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GOAL STATEMENT

This continuing education study material is
intended to serve as a refresher course for class-
room teachers who are called upon in religion
courses to explain the methodology God employed
in communicating His divine truths and expecta-
tions to human beings alienated from His presence
because of their sinful condition. For other
teachers, this continuing education course may
serve to strengthen their commitment as Seventh-
day Adventist church members to the work of one
believed to have been God’s most recent prophet,
Ellen G. White, in a day when her prophetic gift
and contribution to this church are being increas-
ingly questioned and challenged.
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After studying Part I of this continuing educa-
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tion minicourse, you should be able to do the
following:

1 e Differentiate between the concepts of
“‘inspiration,”” ‘‘revelation,”” and ‘‘illu-
mination’’ as they relate to the phenom-
ena of prophetism.

2.
3.

Differentiate between the seven modali-
ties employed by God in different ages as
He seeks to communicate with mankind.

Differentiate between the correct
employment of physical phenomena as
an evidence of supernatural activity
(whether of the Holy Spirit, or of an
unholy spirit) and the incorrect employ-
ment of these phenomena as a validating
test of authentic prophethood.

Understand the validity of the concept of
plenary (thought) inspiration as an ade-
quate explanation of the methodology
God uses to communicate through His
chosen prophets.
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5. Understand the inherent dangers in
uncritical acceptance of the spurious
“‘verbal’’ and ‘‘encounter’’ concepts of
inspiration.

Introduction

Before the entrance of sin, God communicated
with human beings directly through face-to-face
contact and personal fellowship. With the advent
of sin this relationship was ruptured and man was
alienated from his Maker. To bridge this separat-
ing gulf, God employed as many as seven modali-
ties of communication—the ‘‘divers manners’’ of
Hebrews 1:1—as He sought to bring mankind
back into a personal relationship with Him.

Prophetic night dreams and ‘‘open visions”’
during the day were the methods God most fre-
quently employed in communicating with men and
women of His special choosing who came to be
known as ‘‘seers,”” ‘‘prophets,”” or special
““messengers.’’

The lot of the prophet was seldom an easy one,
as Jesus intimated by His oft-cited observation
that ‘‘a prophet is not without honour, save in his
own country, and in his own house.”’!

Seventh-day Adventists believe, upon the basis
of Biblical evidence? as well as empirical data, that
one ‘‘masterbuilder’’ (1 Corinthians 3:10) of their
denomination, Ellen G. White, was the recipient
of the gift of prophecy. Solomon averred that
“‘there is no new thing under the sun’’ (Ecclesias-
tes 1:9), and criticism of the prohets continues to
this day.

Misunderstanding also continues concerning the
manner in which the prophetic gift operates. Satan
has a vested interest in creating confusion as well
as rejection of the prophetic gift by the people it
was intended to benefit, ‘‘for this reason: Satan
cannot have so clear a track to bring in his decep-
tions and bind up souls in his delusions if the
warnings and reproofs and counsels of the Spirit
of God are heeded.’’* The ‘‘very last deception of
Satan’’ in the Seventh-day Adventist Church just
before Jesus returns will be the twofold work of
(1) destroying the credibility of Ellen White as an
authentic, reliable prophet of the Lord, and (2)
creating a ‘‘satanic’’ ‘‘hatred’’ against her
ministry and writings—satanic in its intensity as
well as in its origin.*

Satan’s ‘‘special object’’ in these last days is to
“‘prevent this light from coming to the people of
God’’ who so desperately need it to walk safely
through the minefield that the enemy of all souls
has so artfully booby trapped.®

And what is Satan’s methodology for securing
this objective? He will work ‘‘ingeniously, in dif-
ferent ways and through different agencies.’’¢ For
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example, in addition to the two methods men-
tioned above, satanic agencies seek to keep souls
under a cloud of doubt,” in a hurried state, and in
a state of disappointment.

This is Satan’s plan—his goal and his strategy.
This minicourse is dedicated to the proposition
that he shall not succeed!

I. Definitions

Three terms in particular need adequate work-
ing definitions as we seek to understand Biblical
and modern prophetism. The following defini-
tions may be helpful:

1. Inspiration. Biblical, prophetic inspiration
may be said to be a process by which God enables
a man or woman of His special choosing both to
receive and to communicate accurately, ade-
quately, and reliably God’s messages for His
people.®

We sometimes tend to say of a particular
painter, author, musical composer, or performing
artist, ‘“He was inspired!”’ Indeed, he may have
been. But it was a different kind of inspiration
than that which was possessed by the prophets of
God. When Paul wrote to the young ministerial
intern Timothy, ‘“All scripture is given by inspira-
tion of God” (2 Timothy 3:16), he chose to
employ the Greek term theopneusis, which is a
contraction of two other Greek words Theos
(God) and pneuma (breath). What he was saying,
literally, was, ‘‘All Scripture is God-breathed.”’®

While some take this to be simply a delightful
literary metaphor, yet it is also true—and signifi-
cant—that while the prophet experienced the
physical phenomena of the trancelike vision state,
God breathed, literally; the prophet did not
breathe while in this condition.'®

The prophet’s inspiration is different in kind,
rather than different in degree, from any other
form of inspiration.

The apostle Peter adds to our limited Biblical
store of information on inspiration by stating that
the prophets—these ‘‘holy men of God’’—spoke
as they were ‘‘moved by the Holy Ghost’’ (2 Peter
1:21). The Greek term Peter employs is phero-
meni, from phero: ‘‘to carry a load, to move.”
Luke employed the expression twice'' in describ-
ing the action of a tempestous wind in ‘‘driving’’ a
sailing vessel upon which he and Paul were travel-
ing. The implication is clear: The prophets were
“moved by the Divine initiative and borne by the
irresistible power of the Spirit of God along ways
of His choosing to ends of His appointment.’’'?

2. Revelation. Biblical, special revelation, we
would hold, further, to be the content of the
message communicated by God to His prophet in
the process of inspiration. Adventists hold this
content—the prophetic message—to be infallible
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(inerrant), trustworthy (all sufficient, reliable),
and authoritative (binding upon the Christian).

This concept is predicted on three corollaries:
(a) Man is unable, through his own resources or by
his own observation, to perceive certain kinds of
information; (b) God is pleased to speak; and (c)
this act takes place and unfolds within human
history.'?

God has revealed Himself, in a limited way, in
nature, which gives us glimpses of His power, His
wisdom, and His glory. But nature is unable to
reveal clearly God’s person, His holiness, His
redeeming love, and His everlasting purposes for
mankind. Thus, supernatural revelation tran-
scends the ‘‘natural’’ revelation of God in nature,
and consists chiefly in God’s manifesting of
Himself and His will through direct intercourse
with humanity. '

God speaks! In Old Testament Jeremiah speaks
for all of the prophets when he testifies that ‘‘the
Lord . . . touched my mouth, And . . . said unto
me, Behold, I have put my words in thy mouth”’
(chap. 1:9). In the New Testament Paul assures us
that the Holy Spirit ‘‘speaketh expressly’’ (1 Tim-
othy 4:1). Paul continues, elsewhere, to assure us
that God reveals His mysteries to the prophets by
revelation, which is a progressive work'’; Paul
contrasts natural knowledge with information that
is revealed by the Holy Spirit. This knowledge is
attainable in no other way and from no other
source.'®

3. Hlumination. Since the implied answer to
Paul’s rhetorical question, ‘‘Are all prophets?’’'’
is negative, there remains one further task of the
Holy Spirit, if those not possessed of the prophetic
gift are to grasp the will of God for them.

Hllumination may be defined as the work of that
same Holy Spirit who indicated God’s message
to the prophet by which He now enables the hearer
or reader of the prophet’s words to comprehend
the spiritual truths and discern God’s message to
himself.

