see similarities in Jeremiah’s call 
(Jer. 1:4–10). Jeremiah does not feel up 
to the task and claims inability to speak 
because of his inexperience and youth 
(v. 6). God touches his mouth, and then 
the prophet participates in the vision 
of the almond tree and the boiling pot. 
However, unlike Isaiah, he still seems to 
be afraid—although more of delivering 
the message than of God, as we can 
see in God’s series of commands and 
warnings in Jeremiah 1:17–19. 

Ezekiel’s calling also comes loaded 
with extreme negative emotions. The 
prophet-to-be falls face down after see-
ing a vision of God (Ezek. 1:28). The 
biblical text notes that Ezekiel left his 
first vision “in bitterness and in the 
anger of my spirit” (3:14, NIV).26 There 
is no specific explanation as to the rea-
son of this strong reaction. Perhaps, 
similar to Jeremiah or Isaiah, Ezekiel 
felt overwhelmed by the weight of the 
assignment. The emotional effect of the 
vision was so great that Ezekiel sat for 
seven days—overwhelmed and obvi-
ously too afraid to share the vision (v. 15). 

Emotional involvement 
in divine vision

For the prophet a vision was never a 
detached academic exercise. The bibli-
cal prophets not only observed events 
and places and object lessons in vision, 
they were often active in the vision and 
became emotionally involved in the 
scenes portrayed. 

A prophet’s emotions were not put 
on hold during vision. While in vision, 
prophets felt a range of emotions. When 
catching a glimpse of God’s glory, they 
often experienced the sensation of fear 

and awe. After seeing someone “like 
the Son of Man” (Rev. 1:13), John falls 
at his feet “as though dead” (v. 17, NIV). 
Daniel’s experience is similar (cf. Dan. 8 
and 10).27 In his vision Daniel notices a 
ram and a goat, and when he is trying 
to make sense of what he sees, Gabriel 
approaches him to explain the vision. 
Daniel reports that he was “terrified 
and fell prostrate” (Dan. 8:17, NIV).

Fear, however, is not the only 
emotion experienced in vision. John 
becomes so involved in the vision of 
the scroll with the seven seals that he 
“wept much” (Rev. 5:4) when no one 
was found worthy to open the scroll. 

And not all emotions are negative 
either. Zechariah becomes so enthused 
that he begins to actively engage in his 
vision. After witnessing the showdown 
between the angel of the Lord and Satan 
over Joshua the high priest, he watches 
as Joshua’s filthy garments are being 
replaced with clean ones. Zechariah 
seems to forget himself and joins the 
process by ordering a new turban for 
Joshua (Zech. 3:5). Zechariah’s wish 
is a clear expression of the prophet’s 
excitement as he becomes emotionally 
involved in the vision.

Emotional response to 
a divine message and its 
proclamation

Emotions do not stop after a pro-
phetic message from God has been 
delivered. After a message has been 
delivered, prophets often experience 
various emotions. At times they are 
frustrated, or even angry, when they see 
that God’s message has been met with 
indifference or hostility (1 Kings 18:21, 
22:28, 2 Kings 13:19). 

An interesting example is the story 
of Jonah. The whole book of Jonah 
seems to be a case study of a prophet 
who refuses to share in God’s emotions. 
The first chapter gives little clues to 
Jonah’s emotional state. By his action 
of running in the opposite direction, 
we are left to conclude only that Jonah 
does not feel positive toward his call. 
We find the whole first chapter marked 
by a notable lack of reported emo-
tion on Jonah’s part. The fact that the 

sailors are “afraid” and “cried out” 
(1:5), “exceedingly afraid” (v. 10), or 
“terrified” (NIV), and “feared the Lord 
exceedingly” (v. 16) stands in dramatic 
contrast to Jonah, who seems to be 
emotionally aloof. Faced with the pene-
trating questions of the terrified sailors, 
he declares dispassionately that he 
should be thrown into the raging seas. 
His lack of emotion borders on apathy 
and contrasted the sailors’ desperate 
intent to row to land (v. 13) in order to 
save his life. Once the crew realizes that 
escape is impossible, their emotional 
prayer pleading for divine forgiveness 
and recognition of the circumstances 
(v. 16) is countered by Jonah’s silence. 
Jonah does not seem to feel anything at 
this point as he faces sure death.

We see emotions coming to the fore 
only in his prayer in chapter 2, in the 
belly of the fish, when he refers to his 
“distress” (NIV) or “affliction” (v. 2).28 
After his dramatic rescue, he becomes 
willing to experience and convey certain 
emotions, namely, God’s wrath (Jon. 
3:4), but is not willing to sympathize with 
God. The fact that God has “compassion” 
on the city (vv. 9, 10, NIV) evokes a 
surprising emotional response in Jonah: 
he was greatly displeased and became 
angry (Jon. 4:1). Jonah then explains his 
actions in fleeing to Tarshish as a reac-
tion to God’s emotions of compassion 
and abounding love (v. 2). The reader 
usually expects that a prophet would 
be very happy when a message from 
God is accepted. But Jonah is reported 
to be “very happy” (v. 6, NIV) only when 
a shady vine grows. When it withers, 
he expresses extreme emotion, being 
“angry enough to die” (v. 9, AMP). The 
book of Jonah ends with God indirectly 
inviting Jonah to share his emotions (or 
“concern,” NIV) for the people and even 
animals of Nineveh (v. 11).

Sometimes prophets struggled with 
making sense of what they had seen in 
vision and became so anguished as to 
even become physically ill. Following 
Daniel’s vision of the 2,300 evenings and 
mornings (Dan. 8:26), Daniel lay ill for 
several days. He was “appalled” by the 
vision because it was for him at that time 
“beyond understanding” (v. 27, NIV). 
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Elijah’s story reflects the bandwidth 
of emotional responses—both his own 
as well as the response of leadership 
and general population. After God’s 
demonstration of sovereignty and 
power on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18), 
the emotional state of Elijah seems to 
move from a mountaintop experience of 
triumph and victory over Baal’s prophets 
to terror at Jezebel’s threat (1  Kings 
19:2, 3). Following his hasty flight, his 
terror becomes a full-blown depres-
sion, ultimately leading the prophet to 
desire his own death (verse 4). God’s 
patient dealing with the fragile emotive 
state of His messenger highlights God’s 
understanding of emotional pain and His 
commitment to see His servants through 
the emotional shadowlands. 

Prophets repeatedly made predic-
tions of disaster and punishment for 
sin. Though these pronouncements 
were often met with indifference by 
the people, the prophet, as part of 
the group, knew that he, too, would 
suffer the results of the collective dis-
obedience and was keenly aware of 
and afraid of the impending disaster. 
Jeremiah describes this poignantly in 
Jeremiah 4:19: “O my soul, my soul! I 
am pained in my very heart! My heart 
makes a noise in me; I cannot hold my 
peace, because you have heard, O my 
soul, the sound of the trumpet, the 
alarm of war.” 29 Mentally and emotion-
ally he pre-lived the destruction of 
Jerusalem many times.30

Conclusion
Our brief review of the emotional 

involvement of biblical prophets in their 
prophetic ministry demonstrates that 
prophets were not simply a conduit for 
God’s words. Emotions were a part of 
the vision experience and are part and 
parcel of the process of inspiration. 

Recognizing insights from cognitive 
science research and psychology can 
help us understand different ways in 
which emotions contributed to the 
prophetic experience.

In view of the fact that emotions are 
normally triggered by stimulus events, 
experiencing God in vision triggered 
emotions in the biblical prophets during 

and after the vision. These emotions 
would have been reinforced with each 
subsequent retelling or remembering 
of the occurrence. This helped keep the 
vision vivid in the mind of the prophet 
as well as the audience.

Emotions serve as relevance detec-
tors. Thus emotional expressions in 
the prophetic books can serve to high-
light certain themes or sections of a 
vision. Daniel’s reaction to the 2,300 
evening and morning prophecy serves to 
heighten the importance, build tension, 
and underline the later explanation of 
this prophecy (cf. Dan. 8:27).31

In a highly emotional moment, 
individuals will recall details they are 
not normally capable of remembering. 
For example, most people can remem-
ber where they were and what they 
were doing on hearing of the 9/11/2001 
attacks on the Twin Towers in New York 
City. Emotion serves as a snapshot and 
helps the prophet focus, order, and 
remember details of a vision. This may 
be a possible explanation of the vivid, yet 
often varying, prophetic descriptions of 
God, heaven, or heavenly beings. 

The fact that emotions are the 
biggest influence on behavior and can 
interrupt a behavioral sequence as well 
as serve as the trigger for setting new 
goals and plans seems to be reinforced 
throughout the prophetic books. The 
goal of many of the prophetic messages 
was to bring a sense of the sinfulness 
and consequences of sinful behavior 
and inspire the audience to set new 
goals and make new plans. This repre-
sents in essence the biblical concept of 
repentance or “turning around.” This 
goal is reflected most clearly in the 
choice of language in all prophetic 
writings, which is calculated to shock, 
startle, get attention, and trigger an 
emotion in the audience.32

 The prophetic process underlines 
the fact that God not only has thoughts 
and plans but feelings too. God’s 
emotions stand in contrast to human 
emotions as being dependable and 
continually flowing out from who God 
is. After all, “God is love” (1 John 4:16).

