
 1 

Dealing with Doctrinal Issues in the Church:  Proposal for Ground Rules 

 

Paul S. Ratsara 

General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists 

Southern Africa-Indian Ocean Division  

 

Richard M. Davidson 

Andrews University  

Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary 

 

Theology of Ordination Study Committee 

January 15, 2013 

Revised January 24, 2013 

 

Introduction 

Doctrinal controversies are not unique to the Seventh-day Adventist Church.  Even 

when the denomination was in its infancy, church leaders had to deal with controversial 

issues.
1
  The church continues to experience issues that threaten its unity.  As a matter of fact, 

the history of Christianity shows that doctrinal and theological controversies characterize the 

growth and the experience of the Christian church.   

 Francis Wernick observes: 

Division and disunity have marked the history of the Christian Church from at least the 

end of the first century . . . .  While not immune from this danger of dissent, Seventh-day 

Adventists have been relatively free of serious discord, having a remarkable unity on Bible 

truth.  But danger is always present as the enemy of the church seeks in every way 

possible to bring in variance and disagreement.
2
 

                                                 

 
1
Jerry Moon, “Lessons from the Adventist Pioneers in Dealing with Doctrinal 

Controversy,” unpublished presentation to a symposium of the Adventist Theological Society, 
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Evaluating New Trends in the Church,” ed. Samuel Koranteng-Pipim, Berrien Springs, MI: 
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Controversial issues have the potential of dividing the church.  If the pioneers had to 

deal with controversial issues at that time, what more with the same church that now has a 

membership of about 17 million with various backgrounds.  If the pioneers needed to be 

careful with the process of dealing with controversial issues then, we need to be more careful 

now. The ecclesiology of the Seventh-day Adventist Church is still in its infancy 

theologically.
3
  There are a number of issues that directly relate to ecclesiology that the 

Seventh-day Adventist Church has not yet settled biblically, theologically and doctrinally.
4
  

 The purpose of this paper is to suggest some ground rules for dealing with a 

potentially divisive theological issue, such as the theology of ordination. To achieve this it 

would be well to look at the history of doctrinal controversy, both at the beginning of the 

Christian Church and at the inception of the Adventist movement, and learn from the first 

Christian disciples and from our Adventist pioneers.  We need to agree on the approach and 

attitude that ought to prevail in handling delicate subjects that have a potential of dividing the 

church.  The church today can learn from the way that the risen Jesus and the Holy Spirit 

guided the early church in dealing with doctrinal uncertainty (especially Luke 24 and Acts 1-

2) and controversy (especially Acts 15), and we can be instructed from wrong and right 

approaches that the pioneers of the Seventh-day Adventist church employed when, on more 

that one occasion, they dealt with controversial issues. 

I. The Early Christian Church: Two Case Studies 

A. The Way to Emmaus and the Upper Room (Luke 24, Acts 1–2) 

                                                 

 
3
Very few Seventh-day Adventist theologians have written on ecclesiology. The 

Biblical Research Institute of the General Conference has felt this need, and a study on 

Ecclesiology is underway.  

 
4
On May 12, 1982 the Biblical Research Committee (a committee overseen by the 

Biblical Research Institute of the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists) took an 

action to embark on a series of studies on ecclesiology. Under this topic there is nothing on 

ordination. It is only recently (at the 2010 General Conference Session) that the BRI was 

mandated to give a careful study of the question of the theology of ordination. 
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The greatest doctrinal challenge to the early church came on resurrection Sunday. The 

hopes of the disciples had been dashed as Jesus, the One they had believed to be the Messiah 

and deliverer of Israel, had been crucified, apparently failing in His messianic mission. How 

did the resurrected Jesus lead His disciples through this crisis of uncertainty to a solid 

understanding and experience of truth regarding Himself, His mission, and the future mission 

of the disciples? At least seven crucial points in the narrative of Luke 24 and Acts 1–2 are 

instructive for us today in dealing with doctrinal issues. 