This work of the Holy Spirit is comprehended in
the words of Jesus to His disciples concerning the
coming of the Comforter: He will teach you all
things,'®* He will remind you of Jesus’ words (the
only current source of which is the writings of the
prophets!),'® and in doing this work He will guide
you into all the truth the human mind is capable of
comprehending.?°

Concerning the work of this illumination, Ellen
White once spoke of the three ways by which “‘the
Lord reveals His will to us, to guide us, and to fit
us to guide others’’: (a) through an understanding
of what inspired writers through the ages have
written for our admonition, (b) through providen-
tial circumstances (signs); and (c) through the
direct impression of the Holy Spirit on the indi-
vidual Christian’s mind and heart.?'
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II. An Operational Gift
The Divine Initiative

It all started with God. He made the first move.

The very first words of our English Bible are
these: ““In the beginning God . . .”” (Genesis 1:1).
Three times in the last book of the Bible Jesus
identifies Himself as ‘‘Alpha and Omega.’’*’
Those are the first and last letters of the Greek
alphabet—the language in which John wrote the
book of Revelation. What did that cryptic expres-
sion mean? Among other things, Jesus perhaps
was saying, ‘I was here when everything began;
and I will be here when all is fulfilled.”’

Paul highlights the uniqueness of the Christian
religion by showing that while we were still in the
state and act of sin Christ died for us (Romans
5:8). All of the great non-Christian religions of the
world are alike in one respect: They all show man
in search of God. In Christianity alone do we find
God in search of man. The central message of
Christianity was embodied in the three parables of
the ‘“‘losts’’ of Luke 15: the lost sheep, the lost
coin, and the lost boy. In each of these parables
we are shown a God who cared deeply, and who
acted on the basis of this concern.

God’s concern for man prompted Him to bring
into existence the office of prophet. While the
liturgical priesthood spoke to God on behalf of
man, the propphet spoke to man on behalf of
God. God had a message to communicate, and He
chose special human messengers to be His agency.

While every Christian is the recipient of at least
one of the gifts of the Holy Spirit (‘‘spiritual
gifts’’),?* it is still God the Holy Spirit who decides
which man or woman receives which gift.?* And
the gift of prophecy was given to ‘‘some,’’?* but
not to “‘all.”’?¢ Prophecy is the pre-eminent gift?’;
and the most a human being may scripturally do is
to ‘‘covet earnestly the best gifts.”’®* God alone
chooses who will be His prophets.

And, having made that choice, God speaks!
Twice in the stately, measured cadences of
Hebrews 1:1, 2, we are told that God had already
spoken, first through the prophets and then more
recently through His Son. Revelation 1:1 suggests
what might well be called ‘“‘God’s chain of com-
mand’’ (to borrow a phrase from Bill Gothard).

God’s Chain of Command

Just as all three members of the Godhead par-
ticipated in the creation of this world,?® just so do
all three participate in the process of inspiration:
The Father gives the message to the Son,*° the Son
gives it to the Holy Spirit, *' and the Holy Spirit
moves upon the prophets.3?

The Godhead delivers the message to ‘‘his
angel,”” Gabriel; and Gabriel delivers it to God’s
servants, the prophets.’* And thus the prophets
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could authoritatively declare to their fellow
beings, ‘‘Hear, therefore, the word of the
Lord.””**

Two points of significance immediately suggest
themselves from these facts:

1. Of all the billions of angels created by God, **
we today know the names of only two—Lucifer
(‘“light bearer”’), who was number one, and who
fell; and Gabriel, originally number two, who
later became number one. And it was the angel
Gabriel, heaven’s highest, who communicated
God’s messages to ‘‘his servants, the prophets.”’
Only heaven’s highest was good enough for this
special task.

2. The prophets are called ‘‘his servants,’’ that
is, God’s servants. Now, a servant is, by defini-
tion, ‘‘one who is sent’”’—sent by a superior, of
course. Jesus made it abundantly clear that the
servant was ‘‘not greater than his lord.’’*¢ If, then,
the message-bearing servant (prophet) is ignored,
slighted, or—worse yet—rejected outright, the
One who is really rejected is the One who gave the
message to the prophet.

Seven Modalities of God’s Communication

What were some of these ‘‘divers manners’’ by
which God communciated with mankind? There
seem to have been at least seven methods:

1. Theophanies (visible manifestations of God;
face-to-face communication). Abraham met the
preincarnate Christ and two angels near his tent
on the plains of Mamre (Genesis 18); Jacob wres-
tled with an ‘‘angel”’ at Peniel, only to discover “‘I
have seen God face to face’’ (Genesis 32:30); and
Moses spoke to the Lord in the mount ‘‘face to
face, as a man speaketh unto his friend”’ (Exodus
33:11).

2. Angels. Those ‘‘ministering spirits, sent
forth to minister for them who shall be heirs of
salvation’’ (Hebrews 1:14) have often come to
mankind, to bring messages of hope and comfort
(Daniel 10:11, 12; Genesis 32:1), to direct the ser-
vants of the Lord to those whose hearts were
receptive to God’s truth (Acts 8:26), or to warn of
imminent disaster if God’s word was not heeded
(Genesis 3:24).

3. Audible voice of God. Sometimes God spoke
on His own! At Sinai the Ten Commandments
were spoken audibly, jointly, by the Father and
the Son in a transcendent ‘‘duet’’®’ that literally
caused the earth (as well as the hearts of the
human hearers) to tremble.

Upon occasion the audible voice of God
addressed the high priest from the Shekinah—
that exceeding bright glory that rested between the
cherubim in the center of the ark of the
covenant.*® The Shekinah was the visible
manifestation of God’s presence in the desert
tabernacle.
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And, of course, God’s voice was heard three
times during the earthly ministry of our Lord—at
Christ’s baptism, upon the mount of transfigura-
tion, and when the Greek philosophers called
upon Him in the temple during the week that
preceded the crucifixion. At these times God was
heard commanding men to heed the message of
His beloved Son.*®

4. Optics. During the wilderness wanderings of
the children of Israel, the high priest’s breastplate
had two large stones imbedded at the top—the
Urim and the Thummim. The high priest could
ask questions, and Jehovah would respond. If the
answer were ‘‘yes,”” one stone would glow with a
halo of light and glory; if the answer were ‘‘no,”’
the opposite stone would be partially obscured by
a shadow or a vapor.*°

The high priest had another means of receiving
answers from God. In the most holy place the
angel on the right side of the ark would glow in a
halo of light if the answer were affirmative, or a
shadow would be cast over the angel on the left if
the answer were negative.*!

5. Casting of lots. In Old Testament times God
also communicated with His people by means of
casting lots. A modern counterpart is ‘‘drawing
straws’’—a number of straws of different lengths
are held in the hand, with all the ends appearing to
be even, the difference of length being hidden by
the hand. After the straws are drawn, and are
compared, it is easy to determine who drew the
longest or the shortest.

Lots were cast upon goats, upon cities, and
upon men. The most celebrated instance of the
latter was the discovery of Achan and his theft of
the ‘‘goodly Babylonish garment’’ as the cause of
Israel’s humiliating defeat of Ai.*

Interestingly, there is only one instance in the
New Testament of determining God’s will by the
casting of lots—the selection of Matthias to take
the place vacated by Judas among the 12
apostles.** When and why this method fell into
disuse is not revealed; but we do know that when
the practice of casting lots was resorted to by the
Austin, Pennsylvania, SDA church for the pur-
pose of selecting church officers, Ellen White
wrote from Australia, ‘I have no faith in casting
lots. . . . To cast lots for the officers of the church
is not in God’s order. Let men of responsibility be
called upon to select the officers of the church.”’#

6. ““Open’’ visions of the day. The trancelike
state into which a prophet entered when going into
vision has already been referred to, and will be
dealt with more fully below. Both the Old and the
New Testaments are replete with references to
prophets receiving visions from the Lord.*’

7. Prophetic dreams of the night. Often the
prophets would receive messages from the Lord in
the ‘‘night seasons’’ as well as during the day.
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There is no evidence that physical phenomena
accompanied the prophetic night dreams, nor is
there evidence that the kind of messages given at
night were in any way different from those trans-
mitted in the visions of the day.