Emotions generated in vision 
repeatedly lead to asking questions 

and getting clarification from God. A 
prophet not only speaks for God but 
also often vicariously expresses the 
emotions of his audience. In a sense 
the prophet is called to incarnate the 
emotional responses of both the people 
and the Lord and use his (or her) emo-
tions to better convey God’s message. 
Part of the call of being a prophet is an 
invitation to view the world as God sees 
it and feel some of the emotions that 
God feels as He views human activity. 
Not only are God’s words to be spoken 
by the prophet but God’s emotions are 
to be felt and conveyed.  
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in The Gift of Prophecy in Scripture and History, eds. 
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any new light, and at the end of the 
article I am trying to reconcile the two 
views, saying that, on one hand, we all 
are part of this world’s society, and, 
on the other, there are “little ones” 
scattered all around this world. After 
reading meticulously the statements 
from the Sons and Daughters of God you 
are referring to, I do not see how any 
of them contradict what I wrote. They 
say that there will be judgment of all 
nations based on works of mercy—did 

I ever say anything different? Yes, those 
passages lack some details that can be 
found in my article, but I do not think 
Ellen White ever believed she had an 
ultimate and exclusive understanding 
of every text in the Bible or intended 
her writings to prevent us from going 
deeper into the Scripture. 

Also, the proposed interpretation 
even more supports the “salvation 
by works” than the traditional one, 
because it allows a possibility for 

“Gentiles” to inherit the Kingdom 
because of their deeds for the sake 
of God’s people. But I completely 
agree with your explanation regarding 
how “deeds” and change of heart are 
related. I think the message of the 
parable is vital not only to our salva-
tion (that is, of Christians) but also to 
salvation of every person in this world.

Thank you so much for letting me 
think more deeply about these issues. 
—Anton Petrishchev  
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The testimony of Jesus

Commentaries throughout the 
centuries have wrestled with 
the Johannine expression 
the testimony of Jesus. Is it 

the general testimony of the Christian 
church concerning Jesus, or is it the tes-
timony that Jesus Himself gave while 
here on Earth and later on through the 
prophets of the Christian church? The 
expression testimony of Jesus (mar-
turian Iēsou) occurs six times in the 
book of Revelation (1:2, 9; 12:17; 19:10 
[twice]; and 20:4). Two explanations 
concerning its meaning have been put 
forward by commentators.

The first view takes marturia Iēsou 
as an objective genitive and interprets 
this as man’s witness to Christ.1 Thus, 
the war mentioned in Revelation 12:17 
refers to the “persecutions against all 
individuals of the church who keep the 
commandments of God and bear testi-
mony to Jesus.”2 The second view takes 
marturia Iēsou as a subjective genitive 
and understands the testimony of Jesus 
as the self-revelation of Jesus—His own 
testimony.3

A study of the word marturia in the 
Johannine literature, where it occurs 
21 times, indicates that this word 
has been used 14 times in a genitive 
construction that is clearly subjective 
(John 1:19; 3:11, 32, 33; 5:31; etc.) The 
objective idea of “witness about” or 
“witness to” in John’s writings is con-
sistently expressed by the preposition 
peri (about, concerning) with the verb 
martureo (to witness, testify.) He never 
uses the noun marturia (testimony, 
witness) with an objective, genitive 

construction by itself. For example, 
John 1:7 (RSV), “To bear witness to the 
light” (martureo + peri); 5:31 (RSV), “If 
I bear witness to myself” (martureo + 
peri); 1 John 5:9 (RSV), “He has borne 
witness to his Son” (martureo + peri).4

The use of Marturia in 
Revelation

“[John] bore witness to the word 
of God and to the testimony of Jesus 
Christ, even to all that he saw” (Rev. 
1:2, RSV).

The introduction to the book of 
Revelation sets forth the source, that is, 
God and the content of the book—the 
revelation of Jesus Christ. In verse 2, 
we are told that John bore witness to 
“the Word of God” and “the testimony 
of Jesus.”

“The Word of God” is commonly 
understood to refer to what God says; 
and “the testimony of Jesus” in parallel 
to “the Word of God” must, therefore, 
mean the testimony that Jesus Himself 
gives. How did Jesus testify of Himself? 
While here on Earth, He testified in 
person to the people in Judea. After 
His ascension, He spoke through His 
prophets. 

“I John, your brother, who share 
with you in Jesus the tribulation and 
the kingdom and the patient endur-
ance, was on the island called Patmos 
on account of the word of God and the 
testimony of Jesus” (v. 9, RSV). 

Before speaking in detail about his 
first vision, John introduces himself 
and states his credentials. He mentions 
who he is—John, “your brother;” where 

he is—on Patmos; why he is there—on 
account of “the Word of God” and “the 
testimony of Jesus;” and when he 
received the vision—”on the Lord’s day.”

The parallelism between the “Word 
of God” and “the testimony of Jesus” 
is again clearly discernible. “The Word 
of God” in John’s time referred to the 
Old Testament, and the “testimony of 
Jesus” to what Jesus had said in the 
Gospels and through His prophets—such 
as Peter and Paul. Thus, both genitives 
can be taken as subjective genitives. 
They describe the content of John’s 
preaching, for which he was banished. 

“The dragon was wroth with the 
woman, and went to make war with 
the remnant of her seed, which keep 
the commandments of God, and have 
the testimony of Jesus Christ” (Rev. 
12:17, KJV).

The “remnant of her seed” includes 
the faithful members of God’s church 
in the time of the end. The dragon that 
attempted to destroy the woman (the 
true church of God) throughout the 1260-
year period (vv. 6, 14) now directs his 
anger against the remnant of her faithful 
believers. This remnant is identified by 
two specific characteristics: They “keep 
the commandments of God” and they 
have “the testimony of Jesus.” 

Whatever commandments we 
may want to include in the first mark, 
we must certainly include the Ten 
Commandments. Thus, the first identi-
fying sign of the remnant church is their 
loyalty to God’s commandments—all 
His commandments, including the 
fourth, the Sabbath commandment. 
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God in Revelation 12:17 says, essen-
tially: At the end of time I will have a 
visible church—the remnant church—
that will be recognized by the fact that 
they keep the commandments as I have 
given them in the beginning, including 
the Sabbath commandment. 

We find the second identifying 
mark explained in Revelation 19:10: 
“Then I fell down at his feet to worship 
him, but he said to me, ‘You must not 
do that! I am a fellow servant with 
you and your brethren who hold the 
testimony of Jesus. Worship God.’ For 
the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of 
prophecy” (RSV). 

“For the testimony of Jesus is the 
spirit of prophecy.” However, what is 
“the spirit of prophecy?” This phrase 
occurs only once in the Bible, in this 
text. The closest parallel to it, we find in 
1 Corinthians 12:8–10. There Paul refers 
to the Holy Spirit, who, among other 
charismata, gives the gift of prophecy; 
and the person who receives this gift 
is called a prophet (1 Cor. 12:28, Eph. 
4:11). Just as those who have the gift 
of prophecy in 1 Corinthians 12:10 are 
called prophets in verse 28, so, those 
who have the Spirit of prophecy in 
Revelation 19:10 are called prophets in 
chapter 22 verses 8 and 9.

We find the situation in both pas-
sages the same. John falls at the feet 
of the angel to worship. The words of 
the angel’s response are almost iden-
tical, yet the difference is significant. 
In Revelation 19:10, the brethren are 

identified by the phrase “who hold 
[have] the testimony of Jesus” (RSV). 
In Revelation 22:9 (RSV), the brethren 
are simply called “prophets.” If the 
Protestant principle of interpreting 
scripture by scripture means any-
thing, this comparison must lead 
to the conclusion that “the spirit of 
prophecy” in Revelation 19:10 exists 
not as the possession of all church 
members in general but only of those 
who have been called by God to be 
prophets.

Others have seen this point too. The 
Lutheran scholar Hermann Strathmann, 
for example, says, “According to the 
parallel 22:9 the brothers referred to are 
not believers in general, but the proph-
ets. Here, too, they are characterised 
as such. This is the point of verse 10c. 
If they have the marturia Iesou, they 
have the spirit of prophecy, i.e., they 
are prophets, like the angel, who simply 
stands in the service of marturia Iesou.”5

Similarly, James Moffat explains,  
“ ‘For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit 
of prophecy.’ This prose marginal com-
ment specifically defines the brethren 
who hold the testimony of Jesus as 
possessors of prophetic inspiration. 
The testimony of Jesus is practically 
equivalent to Jesus testifying.”6

The witness of the 
Targumim

The Jewish readers in John’s day 
knew what was meant by the expression 
Spirit of prophecy. They would have 
understood the expression as a reference 

to the Holy Spirit, who imparts the pro-
phetic gift to man. Rabbinic Judaism 
equated the Old Testament (OT) expres-
sions Holy Spirit, Spirit of God, or Spirit 
of Yahweh with the Spirit of prophecy as 
can be seen in the frequent occurrence 
of this term in the Targumim (written 
translations of the OT in Aramaic):

Genesis 41:38:
Hebrew Old Testament
“And Pharaoh said to his servants, 

‘Can we find such a one as this, a man 
in whom is the Spirit of God?’ ”

Aramaic Targum
“And Pharaoh said to his servants, 

‘Can we find a man like this, in whom is 
the Spirit of prophecy from the Lord?’ ”

Numbers 27:18:
Hebrew Old Testament
“And the Lord said to Moses: ‘Take 

Joshua the son of Nun with you, a man 
in whom is the Spirit.’ ”

Aramaic Targum
“And the Lord said to Mosheh, ‘Take 

to thee Jehoshua bar Nun, a man upon 
whom abideth the Spirit of prophecy 
from before the Lord.’ ”7

Commenting on this expression in 
the Targumim, J. P. Schäfer says: “An 
examination of the verses where TO 
[Targum Onkelos] uses the term ‘Spirit 
of prophecy’ shows that in almost all 
cases there is a direct relationship to 
the prophecy in the biblical context.  
The translation ‘Spirit of prophecy’, 
although not in the strictest sense literal, 
is almost always stipulated through the 
MT [Masoretic Text] (Gen. 41:38 - Joseph 
had the ‘Spirit of prophecy’ because he 
was able to interpret Pharaoh’s dream; 
Num. 11:25 - The Spirit that settled 
on the 70 Elders, according to the MT, 
brought about ‘prophesying’; Num. 
24:2 - Bileam [Balaam] prophesied con-
cerning Israel). In other words, the term 
‘Spirit of prophecy’ describes a clearly 
delineated situation, namely, the Holy 
Spirit sent from God who imparts the 
prophetic gift to man.”8

The English New Testament scholar 
F. F. Bruce comes to the same conclusion 
and says: “The expression ‘the Spirit 
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19:10

And I fell down at his feet to wor-
ship him,

but he said to me, “You must not 
do that! I am a fellow servant with 
you and your brethren who hold 
the testimony of Jesus. Worship 
God.” For the testimony of Jesus 
is the spirit of prophecy.