1. The foundational authority of Scripture. As Jesus walked with the two 

disciples on the seven-mile-long road from Jerusalem to Emmaus that Resurrection Sunday 

afternoon, He could have simply revealed His wounds in His hands and side and feet; and 

upon recognizing Him, the disciples would have eagerly bowed and worshiped. But Jesus 

determined that their faith not be based primarily upon physical phenomena, but rather on the 

testimony of Scriptures. Only after they were convinced concerning the truth of the Messiah 

and His mission by the written Word, did Jesus disclose His identity by showing them the 

nail prints in His hands. At least six times in the narrative of Luke 24, Luke refers to the 

Scriptures as the foundational authority for the disciples’ faith and understanding of Truth 

(Luke 24:25, 27, 32, 44, 45, 46). Any study of doctrinal issues today must likewise recognize 

the same foundation authority of Scripture.
5
 

2. A solid biblical hermeneutic. Speaking to the disciples on the way to 

Emmaus, Jesus interpreted to them the things about Himself in all the scriptures” (Luke 

                                                 
5For an overview of Scripture’s own testimony as to its full authority as the ultimate 

norm for doctrinal discussion, see, e.g., Peter M. van Bemmelen, “Revelation and Inspiration,” 

in in Handbook of Seventh-day Adventist Theology (Commentary Reference Series, vol. 12; 

ed. Raoul Dederen; Hagerstown, Md.: Review and Herald, 2000), 22–57; and idem, “The 

Authority of Scripture,” in Understanding Scripture: An Adventist Approach (ed. George W. 

Reid; Silver Spring, Md.: Biblical Research Institute, General Conference of Seventh-day 

Adventists, 2006), 75–89. 
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24:27, NRSV). The word for “interpret” here is diermeneuo (dia + hermeneuo), which is 

related to the English term “hermeneutics.” Jesus instructed His disciples in the basic 

principles of biblical hermeneutics during that seven-mile walk in the countryside. Later that 

evening as He appeared to the larger group of disciples in the upper room, again “He opened 

their understanding, that they might comprehend the Scriptures” (Luke 24:45). 

Any study of unclear or controversial doctrinal issues, such as the question of 

ordination, must be built upon a faithful exposition of Scripture carried out according to solid 

hermeneutical principles arising from the biblical presuppositions of sola and tota 

Scriptura—the Bible alone, and in its entirety, as the ultimate foundation of truth.
6
 

3. A Christocentric focus. Jesus’ only recorded words in His ambulatory 

teaching session with the two disciples focused upon His death and resurrection: “O foolish 

ones, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Ought not the Christ to 

have suffered these things and to enter into His glory?” (Luke 24:25, 26). Luke records that 

Jesus “expounded to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning Himself” (vs. 27). Later 

that evening in the upper room He reiterated “that all things must be fulfilled which were 

written in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms concerning Me. . . .Thus it is 

written, and thus it was necessary for the Christ to suffer and to rise from the dead the third 

day” (vs. 44). 

                                                 
6These basic hermeneutical presuppositions are apparent in the narrative of Luke 24. 

Jesus’ grounding of truth was “by Scripture alone” (sola Scriptura), and He interpreted the 

things about Himself “in all the Scriptures” (tota Scriptura). For a summary of these and 

other hermeneutical principles arising from Scripture itself, see, e.g., Richard M. Davidson, 

“Biblical Interpretation,” in Handbook of Seventh-day Adventist Theology (Commentary 

Reference Series, vol. 12; ed. Raoul Dederen; Hagerstown, Md.: Review and Herald, 2000), 

58–104; and Ekkehardt Müller, “Guidelines for the Interpretation of Scripture,” in 

Understanding Scripture: An Adventist Approach (ed. George W. Reid; Silver Spring, Md.: 

Biblical Research Institute, General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists, 2006), 111–134. 
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On the day of Pentecost, fifty days later, the Holy Spirit was poured out, not as end in 

Himself, but as an earthly sign that Christ had been anointed as Priest-King in the heavenly 

inauguration ceremony (Acts 2:31–33). It was the recognition that they had a mediator in the 

heavenly sanctuary that gave the disciples boldness to fearlessly proclaim God’s Word.
7
 