Ellen White was once asked if she, a prophet,
experienced ordinary dreams at night as nonin-
spired people did. She smiled and said that she
did. The next question was inevitable: How are
you able to differentiate between ordinary dreams
and inspired dreams? Her response was right to
the point: ‘“The same angel messenger stands by
my side instructing me in the visions of the night,
as stands beside me instructing me in the visions of
the day.’’**

Physical Phenomena

When in vision state, the prophets experienced
supernatural physical phenomena. The tenth
chapter of Daniel best illustrates the nature and
scope of such singular phenomena. Daniel tells us
that in this condition he saw things that others
about him did not see (verse 7); he sustained a loss
of natural strength (verse 8) and then was
endowed with supernatural strength (verses 10, 11,
16, 18, 19). He was totally unconscious of his
immediate surroundings (verse 9), and he did not
breathe during this time (verse 17).

Ellen White experienced all these phenomena in
the vision state. However, it should be noted that
although her lungs did not function at such times,
the heart did continue to circulate blood through
the body; her face did not lose color.

Perhaps, as already noted above, there may be a
startlingly literal interpretation to theopneusis—
““God-breathed’’—as it related to the physical
phenomena associated with a prophet in vision.

In Ellen White’s experience, the physical
phenomena of ‘‘open visions’’ were more charac-
teristic of her earlier years; from the 1880’s
onward all of her inspired messages apparently
came from the Lord in prophetic dreams. This
leads us to consider the purpose of physical
phenomena.

First, physical phenomena were not prerequi-
sites for receiving messages from God. The proph-
etic dreams of the night seem to make this clear.
But God, who has a purpose for everything He
does, obviously had a purpose in providing these
dramatic supernatural exhibitions.

Perhaps the dramatic nature of these exhibi-
tions gives us a clue to Heaven’s intention. In the
case of Ellen White, we have a 17-year-old girl
claiming, ‘‘I have a vision from the Lord!”’
“Well,”” one might wonder, ‘‘how do we know?”’

In the early days of a prophet’s ministry, when
he has made few written or spoken pronounce-
ments it is difficult to apply the test of consistency
with previously inspired testimony (Isaiah 8:20).
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The test of fruitage (Matthew 7:16, 20) is equally
difficult to apply until a few years pass and results
are seen in the life of the prophet and in the lives
of those who have followed the prophet’s coun-
sels. The test of fulfilled prediction (Jeremiah
28:9, Deuteronomy 18:22) cannot be applied until
enough time has elapsed to allow a judgment
about whether any prophecies made have come to
pass.

Obviously, God needed to do something to
arrest attention, to suddenly cause people to sit up
and take notice. Physical phenomena serve this
purpose. God had used such methods before
(probably for the same reason) at Pentecost when
tongues of fire were seen above the heads of the
120, and these men and women spoke contem-
porary languages they had never previously
studied.*’

Perhaps God used physical phenomena to vali-
date the fact that something supernatural was here
at work. Of course, witnesses would still need to
validate, to authenticate the messages by means of
the conventional Bible tests.

However, the fact that Satan can and does
counterfeit many natural and supernatural
phenomena should lead us to make a crucial dis-
tinction: Physical phenomena are an evidence of
supernatural activity, but they are never to be a
test of the authenticity or legitimacy of a prophet.

Today it has become fashionable among the
critics of Ellen White to call for a ‘‘demythologiz-
ing”’ of Adventists’s historic prophet. One critic in
particular recently called for the burying of legen-
dary tales involving ‘‘magic.”’

Concerning stories of Mrs. White holding a
large Bible for an extended period of time on her
outstretched, upraised hand while in vision, this
critic alleges that at the 1919 Bible Conference it
was declared emphatically that the event never
really happened, that no one had ever seen it;
indeed, no one was even there to witness it!*?

If, however, we go to the transcript of the 1919
Bible Conference,*® we notice, first of all, that the
record has been substantially misquoted by the
critic. We find General Conference President
Arthur G. Daniells discussing the use of physical
phenomena as ‘‘proofs or evidence of the genuine-
ness of the gift.”” And he opposes such use as
proof of legitimacy—a position the White Estate
continues to hold today!

Instead, said Daniells, ‘‘I believe that the
strongest proof is found in the fruits of this gift to
the church, not in physical and outward demon-
strations.’’

Then, addressing more directly the question of
the stories about Ellen White holding a large,
heavy Bible on an outstretched hand while in
vision, looking away from the pages and yet
quoting the texts to which a finger of the opposite
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hand pointed, Elder Daniells declared: ‘I do not
know whether that was ever done or not. I am not
sure. I did not see it, and I do not know that I ever
talked with anybody that did see it.’’s°

One does not need to look far to discover why
Daniells had not witnessed such an event. This
writer has uncovered four instances thus far where
Ellen White held a Bible in vision: three times in
1845 and once in 1847.%' Arthur Daniells was not
born until 1858, at least 11 years after the latest
recorded Bible-holding incident took place.

Research shows that physical phenomena was
more characteristic of the earlier days of Mrs.
White’s experience. Indeed, the last ‘‘open
vision’’ of record took place at a camp meeting in
Portland, Oregon, in 1884, only six years after
Daniells entered the gospel ministry.*?

We should not be surprised, then, that Daniells
never witnessed Mrs. White holding a large Bible
in vision. He probably saw very few other mani-
festations of physical phenomena, which ceased
shortly after he entered the ministry. Nor is it sur-
prising that he had not met any contemporaries
who had observed such phenomena—they were
probably too young, too!

Some critics hold that the evidence behind at
least two of the Bible-holding stories is not reliable
because the stories were not recorded until 45
years after the events took place; and because they
were written down by a denominational historian
who was not always careful in his research. While
there may be some validity to this concern, the
fact remains that the White Estate still holds in its
vault an eyewitness account of the event, known
to have been written sometime between 1847 and
1860. The observer was Otis Nichols, and the inci-
dent he reported took place during what was prob-
ably Ellen White’s longest vision, at Randolph,
Massachusetts, in the winter of 1845.

During this vision, which lasted approximately
four hours, Ellen Harmon (who was unmarried at
the time) picked up ‘‘a heavy large quarto family
Bible”” and lifted it up ‘‘as high as she could
reach.”’ The Bible was ‘‘open in one hand,’’ and
she then proceeded ‘‘to turn over the leaves with
the other hand and place her finger upon certain
passages and correctly utter their words’’—all this
with her head facing in another direction! In this
activity ‘‘she continued for a long time.”’*?

Ellen White believed this account to be an accu-
rate record of a genuine experience, because she
quoted three paragraphs from it in an autobio-
graphical account published in 1860.5

Arthur G. Daniells never said that the event did
not happen, as the critic alleges. Instead, he sim-
ply said that he didn’t see it and didn’t know
anyone who had. However, had Elder Daniells
(who was a member of the White Estate board of
trustees) taken the effort to go to the vault and
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examine the documentary evidence that still is
preserved there, he would have had no doubt
about whether Ellen White ever held a Bible in
vision, or about whether she breathed while in her
open visions of the day.*’

We must emphasize at this point that the posi-
tion of the church today is the same as it has
always been. Physical phenomena are an evidence
of supernatural activity, but it should never be
used as a proof because Satan can counterfeit
much of the work of the Holy Spirit.

Basic Vehicles of Prophetic Messages

The messages given to the prophets were
generally given in two different kinds of packag-
ing: (1) the prophets witnessed events unfolding
from past, present, or future historical incidents,
such as Moses watching the creation of the world,
or the apostle John observing both the second and
third comings of Christ. Ellen White witnessed
many events of the past, present, and future dur-
ing her 70-year prophetic ministry.