22:8, 9

I fell down to worship him at the 
feet of the angel who showed 
them to me;

But he said to me, “You must not 
do that! I am thy fellow servant 
with you and your brethren the 
prophets,

and with those who keep the 
words of this book. Worship God.”
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of prophecy’ is current in post-biblical 
Judaism: it is used, for example, in a 
Targumic circumlocution for the Spirit 
of Yahweh which comes upon this or that 
prophet. Thus the Targum of Jonathan 
renders the opening words of Isaiah 61:1 
as ‘The Spirit of prophecy from before 
the Lord God is upon me.’ The thought 
expressed in Revelation 19:10 is not 
dissimilar to that already quoted from  
1 Peter 1:11 where ‘the Spirit of Christ’ is 
said to have borne advanced testimony 
in the Old Testament prophets. There too 
Jesus is the theme of the witness borne 
by the prophetic Spirit; the prophets 
did not know who the person or what 
the time would be, but at last the secret 
is out: the person is Jesus; the time is 
now. In Revelation 19:10, however, it is 
through Christian prophets that the Spirit 
of prophecy bears witness. What the 
prophets of pre-Christian days foretold 
is proclaimed as an accomplished fact 
by the prophets of the new age, among 
whom John occupies a leading place.”9

Summary of Revelation 
12:17

Returning now to Revelation 12:17, 
we can say that “the remnant of her 
seed . . . keep the commandments of 
God, and have the testimony of Jesus 
Christ,” which is the Spirit of prophecy 
or the prophetic gift. This interpretation 
is strengthened by a study of the Greek 
word echo, meaning “to have.” This 
word indicates possession. They have 
a gift of God—the prophetic gift. If the 
testimony of Jesus were our testimony 
about Jesus, John would have written 
something like this: “They keep the 
commandments of God and testify 
about Jesus,” or “they bear testimony to 
Jesus.” But the Greek work echo is never 
used in the sense “to bear a witness.”10

In summary we can say that the vis-
ible remnant church, which according 
to prophecy exists after the 1,260-day 
period (after 1798), has two specific 
identifying marks: 
a.	 They keep the commandments of 

God, including the Sabbath com-
mand as God has given it.

b.	 They have the testimony of Jesus, 
which is the Spirit of prophecy or 
the prophetic gift in their midst.

The Seventh-day 
Adventist Church

The Seventh-day Adventist Church, 
from its inception in 1863, has always 
claimed these identifying signs for 
itself. As Adventists, we proclaim the 
Ten Commandments, including the 
Sabbath; and we believe that as a 
church we have the testimony of Jesus, 
that is, that God manifested Himself in 
the life and work of Ellen G. White. Thus, 
the Seventh-day Adventist Church is 
a church prophetically foreseen, not 
just one church among many. God has 
called this church into existence for a 
very specific purpose—to proclaim the 
three angels’ messages.

Our pioneers were quite certain 
that the Seventh-day Adventist church 
had become the remnant church of 
Revelation 12:17. G. I. Butler, General 
Conference president from 1871 to 
1888, wrote in an article titled “Visions 
and Dreams”: “Is there then no people 
in whom these conditions combine in 
these last days? We believe they truly 
do in Seventh-day Adventists. They have 
everywhere claimed to be the ‘remnant’ 
church for the last twenty-five years. . . . 

“Do they keep the commandments 
of God? Every one knowing anything 
about this people can answer that this is 
the most important part of their faith. . . . 

“In regard to the spirit of prophecy, 
it is a remarkable fact that from the 
first of their existence as a people, S. 
D. Adventists have claimed that it has 
been in active exercise among them.”11

And we still  believe that the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church exists as 
the visible remnant church and that the 
Spirit of prophecy has become one of 
the identifying marks: “One of the gifts 
of the Holy Spirit is prophecy. This gift 
is an identifying mark of the remnant 
church and was manifested in the 
ministry of Ellen G. White—the Lord’s 
messenger. Her writings are a continu-
ing and authoritative source of truth 

which provide for the church comfort, 
guidance, instruction, and correction. 
They also make clear that the Bible is 
the standard by which all teaching and 
experience must be tested.”12

As Seventh-day Adventists, we are 
members of God’s remnant church. 
However, this identification with the 
remnant church does not accord us an 
exclusive status with God. Salvation is 
not guaranteed through membership 
in any church, even the remnant church. 
We are saved as individuals, not as a 
church. But being a part of God’s rem-
nant church means that we have access 
to God’s special messages through Ellen 
White and that we participate in pro-
claiming God’s end-time message—the 
three angels’ messages—to the world.  
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Sola Scriptura:  
The reformers and Ellen G. White

Post-apostolic Christianity lost 
much of its original biblical 
identity under the paganizing 
influence of Greco-Roman 

culture. In the Alexandrian allegorical 
method, many Christian interpreters 
found enough latitude for their syn-
cretistic accommodation of Scripture 
to popular culture. The acceptance of 
this hermeneutical methodology began 
to erode several Bible doctrines from 
mainstream Christianity. By itself, the 
allegorical method would have driven 
the Christian church into such a plu-
ralistic interpretation of the Scriptures 
that its religious identity would end up 
vanishing completely. But the Church of 
Rome took advantage of this religious 
hermeneutical subjectivism and the 
sociopolitical influence of the Roman 
Empire to establish herself as the only 
true interpreter of Scripture.

Gradually, many extrabiblical 
“apostolic traditions” reshaped the 
interpretation of the Scriptures and 
the teachings of the church. Augustine 
even confessed, “For my part, I should 
not believe the gospel except as 
moved by the authority of the Catholic 
Church.”1 Thomas Aquinas argued 
that “the formal object of faith is the 
First Truth, as manifested in Holy Writ 
and the teaching of the Church, which 
proceeds from the First Truth.”2 Later 
on, the Council of Trent in its fourth 
session (1546) would assert that all 
saving truths and rules of conduct 

are contained “in the written books 
and in the unwritten traditions . . . 
preserved in the Catholic Church.” To 
the “holy mother Church” belongs the 
authority to judge the “true sense and 
interpretation” of the Holy Scriptures.3 
Consequently, ecclesiastic interests 
overruled true faithfulness to the Word 
of God and built up a strong, nonbibli-
cal hermeneutical tradition.

Already, in the Middle Ages, pre-
Reformers such as John Wycliffe, 
John Huss, Jerome of Prague, and the 
Waldenses tried to restore the authority 
of Scripture above religious traditions 
and ecclesiastical decisions. Even 
though much limited in scope, those 
attempts helped pave the way for the 
great hermeneutical and ecclesiastical 
Reformation of the sixteenth century.

This article surveys, briefly, how the 
sixteenth-century Reformers used the 
sola Scriptura principle in response to the 
Roman Catholic claim of being the only 
true interpreter of Scripture and how 
Ellen G. White both reemphasized and 
applied this principle in her expositions 
of Scripture.4 Such concepts can provide 
a useful framework for understanding 
Ellen White’s crucial end-time role in 
uplifting the sola Scriptura principle.

The Protestant response: 
the sola Scriptura 
principle

The sixteenth-century Reformation 
was first and foremost a hermeneutical 

reformation that generated an ecclesi-
astical reformation. One of the leading 
principles of the movement was the 
sola Scriptura principle, which implied 
(1) the theoretical acknowledgment of 
the Scriptures as the only rule of faith 
and practice on religious matters, and 
(2) the practical application of that 
principle in the actual interpretation of 
Scripture. From the theoretical perspec-
tive, Luther stated clearly: “Therefore, 
Scripture is its own light. It is good 
that Scripture interprets itself.”5 At the 
Diet of Worms (1521), Luther affirmed 
that he did “not accept the authority 
of popes and councils, for they have 
contradicted each other.” Unless he 
was “convicted by Scripture and plain 
reason,” he would never recant his 
views.6

John Calvin argued more explic-
itly that “those whom the Holy Spirit 
has inwardly taught truly rest upon 
Scripture,” and that “Scripture indeed is 
self-authenticated; hence, it is not right 
to subject it to proof and reasoning.”7 
Likewise, article 6 of the Thirty-Nine 
Articles of the Church of England (1571) 
reads, “Holy Scripture containeth all 
things necessary to salvation: so that 
whatsoever is not read therein, nor may 
be proved thereby, is not to be required 
of any man, that it should be believed 
as an article of the Faith, or be thought 
requisite or necessary to salvation.”8