A Christocentric focus is vital to understanding truth. Ellen White affirms: “Jesus is 

the living center of everything.”
8
 “In order to be rightly understood and appreciated, every 

truth in the Word of God, from Genesis to Revelation, must be studied in the light that 

streams from the cross of Calvary.”
9
 “The correct understanding of the ministration [of Christ] 

in the heavenly sanctuary is the foundation of our faith.”
10

  

4. Unity of mind/purpose/impulse. Scripture states that when the 120 disciples 

met in the “upper room” after Jesus’ ascension, “These all continued with one accord 

[homothymodon] in prayer and supplication, with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, 

and with His brothers” (Acts 1:14). The Greek adverb homothymodon, often translated “with 

                                                 
7See Ellen White, Acts of the Apostles, 39: “The Pentecostal outpouring was Heaven’s 

communication that the Redeemer’s inauguration was accomplished. According to His 

promise He had sent the Holy Spirit from heaven to His followers as a token that He had, as 

priest and king, received all authority in heaven and on earth, and was the Anointed One over 

His people.” 
8Ellen White, Evangelism, 186.  
9
Ellen White, Gospel Workers, 315. 

10
Ellen White, Evangelism, 221. For discussion of the Christocentric focus of all 

Scripture, and the importance of interpreting Scripture Christocentrically, see, e.g., Hans 

LaRondelle, The Israel of God in Prophecy: Principles of Prophetic Interpretation (Berrien 

Springs, Mich.: Andrews University Press, 1983), 4–9 and passim; and Richard M. Davidson, 

“Back to the Beginning: Genesis 1–3 and the Theological Center of Scripture,” in Christ, 

Salvation, and the Eschaton: Essays in Honor of Hans K. LaRondelle (ed. Daniel Heinz, Jiří 

Moskala, and Peter M. van Bemmelen; Berrien Springs, Mich.: Old Testament Department, 

Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary, Andrews University, 2009), 5–29. 
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one accord,” refers to a condition of being “with one mind/purpose/impulse.”
11

 Ellen White 

elaborates on the heart preparation of the disciples in relation to one another before Pentecost: 

“Putting away all differences, all desire for the supremacy, they came close together in 

Christian fellowship.”
12

 “They emptied from their hearts all bitterness, all estrangement, all 

differences; for this would have prevented their prayers being as one. And when they were 

emptied of self, Christ filled the vacancy.”
13

 Such a spirit is needed as much today as we 

come together to wrestle for an understanding of God’s Word in regard to unsettled 

theological issues with regard to ordination. 

5. Earnest prayer and fasting. As cited above, the disciples in the upper room 

before Pentecost “all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication” (Acts 1:14). 

These seasons of prayer were accompanied with fasting,
14

 and involved humility of heart, 

true repentance and confession,
15

 deep “heart-searching and self-examination” and 

                                                 
11

Walter Bauer, F. W. Danker, W. F. Arndt, and F. W. Ginrich, A Greek-English 

Lexicon of the New Testament and other Christian Literature, 3d ed. (Chicago: University of 

Chicago, 2000, hereafter abbreviated as BDAG), s.v. ὁμοθυμαδόν. 
12

White, Acts of the Apostles, 37.  
13

Ellen White, Signs of the Times, January 20, 1898. Cf. idem, Story of Redemption, 

246–7: “This testimony in regard to the establishment of the Christian church is given us not 

only as an important portion of sacred history but also as a lesson. All who profess the name 

of Christ should be waiting, watching, and praying with one heart. All differences should be 

put away, and unity and tender love one for another pervade the whole. Then our prayers may 

go up together to our heavenly Father with strong, earnest faith. Then we may wait with 

patience and hope the fulfillment of the promise. . . . The great and important matter with us 

is to be of one heart and mind, putting aside all envy and malice, and, as humble supplicants, 

to watch and wait. Jesus, our Representative and Head, is ready to do for us what He did for 

the praying, watching ones on the day of Pentecost.” 
14

White, Signs of the Times, January 20, 1898: “They were bidden not to leave 

Jerusalem till they had been endued with power from on high. They therefore remained in 