The prophets also saw symbolic or parablelike
events. These representations seemed just as real
as the other kind, but of course, the beasts Daniel
saw and later wrote about in the seventh chapter
of his prophecy never really existed. Ellen White
had a number of parablelike visions; perhaps one
of the better known was one in which she saw a
ship that was on a collision course with an iceberg.
The captain instructed the helmsman to hit the
iceberg head on rather than to allow the ship to
suffer a more severe glancing blow. The incident
illustrated the church’s meeting the ‘‘Alpha’’ pan-
theism heresy of John Harvey Kellogg at the
beginning of the twentieth century in a bruising
(but not fatal) head-on confrontation. During this
time the providential intervention of the Lord was
witnessed in a remarkable manner.*¢

2. The prophets also heard the voice of a
member of the Godhead, or of the angel Gabriel,
speaking messages of counsel, instruction,
admonition, and sometimes of warning and
reproof. These voices apparently were unaccom-
panied by scenes of events, although Ellen White
does tell us that she entered into direct conversa-
tion with Jesus Christ on a number of occasions.

The Writing Task: The Prophet’s Options

Once the prophet received instruction from the
Lord, by whatever method the divine mind
selected, his immediate task was that of composi-
tion, of writing out the message he had received.
In this task the prophet had several options to
choose among, as far as the source of the words
chosen was concerned:

1. The prophet might choose to follow the role
model of a newspaper reporter, simply quoting the
words of the heavenly personage who had deliv-
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ered the message. Ellen White’s invariable custom
was to place the directly quoted words of the angel
within quotation marks, thus making it immedi-
ately evident to the reader that these were
Gabriel’s words, not hers.*’

2. More often the prophet simply put the
message into his or her own words. (More will be
said about this aspect in discussing, below, the
prophet’s unique contribution to such a ministry.)

Ellen White was once asked if the nine-inch-
from-the-ground skirt length she advocated came
directly from the Lord, or if it was simply her own
idea. She responded that the Lord caused three
groups of women to pass before her in vision. The
first group were dressed in the peculiar fashion of
the day, with excessively long skirts that swept the
filth of the street. Obviously, from a health stand-
point, these skirts were too long. A second group
then came into view whose skirts were obviously
too short. Then Mrs. White was shown a third
group of women wearing skirts short enough to
clear the filth of the street, but long enough to be
modest and healthful. These skirts appeared in
vision to be about nine inches from the ground,
and Ellen White described them thus.

The angel had not specified any length in
inches; and in response to the question of a reader
of the Review and Herald, Mrs. White declared:

Although I am as dependent upon the Spirit of the Lord in
writing my views as I am in receiving them, yet the words I
employ in describing what I have seen are my own, unless they
be those spoken to me by an angel, which I always enclose in
marks of quotation.*®

Incidentally, this statement has been used by
one contemporary critic to suggest that Ellen
White claimed she always used only her own
words, or else the words of an angel (appropri-
ately designated by quotation marks). And then
the critic charges her with untruthfulness by
demonstating that she often used the literary pro-
ductions of others!

The context of Mrs. White’s statement demon-
strates that the critic is misapplying her statement.
But study of the passage does lead us to a third
option, exercised by prophets in many different
periods:

3. The prophet sometimes might opt to use
words of another author. This was true both of
Bible prophets and of Ellen White. Sometimes the
other source might be an inspired prophet of the
Lord; but sometimes the person copied was not
inspired. And, generally speaking, the prophets
did not cite their sources or provide bibliograph-
ical data as modern researchers do.

Critics today accuse Ellen White of plagiarism
because she quoted a number of noninspired
authors without giving appropriate credit. Let us
look at this charge-—and the practice as used by
prophetic writers—in detail.
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The ‘‘Copying’’ Charge

As we will study in more detail in the second of
this series of three presentations, no charge has
been leveled against Ellen White in her profes-
sional capacity as a prophet of the Lord that had
not already been made against the prophets of the
Bible—whether the charge be that of copying, or
of having made unfulfilled prophecies, or of hav-
ing made some errors in what was written or said,
or of having to go back and change something that
was said by the prophet—even matters of major
substance that had to be corrected.

We will deal here only with the charge of copy-
ing other writers—inspired or uninspired. Orig-
inality is not now, nor has it ever been, a test of an
individual’s prophetic inspiration, as Robert W.
Olson perceptively pointed out to the religion
editor of Newsweek magazine; and therefore,
literary ‘‘borrowing does not dilute her [Mrs.
White’s] claims to inspiration.’’**

The Biblical writers copied from one another
without attribution of source, and apparently felt
no compunctions about such practice:

Micah (4:1-3) borrowed from Isaiah (2:2-4). The scribe who
compiled 2 Kings (18-20) also borrowed from Isaiah (36-39).
Matthew and Luke borrowed heavily from Mark as well as
from another common source. None of these ever acknowl-
edged their borrowing. (See the Seventh-day Adventist Bible
Commentary, vol. 5, pp. 178, 179.)%°

In fact, many scholars openly acknowledge that
some 91 percent of the Gospel of Mark was copied
by Matthew and Luke when they wrote their
respective Gospels!

Of perhaps greater interest, however, is the fact
that the writers of the Bible would from time to
time copy (or ‘‘borrow’’) the literary productions
of noninspired authors, including pagan writers.
For example, about 600 B.C. Epimenides wrote:
They fashioned a tomb for thee, O holy and high one—The
Cretans, always liars, evil beasts, idle bellies! But thou art not
dead; thou livest and abidest for ever; For in thee we live and
move and have our being. ¢

Sound vaguely familiar? Well, the Apostle Paul
twice used some of these words, once in Titus 1:12
(*‘One of themselves, even a prophet of their own
said, The Cretians are always liars, evil beasts,
slow bellies’’) and again in his sermon on Mars
Hill in Athens, in Acts 17:28 (‘‘For in him we live,
and move, and have our being’’).

Jesus did not invent the Golden Rule of Mat-
thew 7:12. A generation earlier Rabbi Hillel had
already written: ‘‘What is hateful to you, do not
do to your neighbor; that is the whole Torah,
while the rest is the commentary thereof.”’

The thoughts—and even some of the words—of
the Lord’s Prayer may be found in earlier ritual
prayers known as the Ha-Kaddish.**

Substantial chunks of John’s Apocalypse—the
Book of Revelation—are lifted bodily from the
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Book of Enoch, a pseudepigraphical work known
to have been circulated some 150 years before
John wrote the last book of the Bible; and even
Jude borowed a line (‘‘Behold, the Lord cometh
with ten thousands of his saints’’) from the same
source.®*

Indeed, some 15 apocryphal or pseudepigraphi-
cal books are cited in our New Testament—gener-
ally without attribution to their source.

Doctor Luke tells us that he did a substantial
amount of research and investigation in sources
then available to him before he wrote the Gospel
that bears his name:

Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile an account
of the things accomplished among us, . . . it seemed fitting for
me as well, having investigated everything carefully from the
beginning, to write it out for you in consecutive order, most
excellent Theophilus; so that you might know the exact truth
about the things you have been taught (Luke 1:1, 3, 4),
NASB.*

In commenting on this passage, Robert W.
Olson perceptively remarks:

Luke did not acquire his information through visions or
dreams but through his own research. Yet while material in the
gospel of Luke was not given by direct revelation it was none-
theless written under divine inspiration. He did not write to tell
his readers something new, but to assure them of what was
true—*‘that you might know the exact truth about the things
you have been taught.”” What Luke wrote was not original, but
it was dependable. God led Luke to use the right sources. (See
the Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary, vol. S, p. 669).5

Because an inspired writer quotes from an
uninspired writer, it does not follow that the
earlier writer must now be seen somehow as hav-
ing come under the umbrella of inspiration. Inspi-
ration is a process, not a content.

Just as Biblical authors used noninspired
sources, Ellen White also copied from the writings
of authors who were not inspired.®¢

Divine Dreams Alone Do Not a Prophet Make

Just because an individual receives a dream
from the Lord, it does not automatically follow
that, ipso facto, that individual is a prophet of the
Lord.