But from a practical perspective, 
the Magisterial Reformers did not 
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use the sola Scriptura principle as a 
reason to reject all other sources of 
religious knowledge. Luther not only 
accepted the first Ecumenical Creeds 
and much of the Church Fathers but 
also wrote Luther’s Small Catechism 
(1529) and The Large Catechism (1529). 
Likewise, Calvin wrote his famous 
Institutes of the Christian Religion (1536, 
revised in 1559) and his own Catechism 
(1538). Several other confessions and 
articles of faith were crafted, exposing 
a variety of Protestant beliefs and 
nuances. Furthermore, while Zwingli 
and Carlstadt rejected whatever the 
Bible did not endorse, Luther tended 
to allow whatever the Bible did not 
prohibit.9 Assuming that “whatever 
is not against the Scripture is for the 
Scriptures, and the Scriptures for it,”10 
Luther kept several components of 
the Catholic mass in his own liturgical 
model.11

Different attempts were made to 
define the relationship between the 
inspired Scriptures and other non-
inspired Christian statements and 
writings. For instance, the Lutheran 
Formula of Concord, Solid Declaration 
(1577) suggested “a threefold tier of 
authority”12 comprising (1) the pro-
phetic and apostolic Scriptures of the 
Old and New Testaments, which are 
“the only true standard or norm by 
which all teachers and doctrines are 
to be judged”; (2) “the true Christian 
doctrine” collected from God’s Word 
into the three ecumenical creeds—the 
Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed, and 
the Creed of Athanasius—and the early 
Lutheran confession and doctrinal 
articles; and (3) “other good, useful, 
pure books, expositions of the Holy 
Scriptures, refutations of errors, and 
explanations of doctrinal articles.”13

Luther emphasized the uncondi-
tional authority of Scripture in contrast 
to the relative and conditional authority 
of the theologians of the church. Only a 
derived authority was granted to those 
parts of the tradition of the church 
“which prove to be based on Scripture” 
and to the three ecumenical creeds, 
“because he was convinced that they 
conform to Scripture.”14 Consequently, 

from a Protestant perspective, a creed 
is only a norma normata (secondary 
rule of faith) with “only ecclesiastical 
and therefore relative authority, which 
depends on the measure of its agree-
ment with the Bible,” which is the 
norma normans (primary rule of faith).15

Nonetheless, Alister E. McGrath 
argues that “the only wing of the 
Reformation to apply the scriptura sola 
principle consistently was the radical 
Reformation, or ‘Anabaptism.’ ”16 But 
even the Anabaptists who subscribed 
to the seven articles of the Schleitheim 
Confession (1527) did not go very far in 
the process of restoring biblical truths 
by means of the sola Scriptura principle. 
So the motto “the reformed church, 
always being reformed according to 
the Word of God” (ecclesia reformata, 
semper reformanda, secundum verbum 
Dei)17 should remain the enduring 
principle of those who want to carry 
on the restoration process started by 
the Protestant Reformation. 

Instead of  carr ying on such 
endeavors, many post-Reformation 
Protestants and Evangelicals began 
to embrace alternative hermeneutics 
that overshadowed the wide-ranging 
sola Scriptura principle and a more 
specific historicist interpretation of 
Bible prophecies. Those alternatives 
included the Roman Catholic futurist 
and preterist interpretations of Bible 
prophecy; the liberal historical-critical 
swiping away of the supernatural 
element of Scripture; and the dispen-
sational fragmentation of the overall 
unity of the Scriptures. Each of these 
used a human principle in place of 
the Bible, thus distorting or even 
destroying the sola Scriptura principle. 
During the 20th century, several social-
scientific hermeneutics would appear 
on the scene, challenging even further 
the sola Scriptura principle.

Ellen G. White’s emphasis 
on the sola Scriptura 
principle

Many nineteenth-century North 
American restorationists and revivalists 
emphasized the need to rediscover 
some teachings of the apostolic church. 

But no other contemporary religious 
movement so consistently applied the 
sola Scriptura principle for restoring 
Bible truth as did Sabbath keeping 
Adventists (founders of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church). Crucial in this 
process was the prophetic ministry of 
Ellen G. White, which, without replacing 
or overshadowing the Bible (as some 
critics claim), actually leads people 
to an unconditional commitment to 
the Bible as its own expositor. This is 
evident in both her counsels on how 
Scripture should be interpreted and the 
way she actually interpreted it.

Without mentioning by name the 
futurist and preterist theories, White 
upheld the Protestant historicist iden-
tification of the papacy as the “little 
horn” of Daniel 7:8, 11, 21, 22, 24–26; 
8:9–14, the antichrist of 2 Thessalonians 
2:1–12, and the beast from the sea of 
Revelation 13:1–9.18 She also endorsed 
the view of the 1,260 symbolic days of 
Revelation 11:3 and 12:6 (cf. Dan. 7:25; 
Rev. 11:2; 12:14; 13:5) as the period of 
papal supremacy between a.d. 538 and 
1798.19

On the other hand, Ellen White 
warned forcefully that faith in the Bible 
was “as effectually destroyed by the 
higher criticism and speculation . . . as 
it was by tradition and rabbinism in the 
days of Christ.”20 She explained further, 
“The work of higher criticism, in dis-
secting, conjecturing, reconstructing, is 
destroying faith in the Bible as a divine 
revelation. It is robbing God’s word of 
power to control, uplift, and inspire 
human lives.”21

In contrast to the dispensationalist 
theory of splitting Bible history into 
several (usually seven) distinct dis-
pensations, Ellen White spoke of two 
dispensations (the Old and the New 
Testaments), connected to each other 
by a typological interrelationship. She 
declared, “There is no such contrast as 
is often claimed to exist between the 
Old and the New Testament, the law 
of God and the gospel of Christ, the 
requirements of the Jewish and those 
of the Christian dispensation. Every 
soul saved in the former dispensation 
was saved by Christ as verily as we are 
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saved by Him today. Patriarchs and 
prophets were Christians. The gospel 
promise was given to the first pair in 
Eden, when they had by transgression 
separated themselves from God. The 
gospel was preached to Abraham. 
The Hebrews all drank of that spiritual 
Rock, which was Christ.”22

Recognizing the existence of “dif-
ferent degrees of development” of 
God’s revelation to meet the needs 
of people in the different ages, White 
argues that in both dispensations 
“God’s claims are the same” and “the 
principles of His government are the 
same.”23 “The Old Testament is the 
gospel in figures and symbols. The 
New Testament is the substance. One 
is as essential as the other.”24

Besides disclaiming the herme-
neutical alternatives mentioned 
above, Ellen White also provided other 
insightful hints for a sola Scriptura 
interpretation of the Bible. Speaking 
of the Bible as “its own expositor,” she 
highlighted that the Bible should be 
studied within the framework of the 
great cosmic-historical controversy 
between God and Satan.25 She fur-
thered also a proper balance between 
the exegetical study of a given pas-
sage26 and its interpretation in the light 
of the analogy of Scripture.27

Reiterating elsewhere her empha-
sis on the analogy of Scripture, Ellen 
White confirmed its positive outcome: 
“The Bible is its own interpreter, one 
passage explaining another. By com-
paring scriptures referring to the same 
subjects, you will see beauty and 
harmony of which you have never 
dreamed.”28 These concepts informed 
the way she actually used the sola 
Scriptura principle to interpret the 
Bible.

Ellen G. White’s use of the 
sola Scriptura principle

The fact that Ellen White did not 
do a modern exegetical analysis of the 
Bible text should never be used to dis-
claim her expositions of Scripture. Her 
use of Scripture is indeed a prophetic 
one, unfolding in many cases the 
inner motivations of the individuals 

involved and the spiritual struggles 
that were taking place behind the 
scenes. Furthermore, Ellen White’s 
own expositions of Scripture were 
in harmony with the sola Scriptura 
principle, allowing the Bible to be its 
own interpreter.

While many critics of the Bible 
questioned the historicity of Genesis 
1–11 and denied its miracles, Ellen 
White remained in line with the Bible 
prophets who confirmed the historic-
ity and reliability of those accounts. 
For example, as the historicity of the 
creation accounts (Gen. 1; 2) was 
confirmed by other texts of both the 
Old Testament (Ps. 33:6–9; 94:9; 95:4, 
5; 121:2; 136:5–9; 146:5, 6; 148:1–5; Isa. 
40:26) and the New (Acts 17:24–26; Col. 
1:15, 16; Heb. 4:4, 10; Rev. 14:7), Ellen 
White also confirmed it.29 The Bible 
refers to the fall of Adam and Eve at 
the instigation of the serpent (Gen. 3) 
as literal (Rom. 5:12, 14, 18, 19; 2 Cor.  
11:3; Rev. 12:9), and Ellen White 
understood it likewise.30 Both the Old 
Testament (Ps. 104:6–9) and the New 
(Matt. 24:37–39; Heb. 11:7; 1 Pet. 3:20; 
2 Pet. 2:5; 3:6), consider the story of 
Noah and the universal flood (Gen. 
6–8) literal; so did Ellen White.31

As the destruction of Sodom and 
Gomorrah (Gen. 19:23–29) was under-
stood as a historical event by the Old 
Testament (Deut. 29:23; Isa. 13:19; Jer. 
49:18; 50:40; Amos 4:11) and the New 
(Luke 17:28, 29; 2 Pet. 2:6–8; Jude 7), 
so did Ellen White.32 The historicity of 
the miracles related to the Exodus and 
the pilgrimage in the wilderness were 
confirmed by other passages not only of 
the Old Testament (Pss. 66:6; 78:10–55; 
105:26–45; 106:7–33; 136:10–16; Mal. 
4:4) but also of the New (Acts 7:17–44; 
Heb. 11:22–30); so did Ellen White.33 The 
story of Jonah in the belly of the great 
fish (Jonah 1:17; 2:10) really happened 
as recorded in the Bible, according to 
Jesus (Matt. 12:39–41) and as affirmed 
by Ellen White.34

In contrast to the critical attempts 
to discover the “historical Jesus” 
(Albert Schweitzer) and to “demy-
thologize” the four Gospels (Rudolf 
Bultmann), Ellen White recognized 

the Gospel narratives and miracles as 
historical. Her classic book The Desire 
of Ages35 builds up trust in the way 
Jesus and His ministry are portrayed 
in the canonical Gospels and provides 
many helpful insights into those narra-
tives. This book is a good example of 
her commitment to the sola Scriptura 
principle in studying the Bible and 
expounding its message.