To suit His providential purposes God has often
given dreams to pagans as well as to Christians.
However, the receipt of such messages does not
thereby transform the recipient into an authentic
prophet. Perhaps a helpful differentiation might
be the following: The nonprophet is generally not
called to the task of guiding the church at large.
The direction, rather, is primarily intended for the
individual himself (or perhaps for someone close
to the recipient). Such experiences are often
isolated experiences rather than a continuing rela-
tionship that is typical of the prophetic order.

In Biblical times God gave divine (but non-
prophetic) dreams to many: Abimelech (Genesis
20:3-7), Pharaoh’s chief butler and chief baker
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(Genesis 40:8-19), and to one of the Pharaohs
(Genesis 41:1-7), to the Midianite soldier (Judges
7:13, 14), to Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 2 and 4), to
Joseph of Nazareth (Matthew 2:13, 14), to
Claudia, Pilate’s wife (Matthew 27:19), and to the
Roman centurion, Cornelius (Acts 10:1-8), to
mention only a few.

In the history of the early Seventh-day Adven-
tist Church certain believers received divine, but
nonprophetic, dreams. J. N. Loughborough had
as many as 20 such dreams, which Ellen White
apparently accepted as being of divine origin.*’
William Miller, who started the Millerite move-
ment, but who never accepted the seventh-day
Sabbath, had a most remarkable parablelike
dream.®®* Annie Smith, sister of Uriah Smith, and
Captain Joseph Bates both had a remarkable
‘““‘double dream’’ the same night, which had an
even more remarkable fulfillment the following
night.®® And James White had several unusual
dreams that J. N. Loughborough shared with
posterity.”®

The pages of the Adventist Review and other
regional denominational periodicals have occa-
sionally carried contemporary stories of Chris-
tians and pagans alike who have been led by a di-
vine dream. But these persons were not prophets,
nor were they considered to be such by their peers.

III. Three Theories of
Inspiration/Revelation

There are at least three theories regarding the
definition of inspiration and the way it operates in
the Seventh-day Adventist Church and in other
Christian bodies today. Two are false and danger-
ous, for reasons that will shortly be made clear.
Let us examine these theories in some detail:

Theory of Verbal Inspiration

Over the years a number of Seventh-day Adven-
tists, including some of our ministers and Bible
teachers, have held the verbal view of inspiration,
despite counsels of Ellen White to the contrary.

This view is a rather mechanical one, since it
perceives the prophet’s role as simply that of a
stenographer who takes down the boss’s dictation
word for word. In this model the stenographer is
not at liberty to change anything that has been
given by the dictator: no synonyms may ever be
employed; no failing to dot an ‘‘i’’ or to cross a
“t”’ is permitted.

This view seems to suggest that God, or the
angel, puts a heavenly hand over the hand of the
prophet and guides it—Iliterally—so that every
word, every syllable comes directly from God. The
prophet, in this view, is not at liberty to change
anything or to state the message in his own words.
This mechanical view 1is strictly, stringently

THE JOURNAL OF ADVENTIST EDUCATION



literalistic, with infallibility residing at the point of
the written word.

This limited view of inspiration provides no
opportunity for translation into other languages,
and has other even more serious limitations and
dangers.”

The strict verbalist has a problem with Matthew
27:9, 10. Here Matthew does something that every
teacher and preacher has done innumerable times.
Matthew is probably thinking of one name, but
out of his pen mistakenly comes another name. As
he applies a messianic prophecy to Christ—the
prediction that He would be betrayed for 30 pieces
of silver—he attributes the prophecy to Jeremiah.
However, in all the book of Jeremiah, there is not
one reference to this prophecy. The alert reader
will recognize that Matthew actually meant to at-
tribute this prophecy to Zechariah (chap. 11:12,
13).

The person who believes in plenary (thought)
inspiration has no problem with this slip of the
pen. But the verbalist finds a serious problem
here. Did God make this mistake in dictating Mat-
thew’s gospel?

This is not the only problem for the verbalist.
God the Father spokle audibly three times during
the earthly ministry of His Son. The first time was
immediately following Christ’s baptism in the Jor-
dan River. The problem is, exactly what did the
heavenly voice say?

According to Matthew (chap. 3:17), the Father
spoke in the third person singular: ‘“This is my
beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”” But
Mark’s account (chap. 1:11) has the Father speak-
ing in the second person singular: ‘“Thou art my
beloved Son in whom I am well pleased.”’

Exactly what did the Father say? The plenarist
does not see the discrepancy between the accounts
as being a problem; he believes that it is the
thought that is inspired, not the exact words.
There is no disagreement between Matthew and
Mark as to the essence of what God said.

Another problem for the verbalist is Pilate’s
superscription on the signboard he ordered placed
on Christ’s cross. What did that signboard say?
The four Gospel writers give four slightly different
accounts of what the sign stated.

Which one was correct? To the plenarist it
makes no difference. But the literal verbalist is in a
quandary. And it doesn’t help to recall that the
signboard was in three languages (Latin, Greek,
and Hebrew), because we have four different
accounts, not three!

Matthew and Luke illustrate yet another kind of
problem for the strict verbalist in the way they
handle the Sermon on the Mount.

No one today has read or heard the actual Ser-
mon on the Mount. Probably Ellen White’s book
Thoughts From the Mount of Blessing, comes
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closest to a complete account of a sermon that
took virtually all day to preach.

Matthew simply gives an outline of the sermon
in chapters 5-7 of his Gospel. But Luke doesn’t
even give that much. If all we had was Luke’s
Gospel, we’d never even know there was a Sermon
on the Mount. For Luke takes the ingredients of
the sermon, and plugs in some here and some
there as it suits his purpose.

To understand why the material is handled this
way, we have to recognize that Matthew was
writing to Jews, who liked sermons. So Matthew
used a sermon format—indeed, a sermon outline
—to display Jesus’ ideas from this incomparable
discourse, which by some has been called the
charter or constitution of the Christian church.

Luke, however, was writing for Greeks, who
couldn’t have cared less about sermons, as such.
They, instead, liked to dwell in the realm of ideas.
So Luke took the ideas of the Sermon on the
Mount and used them evangelistically, some here
and some there, as it served his purpose in dealing
with his audience.

The plenarist has no problem with this
approach because he sees the ideas as being
inspired. But the strict verbalist is here in a great
deal of trouble. Who is right? Was it a sermon or
not? Many questions are raised, but few answers
are forthcoming.

Other illustrations could be cited, such as Mat-
thew’s listing of the order of Christ’s miracles in a
somewhat different order than Luke’s Gospel.
Problems such as these leave the strict verbalist in
a real quandary. However, we shall leave him
there for now, and proceed to examine the plenary
theory of inspiration.

Theory of Plenary Inspiration

In contrast with the view of verbal inspiration,
the plenary theory of inspiration suggests that
thoughts—rather than words—are inspired. The
plenary view is not forced to grapple with the
problems of the verbalist. For the Seventh-day
Adventist, this view has the added advantage of
having been accepted and advocated by Ellen
White.”

Let us examine in some detail the manner in
which Mrs. White explicates her views. These
views have been praised by a number of non-SDA
theologians as one of the most comprehensive and
concise statements on the subject of plenary
inspiration to be found anywhere in print.

1. The purpose of inspiration. Ellen White uses
two interesting analogies to illustrate the purpose
of inspiration. First she likens inspiration to a map
—a guide or chartbook for the human family. The
purpose of this map is to show weak, erring, mor-
tal human beings the way to heaven, so that they
need never lose their way.”® Then she also com-
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pares inspiration to ‘‘hidden treasure’’—or
precious jewels that may be discovered by arduous
digging.”® And then, in summation, Mrs. White
remarks that no one need ever be lost for want of
this most crucial information unless he is willfully
blind.”*

2. The human element. Next, Mrs. White
recognized the existence of the human element.
God committed the preparation of His Word to
finite men,’¢ thus, in a sense, making problems for
Himself. Why? Because ‘‘everything that is
human is imperfect.”’”’