Concluding remarks
One should realize that Ellen 

White’s commitment to the sola 
Scriptura principle is not acceptable 
to those who read the Bible from 
any other hermeneutical perspec-
tive, who deny any post-canonical 
manifestation of the gift of prophecy 
or who even disagree with her expo-
sitions of Bible doctrines. But at a 
time when Christianity is divided into 
many conflicting schools of biblical 
interpretation and into 45,000 different 
Christian “denominations” (by mid-
2014),36 Ellen White’s writings function 
as “a divine prophetic filter,” able to 
remove false interpretations artificially 
imposed on the Bible,37 allowing it to 
interpret itself and touch our lives with 
its transforming message.  
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Christ’s incarnation:  
Testing the prophets

Conflicts between true and 
false prophets were com-
mon in biblical times, and 
the result was often confu-

sion. In order to protect His people 
from deception, the Lord instructed 
them on ways to distinguish between 
the genuine and the false (for example, 
Deut. 13:1, 2; 18:22; Jer. 28:8, 9; Matt. 
7:16, 17). 

In this article, I will apply one of 
these tests to the prophetic ministry 
of Ellen G. White. I have chosen this 
particular one because of its unique 
theological emphasis on the Christian 
doctrine of the Incarnation: “Test the 
spirits to see whether they are from 
God, for many false prophets have 
gone out into the world. By this you 
know the Spirit of God: every spirit that 
confesses that Jesus Christ has come 
in the flesh is from God; and every 
spirit that does not confess Jesus is not 
from God” (1 John 4:1–3, ESV). John 
refers to prophets who deny that the 
Son of God became flesh, or human.

The evaluating instrument is the 
apostolic teaching preserved for us in 
the New Testament. There are at least 
three elements of the doctrine of the 
Incarnation that we need to explore: 
its uniqueness, nature, and purpose. 
What does Scripture teach about these 
elements, and what does Ellen White 
say about them in harmony with the 
Word?

The uniqueness of the 
Incarnation

When the angel announced to Mary 
that she would conceive in her “womb 
and bear a son,” she immediately 
asked, “ ‘How can this be, since I am a 
virgin?’ ” (Luke 1:34, NASB). She knew 
enough about the process of human 
procreation to perceive that such a 
thing was impossible. The answer 
of the angel appears enigmatic: The 
Incarnation is not about the biological 
laws of human conception but about 
the power of God working through the 
Spirit. God is going to perform within 
Mary a cosmic singularity. Inside her, 
the Son of God will be incarnated, 
becoming a human being.

The statement of the angel shrouded 
the Incarnation in a deep mystery. Thus, 
the question of Mary, How can a virgin be 
pregnant? becomes for us, How could 
God become human? The Bible does 
not attempt to answer that question. 
Indeed, John simply reaffirms the fact 
of revelation: “The Word [the Son of 
God] became flesh” (John 1:14). We face 
here what is probably the most daring 
statement ever found in the history of 
human thought. If it is true, and it is true, 
this changes everything on Earth and in 
the cosmos. The idea was inconceivable 
to the Greeks and for those influenced by 
their philosophy. Some Christians found 
the idea embarrassing and preferred to 
speak about a Christ that, in appearance, 

became human but that, in reality, was 
not human (that is, Docetism). These are 
identified by John as false prophets. The 
rationalism of the Enlightenment found 
the idea of the Incarnation extremely 
offensive, even repulsive, and concluded 
that Incarnation was a remnant of the 
mythological thinking of the apostolic 
church. But the witness of the New 
Testament remains: “The Word became 
flesh.” 

The New Testament clearly estab-
lishes that the incarnation of God in 
human flesh is a “mystery.” Paul looked 
into this topic and exclaimed: “Great 
is the mystery [mustērion, “secret” or 
“mystery”] of godliness: He . . . was 
revealed in the flesh” (1 Tim. 3:16).1 
Ellen G. White, with prophetic author-
ity, reaffirms the biblical teaching, 
saying, “The incarnation of Christ is 
the mystery of all mysteries.”2 We find 
it incomprehensible to us that the 
Second Member of the Godhead would 
leave His glorious throne at the center 
of the cosmos to become a human 
being born of a woman. In a unique 
way, God indeed entered the world, the 
experience, and the life of a creature. He 
became an earthling. 

White takes us inside the miracle 
itself and, with prophetic insight, 
emphasizes its cosmic incomprehensi-
bility: “Christ, at an infinite cost, by a 
painful process, mysterious to angels 
as well as to men, assumed humanity. 
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Hiding His divinity, laying aside His glory, 
He was born a babe in Bethlehem.”3 
No attempt exists to delve into the 
process itself; instead, with prophetic 
authority, she states that the process 
was painful to God. She adds that the 
Incarnation is “too deep for the human 
mind to explain, or even fully to compre-
hend.”4 Indeed, the incarnation of the 
Word remains a mystery, but its reality 
remains unquestionable and should be 
used to identify false prophecy.

The nature of the 
Incarnation

Although the mystery as such 
remains beyond our full comprehen-
sion, we can understand something 
about it. 

First, in Christ we find two natures—
the human and the divine. “For in 
Him [Christ] all the fullness of Deity 
dwells in bodily form” (Col. 2:9, NASB). 
The human nature did not become 
divine, and neither did the divine nature 
become a human nature. There exists 
no communication of properties, or 
consubstantiality, in the two natures; 
each retained its distinctiveness. He 
remained divine and human as one 
person. This idea, widely affirmed by 
the Christian world, also is reaffirmed 
by Ellen White: “His finite nature was 
pure and spotless, but the divine nature 
. . . was not humanized; neither was 
humanity deified by the blending or 
union of the two natures; each retained 
its essential character and proper-
ties.”5 The mysterious union of the two 
natures makes it possible for us to be 
reconciled to God (2 Cor. 5:19). 

Second, because there were two 
natures, there were two wills in the 
one person of Christ—the human will 
and the divine will. But the human 
will was characterized by a constant 
disposition to submit to the divine 
one. In Gethsemane, Jesus speaks 
to the Father, saying, “  ‘My Father, if 
this cannot pass away unless I drink 
it, Your will be done’  ” (Matt. 26:42, 
NASB). The human will expresses its full 
submission to the divine. The thought 
becomes trumpeted by Ellen White as 
she reaffirms the Incarnation: “In Christ 

there was a subjection of the human to 
the divine.”6 

Third, the union of the two natures 
in one person lives on as a permanent 
one. The Word became flesh and will 
remain human forever. He was born as 
a human being from a woman (Gal. 4:4) 
and lived His whole life in the flesh (Heb. 
5:7). He was crucified and resurrected, 
and He ascended to heaven with our 
glorified human nature, and there He 
intercedes for us before the Father: 
“For there is one God, and one Mediator 
between God and men [anthrōpōn, 
“human beings”], the Man [anthrōpos, 
“human being”] Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 
2:5, NKJV). John clarifies that, at His 
return, Jesus Christ is coming in the 
flesh (2 John 7).7 The Incarnation was 
never suspended and will never be 
suspended. Paul says that once the 
cosmic conflict is over, all things will 
be subjected again to the Father, and 
“the Son Himself also will be subjected 
to the One who subjected all things 
to Him, so that God may be all in all” 
(1 Cor. 15:28, NASB). Christ’s sacrifice 
remains an eternal one. 

Ellen White, in support of the bibli-
cal teaching and as a true prophet of 
God, declares, “In taking our nature, the 
Saviour has bound Himself to humanity 
by a tie that is never to be broken. 
Through the eternal ages He is linked 
with us. . . . He gave Him to the fallen 
race. To assure us of His immutable 
counsel of peace, God gave His only-
begotten Son to become one of the 
human family, forever to retain His 
human nature.”8 

Purpose of the 
Incarnation

Since the Incarnation cannot be 
separated from what God accomplished 
through it for us, it centers on the most 
majestic cosmic revelation of the love 
of God (1 John 4:8–11). He came into 
a world deeply damaged by sin and 
devoid of even one righteous person 
(Rom. 3:10, 11). He came into a house 
of bondage, evil, and corruption. To 
this despicable place the incarnate God 
came to live a life of absolute submis-
sion to the Father and did so in order 
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to show us the goodness of God. White 
states, “To this sin-darkened earth 
He came to reveal the light of God’s 
love,—to be ‘God with us.’ ”9

According to Paul, through the 
Incarnation, the Son of God experienced 
the kenosis, but without losing any 
of His divine attributes, He became a 
servant of God. He who was God “emp-
tied Himself [kenoō, ‘to make empty’], 
taking the form of a bond-servant, 
and being made in the likeness of men  
. . . He humbled Himself by becoming 
obedient” to God (Phil. 2:7, 8, NASB). 
In doing this, Jesus revealed that only 
in union with and in submission to 

God can humans achieve fullness of 
life and well-being, thus unmasking 
the damaging effect of Adam’s rebel-
lion. The goodness of the divine will 
is substantiated by Ellen White: “The 
law of love being the foundation of the 
government of God, the happiness of 
all created beings depended upon their 
perfect accord with its great principles 
of righteousness.”10 

With Jesus coming to undo the 
rebellion of Adam, His whole life was one 
of submission to the Father: “ ‘ “Behold, I 
have come . . . to do Your will, O God” ’ ” 
(Heb. 10:7). John, referring to the 
exemplifying life of Christ, challenges 
believers to “walk in the same manner as 
He walked” (1 John 2:6). White reaffirms 
John’s statement adding, “He came not 
to our world to give the obedience of a 
lesser God to a greater, but as a man to 
obey God’s Holy Law, and in this way 
He is our example.”11 God’s will was of 
paramount importance for Jesus and He 
reveals that the divine will always seeks 

what would be good for humans. Since 
His will is summarized in the law of love, 
the Decalogue, Christ submitted to it. 

When Satan attempted to get Jesus 
to worship him, the incarnated Lord 
immediately quoted the first command-
ment of the Decalogue (Matt 4:10). He 
obeyed all of them. This means, then, 
that the incarnated God worshiped on 
the seventh-day Sabbath, calling us to 
follow Him in fellowship with Him and 
with the Father. In everything He did, 
He was our model for an upright and 
virtuous life. Because we should be 
baptized, He was baptized, because we 
should pray, He prayed, and because 

we should serve God and others, He 
served God and others. Because we 
should love our enemies, He loved His 
enemies and prayed for them. Because 
we should rest on the Sabbath, He 
rested on the Sabbath. He became 
human to show us the goodness of God 
manifested in a life of submission to 
Him. White comments that “in His life 
on earth, Christ developed a perfect 
character, He rendered perfect obedi-
ence to His Father’s commandments. 
In coming to the world in human form . 
. . He did not become a sinner.”12 Adam 
disobeyed God, but the new Adam 
submitted to Him and gives us the 
power to follow Him.

Incarnation and sacrifice
But the love of God was particularly 

manifested in Christ’s obedience unto 
death (Phil. 2:8). God became human 
in order to battle, on this planet, the 
forces of evil. He fearlessly faced and 
defeated them throughout His life, but 

it was on the cross that their defeat was 
final. He became human in order to die; 
not to die as we, naturally, die but to die 
in order to bring death to an end. He 
killed death through His death, and, in 
doing this, He revealed the magnitude 
of God’s love. “For the Son of Man did 
not come to be served, but to serve, 
and to give His life a ransom for many” 
(Mark 10:45). “Looking unto Jesus,” 
White comments, “we see that it is the 
glory of our God to give.”13

He died because He took upon 
Himself the sins of the human race and 
experienced our eternal death. Death 
prevails as essentially separation and 
brings with it intense pain. The Son 
of God, in human flesh, went up to 
the cross and experienced the divine 
abandonment that should be ours, 
and He did it in order for us to have fel-
lowship with God. He experienced the 
inexpressible pain of God forsakenness: 
“My God, my God, why have you for-
saken me?” (Matt. 27:46). White unfolds 
some of the meaning of such a tragedy 
saying, “Christ’s heart was pierced by 
a far sharper pain than that caused by 
the nails driven into His hands and feet. 
He was bearing the sins of the whole 
world, enduring our punishment—the 
wrath of God against transgression. His 
trial involved the fierce temptation of 
thinking that He was forsaken by God. 
His soul was tortured by the pressure of 
great darkness, lest He should swerve 
from His uprightness during the terrible 
ordeal.”14 With penetrating prophetic 
insight she adds, “God suffered with 
His Son, as the divine Being alone could 
suffer, in order that the world might 
become reconciled to Him.”15 

Only the incarnate God could 
accomplish this most amazing task as 
our substitute: “Justice demanded the 
sufferings of a man. Christ, equal with 
God, gave the sufferings of a God. He 
needed no atonement. His suffering 
was not for any sin he had committed; 
it was for man—all for man; and his free 
pardon is accessible to all.”16 This was 
indeed a majestic revelation of God’s 
self-sacrificing love. It is in the Cross that 
we reach the very heart of the incarna-
tion of God; the fullness of divine kenosis. 

Á N G E L  M A N U E L  R O D R Í G U E Z

“God suffered with His Son, as the 
divine Being alone could suffer, in 

order that the world might become 
reconciled to Him.”
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He descended to the very depths of 
death and came out Conqueror.

Conclusion
Summarizing, we could say that 

a true prophet will confirm and even 
deepen the significance of the incarna-
tion of the Son of God. This has become 
an inscrutable mystery about which we 
know little. He permanently became 
a creature, an earthling, to reveal to 
us the character of God. As a human, 
He lived the life that we should live 
in order for us to fully enjoy it. In His 
obedience we see our call to follow the 
incarnated Lord in order to make this 
planet a better place by loving Him and 
each other. In His obedience unto death 
on a cross we find our only way back to 
God through forgiveness. These biblical 
insights into the Incarnation are reaf-
firmed and deepened in the writings of 
Ellen G. White and give more evidence 
of her prophetic calling.   

	 1	 In the New Testament, the Greek term mustērion 

refers to God’s plan of salvation that had been hidden 
in God for ages (Eph. 3:9) but that now has been 
revealed in Christ who is Himself the “mystery of 
God” (Col. 2:2; 4:3). In 1 Timothy 3:16 the mystery of 
godliness “is the Christ-event, as it is described in the 
following hymn . . . from the cosmic perspective of 
the incarnation and exaltation and its proclamation.” 
H. Krämer, “Mustērion mystery, secret,” in Exegetical 
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Balz and Gerhard Schneider (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 1990), 448, 449. The fullness of the 
revelation and understanding of this transcendental 
mystery is for the believer a task to be accomplished 
(see Eph. 3:14–19). 

	 2	 Ellen G. White, The Faith I Live By (Washington, DC: 
Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1973), 48. She also 
wrote, “The incarnation of Christ has ever been, 
and will ever remain a mystery.” Ellen G. White, in 
Francis D. Nichol, ed., Seventh-day Adventist Bible 
Commentary, vol. 5 (Washington, DC: Review and 
Herald Pub. Assn., 1978), 1128, 1129.  

	 3	 Nichol, Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary, vol. 
7, 915; cf. ibid., vol. 5, 1129; Ellen G. White, The Desire 
of Ages (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 
1940), 48. She also states that “it was the marvel of 
all the universe that Christ should humble Himself to 
save fallen man. That He who had passed from star 
to star, from world to world, superintending all, by 
His providence supplying the needs of every order of 
being in His vast creation—that He should consent 
to leave His glory and take upon Himself human 
nature, was a mystery which the sinless intelligences 
of other worlds desired to understand.” Ellen G. White, 

Patriarchs and Prophets (Washington, DC: Review and 
Herald Pub. Assn., 1958), 69.

	 4	 Ellen G. White, Steps to Christ (Mountain View, CA: 
Pacific Press Pub. Assn, 1956), 106.

	 5	 Ellen G. White, Manuscript Releases (Silver Spring, MD: 
Ellen G. White Estate, 1981–1983), 16:182.

	 6	 Ellen G. White, “The Vine and the Branches,” Review 
and Herald, Nov. 9, 1897, 705.

	 7	 The meaning of the present participle, in contrast 
to the perfect in 1 John 4:2, has been a matter of 
debate among scholars but it could be understood as 
conveying a future meaning and therefore referring 
to the second coming of Christ; see Georg Strecker, 
The Johannine Letters: A Commentary on 1, 2, and 3, 
John, Hermeneia (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1995), 
232–236. 

	 8	 White, The Desire of Ages, 25. 
	 9	 Ibid., 19.
	10	 Ellen G. White, The Great Controversy (Mountain View, 

CA: Pacific Press Pub. Assn., 1950), 493.
	11	 Ellen G. White, Selected Messages, bk. 3 (Washington, 

DC: Review and Herald Pub. Assn., 1980), 140. She 
also wrote, “As one of us He was to give an example of 
obedience. For this He took upon Himself our nature, 
and passed through our experiences.”  White, The 
Desire of Ages, 24.

	12	 White, Selected Messages, bk. 3, 133.
	13	 White, The Desire of Ages, 21.
	14	 White, Selected Messages, bk. 3, 132.
	15	 Ellen G. White, “Satan’s Malignity Against Christ and 

His People,” Review and Herald, Oct. 22, 1895, 674.
	16	 Ellen G. White, “Christ Our Sacrifice,” Review and 

Herald, Sept. 21, 1886, 593.

Total non–church member 
involvement 

“LORD . . . give me an 
undivided heart”  
(Psalm 86:11, NIV).

In the woods, near the top of one of 
Rwanda’s thousand hills, Adventist 

Development and Relief Agency (ADRA) 
staff cleared trees and built a simple 
structure where the people in the vil-
lage of Mukuyu could come to learn 
about God’s everlasting gospel. This 
structure was one of 2,227 Total Member 
Involvement (TMI) preaching sites 
throughout Rwanda in May 2016.

Down in the Batsinda sector of 
Kigali, ADRA workers prepared another 
preaching site. A call was made to ADRA 
Rwanda’s staff for personal donations 

to pay for preparing these two ADRA-
managed sites. They raised $4,000. 
Why did they give liberally out of their 
pockets? ADRA money could not be 
used to fund evangelistic meetings. 
These personal donations also paid for 
electrical equipment, sound systems, 
toilets, benches, Bibles, and other 
discipling materials. 

ADRA Rwanda has a total of 290 
on staff, and less than 10 percent 
are Adventist  Church members. 
Furthermore, 60 percent of the $4,000 
contributed came from the non-church 
members! During the meetings they 
were also heavily involved in present-
ing health talks, distributing shoes 
and scholastic materials, setting up 

electronic equipment, and transporting 
baptismal candidates to the baptism 
sites. Most of the non-church member 
staff bought the TMI T-shirts as well.  

As I observed the heavy involvement 
and whole-hearted service of these 
non-church members, I asked myself: Do 
I serve God with all my heart like they do? 
(Psalm 86:11). What about you?