Speaking to the workers at Battle Creek, in a
different context, Mrs. White amplified this
thought: ‘‘No one has so great a mind, or is so
skillful, but that the work will be imperfect after
he has done his very best.”’”®

Since the Bible writers had to express their ideas
in human idioms, the concepts could not be given
in some grand superhuman language.” Infinite
ideas can never be perfectly embodied in finite
vehicles of thought.®® The Lord has to speak to
human beings in imperfect speech in order that
our dull, earthly perception may comprehend His
words.®!

In an apt analogy, John Calvin once suggested
that God, through the prophets, talked ‘‘baby
talk’’ to us humans, much as a cooing mother lisps
to her little child in the universal language of love.

3. The existence of discrepancies. Ellen White
addressed the question of discrepancies, mistakes,
or errors in a forthright manner. She does not just
suggest that these are possible; she says that they
are ‘‘probable.’’*? But she goes on, more impor-
tantly, to point out that all of these mistakes will
not change a single doctrine, or cause anyone to
stumble who is not already inclined to do so.
These persons will ‘‘manufacture difficulties from
the plainest revealed truth.’’*?

4. Unique divine-human blending. Paul inci-

sively pointed out that ‘“We have this treasure in
earthen vessels’’ (2 Corinthians 4:7). Two ele-
ments are thus introduced into the analogy: the
‘“treasure,” and the ‘‘earthen vessels.”” Mrs.
White develops these two elements by first com-
menting that, indeed, the Ten Commandments are
verbally inspired, being of ‘‘divine and not human
composition.”’ The servant of the Lord then goes
on, interestingly:
But the Bible, with its God-given truths expressed in the
language of men, presents a union of the divine and the
human. Such a union existed in the nature of Christ, who was
the Son of God and the Son of man. Thus it is true of the Bible,
as it was of Christ, that ‘‘the word was made flesh, and dwelt
among us.”’®

Again, commenting that ‘‘In the work of God
for man’s redemption, divinity and humanity are
combined,’’ Mrs. White elaborates along a some-
what similar vein:
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The union of the divine and the human, manifest in Christ,
exists also in the Bible. The truths revealed are all ‘‘given by
inspiration of God;” yet they are expressed in the words of
men and are adapted to human needs.**

Thus the truths conveyed by inspired writers are
all inspired treasure. But the human element—the
“‘language of men,’’ is the earthen vessel—that is,
the packaging.

Earle Hilgert has suggested that the human
aspect of the inspired writings, ancient and
modern, is revealed in five different ways:

a. The writer expresses himself in his own
style. The Bible has many major stylistic dif-
ferences in its various books.

b. The writer expresses himself at his own
level of literary ability. For example, the
sentence structure of the book of Revelation is
crude. John strings his ideas along with the con-
nector and like a string of box cars in a freight
train. Stylistically, this book is elementary, not
elevated. Its author was a fisherman who was
educated by Jesus for three years. John received
his education in truth, rather than in rhetoric. In
contrast to the book of Revelation, the book of
Hebrews exhibits a most elevated stylistic form.
Indeed, because of its use of balanced phrases
and clauses, some higher critics don’t think that
Paul wrote it. But Paul undoubtedly had the
equivalent of a Ph.D. from the school of
Gamaliel in Jerusalem, and he may well have
attended the university at Tarsus before he went
to Jerusalem.

c. The writer reveals his own personality. The
Gospel of John can be summed up in one four-
letter word—I/ove. The concept permeates
John’s Gospel and all three of his epistles. John,
more than any of the other apostles, imbibed
this spirit, and yielded himself most fully to
Christ’s transforming love.** And thus his
epistles, especially, breathe out this spirit of
love.®” His favorite theme was the infinite love
of Christ.*®®

d. The writer also uses his own words—
words of his seléction, and in so doing,

e. The writer draws on his own personal
background and experience. Luke was called the
“‘beloved physician.”” And indeed, a whole
volume has been written on the medical ter-
minology employed in the Gospel of Luke. Luke
writes with the perception of a scientist. For
example, he is the only one of the four Gospel
writers to mention that Jesus ‘‘sweat . . . as it
were great drops of blood.”

Amos speaks the language of the herdsman,
the shepherd.

And Paul? Trained in the methodology and
phraseology of philosophy, Paul wrote some
things that to a fisherman like Peter were ‘‘hard
to be understood’’ (2 Peter 3:16).%°
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Then, the divine aspect, the work of the Holy
Spirit, is revealed in four ways, as suggested by T.
Housel Jemison:

a. He enlightens the mind: The writer is
enabled to comprehend truth.

b. He prompts the thinking: That is, He
stimulates the reasoning processes.

¢. He enlightens the memory: The prophet is
thus enabled to recall events and ideas.

d. He directs attention to matters to be
recorded: This deals specifically with the selec-
tion of topic and content.®®

5. Verbal Versus Plenary. Mrs. White states
directly that it is not the words of the Scriptures
that are inspired, but rather the men who wrote
them—the prophets were ‘“God’s penmen, not His
pen.’’®!

The semantic problem here is recognized—a
given word may convey different ideas to different
people. Yet if a writer or speaker is intellectually
honest, he can usually convey his meaning
plainly.®? The same truth may be expressed in dif-
ferent ways without essential contradiction.®?

Basically, ‘‘inspiration acts not on the man’s
words or his expressions but on the man himself,
who, under the influence of the Holy Ghost, is
imbued with thoughts.”’*

6. What the Bible is not: The Bible does not
represent the words, the logic, or the rhetoric of
God.” “*God, as a writer, is not represented.’’*
Indeed, God says that His thoughts are not our
thoughts, neither are His ways our ways (Isaiah
55:8, 9). But the Bible does point to God as its
“Author.”’®’ Christ ‘“‘Himself [is] the Author of
these revealed truths.’’*®

7. Totality. Ellen White took the Bible just as it
stood—*‘I believe its utterances in an entire
Bible.”’** And she urged her hearers and readers to
*“cling to your Bible, as it reads.””'*® Amplifying
this thought elsewhere, she continues, “‘Every
chapter and every verse is a communication of
God to man.’’'!

8. God’s superintendency. The Lord miracu-
lously preserved the Bible through the centuries in
essentially its present form.'°? Indeed, the preser-
vation of the Bible is as much a miracle as its
inspiration.

Of course, the Bible was not given in ‘‘one
unbroken line of utterance.”” Rather, through
sucessive generations, it was given, piece by piece,
as a beneficent Providence recognized various
needs in different places. ‘‘The Bible was given for
practical purposes.’’ %}

The continuing hand of God is seen in the giving
of the messages, in the recording of the messages.
in the gathering of the books into the Canon, and
in the preservation of the Bible through successive
ages.'%
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9. Unity. Ellen White draws an interesting
distinction with rzgard to unity: While there is not
always ’‘apparent’’ unity, there is, however, a
“‘spiritual unity.”” And this unity she likens to one
grand golden thread, running through the whole,
which is discovered by the ‘‘illumined soul.”’

However, to trace out this unity requires the
searcher to exercise patience, thought, and
prayer.'®’

In the days when Britannia ruled the waves, and
ships were propelled by wind rather than by steam
or oil, the ships of His Majesty’s royal navy all
carried rope that had a crimson thread woven
through its entire length. This thread served two
purposes: It made identification easy in cases of
suspected theft; and it also assured the sailors
(whose lives often depended upon the quality of
the rope they handled) that they had the very best.

Applying this analogy to the Bible, the blood of
Jesus is the crimson thread that runs throughout
the whole Scripture. This unity is exhibited in at
least five areas, according to Jemison:

a. Purpose: the story of the plan of salva-
tion.

b. Theme: Jesus, the cross, the crown.

¢. Harmony of teaching: Old and New Testa-
ment doctrines are the same.

d. Development: the steady progression from
creation to the fall to redemption to final
restoration.

e. Coordination of the prophecies: evident
because the same Holy Spirit was at work!!°¢
10. Degrees of inspiration. Ellen White makes

it abundantly clear that the Christian is not to
assert that one part of the Scripture is inspired and
that another is not, or that there are degrees of
inspiration among the various books of the Bible.
God has not qualified or inspired any man to do
this kind of work.!*’

Theory of Encounter Inspiration'®®

A third view of inspiration goes by a variety of
labels: ‘‘Neo-orthodoxy,’’ ‘‘existentialism,’’ (the
religious kind), or ‘‘encounter’’ (after one of the
more prominent words in its in-house jargon).
This view is based, at least in part, on the
“I-Thou”’ concept of Philosopher Martin Buber.
The three basic tenets or postulates will now be
examined:

Subjective Rather Than Objective

1. Inspiration is, by its very nature, inherently
subjective rather than objective.

Although the verbalist and plenarist views are
quite different and distinct, the former holding
that inspiration resides in the exact word used, and
the latter believing that the inspiration resides
instead in the thought conveyed by the prophet,
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both are alike in one respect: They each hold that
inspiration is essentially objective rather than sub-
jective.

Until the turn of the century, these were the two
basic positions held by the Christian world. Then
along came Martin Buber (who is a philosopher
rather than a theologian), who helped to develop a
new theory of inspiration. This theory holds,
among other views, that inspiration is, by its very
nature, inherently subjective rather than objec-
tive. What does this mean in practical terms?

As “‘encounter’’ theology sees it, revelation (or
inspiration) is an experience that takes place in an
>“I-Thou” encounter between the prophet and
God. It is then, primarily, an experience, with no
exchange of information taking place.

Revelation, for the encounter theologian, is
“‘the personal self-disclosure of God to man, not
the impartation of truths about God, . . . an
‘I-Thou’ encounter with God, the full presence of
God in the consciousness’’ of the prophet, as
Raoul Dederen has so felicitously phrased it.'°*

There is no communication of information in
encounter theology. God does not utter a word.
No statements of truth of any kind are made in
this unique relationship. Truth is seen not as con-
ceptual in an objective sense, but as experiential in
a subjective sense.

At this point the encounterist would argue that
there is a content. But the content is not the impar-
tation of some concept about God, but, rather,
the imparting of some One—God Himself,
addressing the individual Christian’s soul and call-
ing for a personal response in the transaction.

Revelation, ultimately, for the encounterist, is
the full revelation of God to the full consciousness
of the prophet. In this experience there is no com-
munication of ideas, truths, concepts, or mes-
sages.

As we noted earlier, the Bible writers convey
emphatically that God speaks particularly and
uniquely through inspired men. There is simply no
twisting such declarations as the one made in 2
Samuel 23:2: ‘““The Spirit of the Lord spake by
me, and his word was in my tongue’’!

The inquiry of Zedekiah the king to Jeremiah
the prophet is central to a genuinely Biblical view
of inspiration: ‘‘Is there any word from the
Lord?’’ (Jeremiah 37:17).

Nor is this merely an Old Testament view of
inspiration. In three places in Acts Luke uses such
expressions as ‘‘the Holy Ghost by the mouth of
David spake’’ (chap. 1:16), ‘“‘God hath spoken by
the mouth of all his holy prophets since the world
began’’ (chap. 3:21), and ‘‘by the mouth of thy
servant David [God] hast said,’’ et cetera. Chapter
four of 1 Timothy opens with ‘“Now the Spirit
speaketh expressly, that . . .,”” and the opening
words of Hebrews declare that whereas in former
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days God spoke by the mouth of the holy proph-
ets, in more recent times He has spoken more
directly to mankind through His Son.

The encounterist holds that the prophet as a
person is inspired (which is true), but that the
thoughts and the words the prophet conveys are
his own ideas rather than God’s ideas (which is
false).

Further, the encounterist holds that the prophet
is the interpreter of God’s self-disclosure in terms
relevant to his own day; and those ideas may con-
tain error. They may even be scientifically or
historically inaccurate (as, for example, Moses’
idea of a seven solar-day literal creation); yet the
prophet nevertheless is held to be inspired, since,
in this view, inspiration has nothing whatever to
do with ideas!

The encounterist lays great stress on context.
His purpose is to demonstrate ‘‘historical condi-
tioning’’—the idea that the prophet is the helpless
victim (as well as the product) of his environment,
background, education, and climate of thought.

Although the plenarist is also interested in con-
text, he uses it to discover, by examination of the
historical circumstances surrounding the giving of
a particular message, whether the prophet’s words
constitute a principle—(an unchanging, unerring
rule of human behavior) or a policy (the applica-
tion of a principle to a particular situation, in
which case the application may change as the
situation changes).

2. Contains the word versus being the word.
The encounterist says that the Bible contains the
word of God, but that it is not itself the word of
God. In this view, the Bible is no longer revelation
in the pre-twentieth century sense of the word. It is
no longer God’s revealed word, but rather a wit-
ness to the revelation experience.

Regarding content, this view sees the Bible as
merely the result of its writer’s rational reflection
upon God’s individual and personal self-manifes-
tation to them. In other words, Moses did not
receive the Ten Commandments directly from
God, nor did he obtain specific instructions con-
cerning the earthly tabernacle, its furnishings, or
its ceremonies.

Thus the encounterist does not believe that the
concepts conveyed in Scripture are the word of
God, as the plenarist believes. The plenarist holds
inspiration to be objective—that is, something
apart from the individual by which he is daily
judged. The encounterist sees the word of God as
a personal, subjective experience—an inner expe-
rience that is remarkably powerful and compel-
ling. Experience, as the encounterist sees it,
constitutes the word of God—not ideas, thoughts,
conceptions, or propositional truth.

As the prophet attempts to express his own
ideas or thoughts in describing this ‘‘divine-
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human encounter’’ he thus attempts to convey the
word of God as he feels it from within. This
attempt could be compared to a person’s relating
in a prayer meeting testimony what God did for
him that week.

For the encounterist, the prophet is inspired in
heart, rather than in head. Thus the person who
hears or reads the prophet’s words also has a sub-
jective experience. Truth is therefore defined as
experiential. The experience becomes the word of
God for the student, rather than the word of God
being defined as the literal words, concepts, and
propositions expressed by the prophet.

The plenarist does not disparage the place of
experience in the life of the Christian; indeed, in at
least 13 locations Ellen White uses the expression
experimental religion. But human experience
never supercedes the objective word of God,
which must itself determine the validity of all
experience.''?

3. Quantitative, Not Qualitative. Finally, for
the encounterist, everyone is inspired. The
prophet simply has a more superlative degree of
inspiration than the ordinary individual.

The issue at this point is a difference in degree
versus a difference in kind. The prophet has a
more intense degree of inspiration, it is held, than
that of average people. A prophet’s, minister’s, or
politician’s eloquence may lead people to do
things they would not otherwise do. Because such
a person lifts others up out of themselves, he is
thus considered ‘‘inspired.”’

There may certainly be some kind of secular,
nonprophetic inspiration. We sometimes think of
an artist, a sculptor, a musical composer or per-
former as being ‘‘inspired.”” But this ordinary,
secular inspiration has nothing whatever to do
with the kind of prophetic inspiration spoken of in
the Bible.

In Biblical inspiration, the prophet is taken off
in vision. He or she may lose natural strength only
to receive a supernatural endowment. For the
prophet, God breathes—Iliterally; for in the vision
state the prophet does not breathe. And while in
this state, the prophet receives infallible messages
from the Lord.

Ordinary individuals may be moved by the
inspired words of the prophet; their lives may be
fundamentally altered for the better. But that
experience is not the ‘‘inspiration’’ that the Bible
writers and Ellen White possessed. When ordinary
people are ‘‘inspired,’” it is some other kind of
inspiration than the Biblical variety. It is a dif-
ference in kind, not in degree.

This idea of degrees of inspiration that is so
prevalent in encounter theology has, historically,
had a certain appeal with Adventism. In 1884
then-General Conference President George I.
Butler’s series of ten articles in the Review and
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Herald posited this idea of degrees of inspiration.
Ellen White wrote him a letter of rebuke''' in
which she came about as close to sarcasm as she
ever did, pointing out that God had not inspired
this series on inspiration, nor had He approved of
the teaching of these views at the sanitarium, col-
lege, or publishing house in Battle Creek!