—May-Ellen Colón, PhD, serves as director of Adventist 
Community Services, General Conference, and 
special liaison to ADRA International, Silver Spring, 
Maryland, United States

Tell us what you think about this article. Email MinistryMagazine@gc.adventist.org or visit www.facebook.com/MinistryMagazine.
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The Gift of Prophecy in Scripture and History 
edited by Alberto R. Timm and Dwain N. Esmond, Silver Spring, MD: Review and Herald Pub. 

Assn., 2016

The editors of this volume are 
both associate directors of the 
Ellen G. White Estate, and the 

chapters were originally presented 
as papers during the International 
Gift of Prophecy Symposium held at 
Andrews University, October 15–18, 
2015. In addition to the papers, the 
book includes four appendices that 
function as exhibits of the various 
officially voted and published historical 
witnesses to Seventh-day Adventism’s 
belief in the inspired, authoritative, 
prophetic writings of Ellen G. White 
and a sermon by the current General 
Conference president, Ted N. C. Wilson, 
who clearly affirmed his personal faith 
in the ministry of Ellen White.

This reviewer personally partici-
pated in the conference as a spectator 
and very much appreciated the thought-
ful care and planning that went into the 
event, and these published papers 
reflect the same care of the organizers. 
This was a conference designed to 
reaffirm the faith of the Seventh-day 
Adventist church in the validity of Ellen 
White’s prophetic ministry. The papers, 
presented by leading Adventist scholars 
(biblical, theological, and historical) 
and administrators, attempted to meet 
both the long-lingering and the more 
recent challenges to Ellen White’s “pro-
phetic” claims and ministry.

 The first two articles, presented 
by Jiří Moskala and Ekkehardt Mueller, 
set a serious, scholarly tone for the 
symposium and were challenging 
treatments of the phenomena of the 
“prophetic voice” in both the Old 
and New Testaments of the biblical 
canon. The interested reader is urged 
to persevere in reading through these 
important surveys regarding the way 
that canonical prophetic revelation 

has been manifest. I was particularly 
impressed with Moskala’s treatment of 
the question, “Can an Old Testament 
prophet err?” (33–43). This nuanced 
and realistic essay is worth the price 
of the book. 

There were two other presentations 
that were particularly helpful, at least 
for my interests: The first was Richard 
Davidson’s “Ellen White’s Insights Into 
Scripture in Light of the Original Biblical 
Languages” (155–170). Davidson’s own 
journey had been one of doubt in the 
prophetic reliability of Ellen White’s 
ministry, but seeing the manner in 
which she has demonstrated surprising 
exegetical insight into the meaning of 
Old Testament scripture has played 
an affirming role in his faith not only 
in Ellen White but also in the deeper 
meaning of Scripture. Davidson clearly 
made the point that Scripture does not 

have to be read through Ellen G. White 
lenses, but it has certainly been a bless-
ing in understanding the living Word.

The second presentation that 
caught my attention was Jud Lake’s 
“Ellen White’s Use of Extrabiblical 
Sources” (320–336). Lake has risen to 
prominence for his solid defense of 
the legitimacy of Ellen White’s minis-
try against a host of attacks by Ellen 
White’s detractors, and one of the 
key charges has been that she was a 
literary plagiarist. His piece exhibits a 
gracious but able summation of the 
nature of these charges and a collec-
tive, sensible response to them. One 
interesting insight that he made was 
the importance of the contribution that 
the late Roger Coon made in framing 
many of these responses and how 
they have been a key source not only 
for Lake’s own work but also for other 
key defenders of Ellen White (including 
Denis Fortin and Jerry Moon, editors of 
The Ellen White Encyclopedia [Review 
and Herald Pub. Assn., 2014]).

I would urge scholars, pastors, 
church administrators, and local elders 
to obtain a copy of this solid work for 
their personal libraries. In fact, it should 
take its place alongside not only the The 
Ellen White Encyclopedia but also the 
recently released symposium on Ellen 
White edited by Merlin D. Burt titled 
Understanding Ellen White (Pacific Press 
Pub. Assn., 2015). If you are interested 
in substantive writings that address 
key issues but work affirmatively to 
vindicate the prophetic authenticity 
of Ellen White, these are three must 
acquisitions for your personal and 
church library.
—Woodrow W. Whidden, II, PhD, emeritus professor 

of religion, Andrews University, Berrien Springs, 

Michigan, United States.  

R E S O U R C E S
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 Austria: Ellen G. White Research Center opens on anniversary of 
White’s death

Bern, Switzerland—A new Ellen G. 
White Research Center opened at 

Bogenhofen Seminary in Austria, July 
16, 2016, the 101st anniversary of the 
death of the cofounder of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church.

The new research center is the 20th 
worldwide and the first for the German-
speaking countries of Central Europe: 
Austria, Switzerland, Liechtenstein, 
and Germany. It aims to help a new 
generation in Europe gain a greater 
appreciation for White and her ministry, 
church leaders said.

“The new research center will pro-
vide exceptional insights into our early 
Adventist history and will be an invalu-
able resource to strengthen our identity 
and foster a new sense for our unique 
mission,” said Erhard Biró, president 
of the church’s Baden-Wuerttemberg 
Conference in southern Germany.

The research center’s director is 
Markus Kutzschbach, who also holds 

a position as an executive director of 
Adventist Heritage Ministry, an entity 
that works closely with the Ellen G. 
White Estate to secure the Adventist 
past for the future and maintain his-
toric Adventist sites in North America, 
Europe, and elsewhere.

The opening of the new research 
center coincided with the first Gift of 
Prophecy symposium in the Adventist 
Church’s Inter-European-Division. For 
three days, nine scholars from the 
White Estate, the Biblical Research 
Institute, Andrews University, and 
Bogenhofen Seminary shared their 
research and insights into the theol-
ogy, ministry, and life of White.

“ T h e  s y m p o s i u m  w a s  v e r y 
valuable because of the excellent 
presentations and personal testimo-
nies of the speakers,” said Christian 
Grassl, president of the Austrian 
Union of Churches Conference in 
Austria.

Attendees were able to pur-
chase copies of two books—The Gift 
of Prophecy in Scripture and History, 
edited by Alberto R. Timm and Dwain 
N. Esmond, and Glimpses Into the Life 
of Ellen White, by James Nix—that were 
newly translated into German from 
English and released by the seminary.

Participants expressed delight with 
the information that they learned. “I 
came to the symposium because in my 
home church I did not hear much about 
Ellen White, and if people talked about 
her, they did so in a very one-sided and 
critical manner or they used her in an 
extremist way,” said a participant from 
Germany. “I wanted to hear from people 
who are knowledgeable about Ellen 
White, and they did not disappoint me. 
My questions were answered, and I am 
returning to my home and church with 
joy, new enthusiasm, and a greater 
appreciation of Ellen White and her won-
derful ministry.” [Frank Hasel/EUDNews] 

 Totally blind professor helps make 
studying the Bible easier for the blind

Orlando, Florida—More and more 
blind people have dreams that 

involve studying the Bible in the 
original languages. Such a journey 
presents some most difficult obstacles. 
Developing ways to overcome these 
obstacles has been the work of the 
Semitic Scholars group, three blind 
or visually impaired individuals who 
have recently won the top prize in the 
2016 Dr. Jacob Bolotin Awards from the 
National Federation of the Blind. 

In 2010 I, Ray McAllister, became the 
first totally blind person to earn a PhD in 
Hebrew Bible. To do this, I needed docu-
ments of the biblical text that a blind 

person could read but that had more 
technical characters and markings than 
the standard braille Greek and Hebrew 
original language texts provided. After I 
had graduated, I turned my attention to 
solving this problem. I developed coding 
for the symbols not already set up in 
braille. Once I developed these symbols, 
I needed to have them peer reviewed. 

Sarah Blake LaRose, a professional 
braille transcriber and professor of 
Hebrew, provided guidance to help 
me complete a system that I could use 
to prepare texts that the blind could 
use, converting the Aleppo Hebrew 
Bible, accents and all, into braille. I also 

D A T E L I N E

Matthew Yeater, Sarah Blake LaRose, and  Ray McAllister 
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converted many other Hebrew docu-
ments, Semitic inscriptions, and Greek 
documents into braille. Then, In 2014 
I wrote a Hebrew course for the blind 
that addresses many difficulties the 
blind have in learning Braille Hebrew 
and what they should know about how 
Hebrew works for sighted eyes.

In 2014 I began collaborating with 
Duxbury Systems, a company that 
produces software, to convert docu-
ments of various languages into braille. 
I began working closely with Matthew 

Yeater, the current president of the 
National Federation of the Blind of 
Michiana. Mr. Yeater and I set up the 
code for Syriac in braille, and I coded 
Coptic. Syriac is similar to Hebrew but 
uses a different alphabet. Coptic is a 
late form of Egyptian but has letters 
based on Greek. 

It is now possible to use Duxbury to 
convert many ancient texts to braille. 
Recently I have begun converting pub-
lic domain Greek works of Plato and 
Aristotle into braille.

My dreams for the future of this 
project are simple. I wish to have 
more texts in these and more related 
ancient languages in braille formats 
for the blind. I will be testing my 
Hebrew course this fall at Dubuque 
University in Iowa, teaching it by 
distance education. It is my prayer 
to negotiate with scholars around 
the world so I can have access to the 
text materials I need. For more infor-
mation, visit http://bit.ly/2bOGLnF.  
[Ray McAllister] 

 In the Bahamas, former Adventist leader laid to rest in state-
recognized funeral

Nassau,  Bahamas—A former 
president of the former Bahamas 

Conference in the former West Indies 
Union of the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church, Pastor Silas N. McKinney, was 
laid to rest in a state-recognized funeral. 
High-ranking government officials and 
church leaders were in attendance. 
Pastor McKinney died July 16, 2016, 
after battling an illness for several years. 
He was 89.