A Significant Difference

At this point, the reader may, rather wearily,
say, ‘‘What practical difference does it make
which position I take?’’ It makes a big difference.
Let us note some of the significant implications
that result from accepting the encounterist view:

1. The Bible is no longer the bearer of eternal
truths; it is no longer a book of doctrine. It degen-
erates into merely a witness to the ‘‘divine-human
encounter’’ between God and a prophet. It is no
longer a statement of truths from God or truths
about God. It is merely the personal view of the
prophet giving his subjective reaction to a highly
subjective experience.

2. The reader of the prophet’s words, then,
becomes the authority, the arbiter who decides
what (for him) is inspired and what is not. He
reads the Bible critically; but he is not obliged to
believe what it says in principle, conceptually, but
rather what he interprets it to mean fo him. He
decides whether a given statement is to be accepted
at face value, or whether it is to be accepted at all.

The reader’s subjective experience becomes nor-
mative—the standard of what he will accept or
reject as binding on his life and experience.

However, if there is no objective revelation
as criterion, then there is no way an individual
can validate his experience, no way for him to
determine whether this experience is from the
Holy Spirit or from an unholy spirit. It is simply
not enought to say that one’s experience is
“‘self-authenticating.”” As John Robertson has so
trenchantly commented, ‘“It may also be self-
deceiving.”’

3. The subjective view is a distortion. It distorts
the proper, legitimate place of context. It also
distorts the proper place of experience, by making
it the criterion for authenticity. The subjective
view emphasizes ‘‘the autonomy of historical con-
ditioning,”” and makes demythologizing of the
prophet a necessity to contemporary understand-
ing. Further, it distorts genuine prophetic
inspiration by imposing the idea of degrees of
inspiration upon it as a central category.

4. In practical terms, the encounter view results
in the adoption of the following theological posi-
tions:

a. Creation, as taught in Genesis, is neither
literal nor scientific. Rather, evolution becomes
the favored view, with Genesis being seen as
merely recording the quaint ideas extant in the
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time of Moses.

b. With regard to the Incarnation of Christ,
Jesus was not really a divine-human being. He
was only a man. The encounter view rejects
supernatural events such as the virgin birth and
miracles, as we commonly define them.

5. In demonology, the Bible, says the
encounterist, merely reports the common ideas of
a time when it was popularly but incorrectly
believed that demons possessed the physical
bodies of certain unfortunate human victims.
Today, says the encounterist, we know that all
mental illness and insanity are caused by external
conditions such as chemical imbalances and
unfavorable environment—but not by spirits.

Plenarists can certainly agree that some mental
illness, perhaps much of it, is caused by external,
nonsupernatural causes; but they cannot accept a
view that declares that a// mental illness is so
caused. This author saw too much in his 12 years
of mission service to believe otherwise!

In the final analysis, then, the encounterist, sub-
jective view of inspiration ultimately constitutes a
denial of the “‘faith once delivered to the saints.”’
It is a clever substitution of “‘cleverly devised
fables’’ for an infallible revelation of truth as
given by God through divinely (and objectively)
inspired prophets. And those who accept this view
risk losing eternal life.

IV. The Purpose of
Inspiration/Revelation

Leslie Hardinge, a veteran Seventh-day Adven-
tist college and seminary Bible teacher, once made
a very profound statement: ‘‘Without analogy,
there is no real teaching.”” The most effective
teaching in the Bible, or anywhere else, is done
through metaphor and simile. Let us notice, first,
two interesting, helpful metaphors that Bible
writers employ in the New Testament to enlarge
our understanding of the purpose of inspiration/
revelation.

Two Biblical Metaphors

1. The Apostle Paul repeatedly speaks of
prophetic inspiration as the gift from the Holy
Spirit—one of the so-called ‘‘spiritual gifts”’
(Ephesians 4; 1 Corinthians 12).

A person may receive many kinds of gifts. Some
gifts are useless or even embarrassing. However,
the most valuable gifts I have ever received were
either utilitarian gifts that filled a particular need
in my day-to-day existence (such as a pen, an
attache case, or a typewriter) or gifts of love in
which the sentiment that prompted the gift far
transcended the inherent, immediate value of the
gift. This sentiment bestowed upon the gift a value
it would not otherwise have possessed.
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The gift of prophecy can be described in the
same terms. To some it is useless. To others itis a
continual embarrassment and annoyance, for it
cuts across their lifestyle repeatedly, dealing as it
does with particulars of day-to-day existence. The
carnal heart strenuously objects to the restraints
put upon it by inspired revelation.

The choice of the metaphor gift is a fortunate
one when we come to the question of inspiration/
revelation. The purpose of this gift is to promote
the work of the ministry of the body (church) of
God—to strengthen and guide the church (Ephe-
sians 4:12-15). Notice in particular its four pur-
poses in this connection:

a. The perfection of the saints (that they may
grow up into Christ).

b. The unification of the saints (so that there
will be no schism in the body of Christ. See 1
Corinthians 12:25).

c. The edification of the saints (inspired writ-
ings provide doctrine, reproof, correction, and
instruction in righteousness. See 2 Timothy
3:16).

d. The stabilization of the saints (that they
may have an anchor to keep them from drifting
about on every wave of doctrine).

2. The Apostle Peter adds a second metaphor,
actually borrowing it from one of David’s psalms.
He sees prophetic inspiration as resembling a light
that shines in a darkened place for a practical and
necessary purpose—to keep us from stumbling
and falling (2 Peter 1:19). A millenium earlier
David had likened the word of God to a ‘‘lamp”’
to the feet, a ““light’’ to the path (Psalm 119:105).

As a “‘light,”’ prophetic inspiration serves two
valuable functions:

a. One of the main purposes of the prophetic
writings (although certainly not their only func-
tion) is to reveal future events. Revelation thus
helps us to make adequate preparation for com-
ing events and enables us to relate constructively
to these events when they occur.''?

However, a less obvious reason for including
the prophetic element in Scripture is to validate
the Bible’s divine origin—to show that God is
its Author. Mortals cannot predict what will
happen even moments in advance; but God can
tell centuries in advance what will transpire.
This function of inspiration was the particular
burden of Isaiah.'"’

b. Equally important is the function of reve-
lation as light to protect the believer. Inspired
writings provide a light that exposes Satan’s
goals and his proposed methodology for accom-
plishing his objective. Truly, ‘‘where there is no
vision, the people perish’> (Proverbs 29:18).

Conclusion
““Let us hear the conclusion of the whole mat-
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ter’’ is not only a sound pedagogical device, but
also a spiritual imperative.

Inspiration has been seen as a process in which
God uniquely imparts eternally important truths
through ‘*his servants, the prophets,”” who ‘‘at
sundry times and in divers manners’’ have spoken
to their contemporaries and to those who would
later follow to enable them to understand the
divine mind and will of God for their lives.

We have, especially in these closing hours of
earth’s history, an overriding need to understand
how this phenomena operates, so that we may not
only have an intelligent understanding of what
God is trying to say to us, but also so that we may
avoid the perils and pitfalls that arise from the
holding of false views.

Paul’s admonition to the saints of the New

Testament—*‘Quench not the Spirit. [Don’t let
the candle go out!] Despise not prophesyings.
Prove all things; hold fast that which is good’” (1
Thessalonians 5:19-21)—is but the echo of the
counsel of Jehosaphat in the Old Testament:
‘“Believe in the Lord your God, so shall ye be
established; believe his prophets, so shall ye pros-
per’’ (2 Chronicles 20:20).

In the second presentation in this series we will
consider the question of inerrancy and infallibil-
ity—Does the true prophet ever err? The experi-
ence of Ellen White will be examined in the light
of the evidence of Bible prophets.

(Part II of this three-part continuing education
series will appear in the December, 1981-January,
1982, issue of the JOURNAL.)
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