Prime Minister of the Bahamas 
Right Honorable Perry G. Christie 

congratulated the Adventist Church for 
being a “major contributor in how the 
church should interact with the state 
and for being a strong advocate for 
religious liberty,” an accomplishment 
started by Pastor McKinney.

Known as a true evangelist, a 
champion for the cause of Jesus, and 
a vibrant church leader, McKinney 
was the first Bahamian president of 
the church in the Bahamas. McKinney 
served the church for more than 
41 years as district pastor, mission 

president, conference president, and 
union president. He also served as 
chairman of the West Indies College, 
now Northern Caribbean University 
(NCU), and Andrews Memorial Hospital 
in Jamaica.

Pastor McKinney is survived by 
his wife Ruth, whom he was married 
to for 60 years, and their four chil-
dren, six grandchildren, and one great 
granddaughter.

[John Garcia/Inter-American Division 
Staff with Nigel Coke]

 Nationwide mourning for late leader of Adventist church in 
Papua New Guinea

Silver Spring, Maryland, United 
States—The death of the fifty-four-

year-old president of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church’s Papua New Guinea 
Union Mission, Geoffrey Pomaleu, 
prompted nationwide mourning. 
Pomaleu’s body was flown around 
Papua New Guinea (PNG) for seven 
funerals over four days, the Papua 
New Guinea Today news site reported. 
“The people of PNG are very sad, and 

the hope of the resurrection of all the 
believers when Jesus returns is very 
real to them,” said Glenn Townend, 
president of the Adventist Church’s 
South Pacific Division.

Pomaleu, a longtime church admin-
istrator who was elected president of 
the Papua New Guinea Union Mission 
in September 2015, died in a hospital in 
Lae on July 4, 2016, a day after collaps-
ing at a camp for pastors’ children. The 

cause of death was an internal infection 
complicated by heart trouble and other 
health issues, Papua New Guinea Today 
reported.

His first funeral service was held in 
Lae, followed by services in Port Moresby 
and the country’s third-largest city, 
Mount Hagen. After services in Madang, 
Hoskins, and Kavieng, the coffin arrived in 
Pomaleu’s home village on Manus Island 
for final burial. [Adventist Review staff]  
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The true measure of success

Church leaders love to create 
ministry events: small groups, 
programs, and other activities. 

Many of these programs do not get 
high attendance. Pastors feel a sense 
of failure because they often measure 
success by numbers, especially in 
attendance, baptisms, and giving.

Jesus invested most of His ministry 
in helping people grow spiritually. He 
called a small group to be with Him and 
enjoy His presence, and He equipped 
them for Spirit-led ministry (Mark 
3:13–15). He taught them how to pray 
and have meaningful communion with 
the Father (Luke 11:1–13). He invested 
His life training them to preach, heal, 
and impact lives (Luke 9:1–27). He 
also shared many of His significant 
teachings one-on-one (John 3, 4) and 
His most precious spiritual moments in 
small group settings with His disciples 
(John 13–17, Mark 14:17–26) or in the 
company of Peter, James, and John 
(Matt. 17:1–13, 26:36–46). 

Yet, at the climax of Jesus’ ministry, 
when He died on the cross, He had 
been deserted by all. His church con-
gregation was at its smallest, but under 
the direction of the Holy Spirit, the time 
He had spent with His close followers 
was not wasted. Later, these men and 
women transformed the world. The 
essential lesson is that Jesus was more 
concerned about a character than a 
crowd, a person than a program, a man 
than a multitude.

God has, at various stages of our 
ministries, struck us with the realiza-
tion that spiritual growth prevails 
as the most important focus for the 
pastor. 

I,  Jonny, realized this when I 
worked with a summer camp. The 
church had been running the camp for 

years, but I was tempted to shut down 
the program. Attendance was low and 
finances were tight, but we stuck it 
out one more summer, and I decided 
to approach it from a different angle. I 
would focus on the people. Each day, 
I met with a different staff member for 
30 minutes to listen to and disciple 
them. The staff opened up about their 
failures, vulnerabilities, and needs. 
At the end of the summer, all of us 
reflected on the experience of how the 
staff had gone on a spiritual journey 
as individuals, and as a community, 
and been changed. A program I once 
thought a failure had transformed 
into a success because the emphasis 
was moved from the attendance to the 
growth of those attending.

One of the churches I, Joseph, 
pastored had dwindled from 100 to 40 
people in attendance. I came to this 
church wanting to help the church 
grow. Over a period of three and half 
years, I worked 70 or more hours each 
week, implementing a myriad of strate-
gies, techniques, plans, and programs 
to foster church growth. The amazing 
result was that the church attendance 
went from 40 to 30. I became a church 
decline expert. I was disappointed. 

Then my wife challenged me to 
pray and attend to the spiritual needs 
of people. At first, I struggled to ear-
nestly pray and care for the needs of 
others, but when I made this change, 
it altered the trajectory of the church. 
I grew. The members grew spiritually. 
And the membership grew numerically. 
Our church was transformed from a 
place of discord and dissonance to one 
of peace and harmony. 

We discovered eight biblical prac-
tices that help church members grow 
spiritually:

1.	 Affirm God’s love for them. 
Explore what Jesus teaches about 
how God loves them and how they 
can love Him back. 

2.	 Inspire them to live a life of wor-
ship. Model and teach about the 
worthiness of God to be honored 
in every life circumstance.

3.	 Teach them how to discern God’s 
voice. Show them how prayer can 
be a two-way dialogue.

4.	 Show them how to study the 
Bible on their own. Teach them 
how to read the Bible and where to 
find answers for their pressing life 
questions.

5.	 Demonstrate the value of Christian 
fellowship. Help them discover the 
benefits, challenges, and responsi-
bilities of belonging to a Christian 
community.  

6.	 Encourage them to join God’s 
mission. Challenge them to find 
their part in God’s purpose to save 
His children.

7.	 Discuss how to confidently talk 
about Jesus with others. Help 
them figure out why and how to 
share their transformation stories 
in an appealing and sincere way.  

8.	 Call them to make Holy Spirit–
led changes in their lives. Give 
examples of God working amaz-
ing changes in people’s lives to 
remove harmful habits, mindsets, 
and behaviors, and process how 
God wants to transform them. 

So what about you? If Jesus is our 
model, what changes do you need to 
make in your approach to ministry? 
God invites you to partner with Him to 
reorient your priorities in ministry and 
start focusing on the spiritual growth 
of those in your sphere of influence.  

PRACTICAL POINTERS S. JOSEPH KIDDER AND JONNY WESLEY MOOR

S. Joseph Kidder, DMin,  is professor of Christian ministry, Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary, 
Andrews University, Berrien Springs, Michigan, United States.

Jonny Wesley Moor, is an MDiv candidate, Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary, Andrews University, 
Berrien Springs, Michigan, United States.

Tell us what you think about this article. Email MinistryMagazine@gc.adventist.org or visit www.facebook.com/MinistryMagazine.



The Gift of Prophecy in Scripture and History
Dwain N. Esmond and Alberto R. Timm, editors
After surveying the Bible teachings about prophetic phenomena, this 
landmark work provides a helpful overview of how these phenomena 
have been understood within the Christian tradition, culminating 
with the prophetic ministry of Ellen G. White (1827–1915). This book 
breaks new ground and should remain a standard text on the subject 
for many years to come.

978-0-8280-2812-7 • US$29.99

Understanding Ellen White
Merlin D. Burt, editor

Understanding Ellen White builds a foundation for interpreting her ex-
perience with God and her prophetic ministry. Two golden threads 
weave throughout her life and experience and are central to who she 
was and what she accomplished: the love of God in Christ and a focus 
on Scripture.  978-0-8163-5797-0 • US$29.99

 

James Nix (White Estate and Pacific Press®)
James R. Nix is a consummate storyteller who is at his finest 

when sharing stories of early Adventist believers and Ellen 
White in particular. Glimpses Into the Life of Ellen 

White is filled with fascinating accounts that give 
a behind-the-scenes look at the life of Ellen 
White and provide a glimpse of the unseen

                              world.  

    Book, 978-0-8280-2815-8, US$12.99 
 2-DVD Set, 6-43330-04616-6, US$14.98

“And so we have the prophetic word . . . as a light 
that shines in a dark place, until the day dawns and 
the morning star rises in your hearts.” 2 PETER 1:19 (NKJV)

Glimpses Into 
the Life of Ellen White

http://adventistbookcenter.com
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GLOBAL MISSION’S ANNUAL SACRIFICE OFFERING

NOVEMBER 12 

Each year, hundreds of Global Mission 
pioneers enter unreached areas to 
nurture new groups of believers. They 
make sacrifices daily in their dedication 
to God’s work. Match their passion 
on November 12 by giving to the 
Annual Sacrifice Offering. Your 
sacrifice will aid church-planting 
efforts around the world.

Every dollar of the Annual Sacrifice 
Offering goes directly to frontline 
mission work, reaching remote villages 
and overflowing cities where millions of 
people are waiting to hear about Jesus. 

OTHER WAYS TO GIVE
• Tithe envelope:  

Write “Annual Sacrifice Offering”

• Mail: Global Mission, 
General Conference 
12501 Old Columbia Pike 
Silver Spring, MD 20904

• Securely online:  
Giving.AdventistMission.org

• Call: 800-648-5824

PHOTO: RICKY OLIVERAS

Giving.AdventistMission.org

http://giving.adventistmission.org
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