Jerusalem, fasting and praying.” 
15White, Acts of the Apostles, 36: “As the disciples waited for the fulfillment of the 

promise, they humbled their hearts in true repentance and confessed their unbelief.” 
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consecration of their soul-temples,
16

 and earnest pleading to the Lord for the unction of the 

Spirit to be poured out upon them in fulfillment of Jesus’ promise.
17

 Such seasons of prayer 

and fasting are just as necessary today on the part of those who are dealing with unsettled and 

controversial theological issues related to ordination. 

6. The illumination of the Spirit to understand the truths of Scripture. 

Before His death Christ had promised the disciples that the Holy Spirit would come to guide 

them into truth: “when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth” 

(John 16:13). The pouring out of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost brought about the 

fulfillment of that promise. “Pentecost brought them [the disciples] the heavenly illumination. 

The truths which they could not understand while Christ was with them were now unfolded. 

With a faith and assurance that they had never before known, they accepted the teachings of 

the Sacred Word.”
18

 That same illumination of truth by the Holy Spirit is available even more 

now in the time for the pouring out of the latter rain: “The outpouring of the Holy Spirit on 

                                                 
16White, Evangelism, 698: “After Christ's ascension, the disciples were gathered 

together in one place to make humble supplication to God. And after ten days of heart 

searching and self-examination, the way was prepared for the Holy Spirit to enter the 

cleansed, consecrated soul temples.” 
17White, Acts of the Apostles, 37: “Now, in obedience to the word of the Saviour, the 

disciples offered their supplications for this gift [of the Holy Spirit], and in heaven Christ 

added His intercession. He claimed the gift of the Holy Spirit, that He might pour it out upon 

His people.” Ellen White summarizes this preparatory process in Testimonies for Ministers, 

507: “It was by the confession and forsaking of sin, by earnest prayer and consecration of 

themselves to God, that the early disciples prepared for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on 

the Day of Pentecost. The same work, only in greater degree, must be done now.”  
18White, Acts of the Apostles, 45–6. Cf. Ellen White, SDA Bible Commentary, 3:1152: 

“No man can have insight into the Word of God without the illumination of the Holy Spirit. 

If we will but come into the right position before God, His light will shine upon us in rich, 

clear rays. This was the experience of the early disciples. . . . [Acts 2:1–4 quoted.] God is 

willing to give us a similar blessing, when we seek for it as earnestly.” 
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the day of Pentecost was the former rain, but the latter rain will be more abundant. . . . Christ 

is again to be revealed in His fullness by the Holy Spirit's power.”
19

 

7. An evangelistic motivation—a passion for lost souls. On Resurrection 

Sunday, Jesus promised the gift of the Holy Spirit, not only to lead the disciples into all truth, 

but to give them power for witnessing for the Gospel in His name, “to all nations, beginning 

at Jerusalem” (Luke 24:47–9). At the time of His ascension, He repeated His promise of the 

Holy Spirit for this same purpose: “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has 

come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, 

and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). The disciples in the upper room at the time of 

Pentecost “did not ask for a blessing for themselves merely. They were weighted with a 

burden for the salvation of souls.” As the disciples “grasped the imparted gift” of the Spirit, 

“The sword of the Spirit, newly edged with power and bathed in the lightnings of heaven, cut 

its way through unbelief.”
20

 In our day, as we seek for the gift of the Holy Spirit in order to 

deal with unsettled/controversial issues, such as the theology of ordination, this seeking needs 

to be carried out with an evangelistic purpose, to proclaim wonderful truth clearly and 

dynamically to a dying world. And this gift of power awaits our demand and reception: 

“Only to those who wait humbly upon God, who watch for His guidance and grace, is the 

Spirit given. The power of God awaits their demand and reception. This promised blessing, 

claimed by faith, brings all other blessings in its train. It is given according to the riches of 

the grace of Christ, and He is ready to supply every soul according to the capacity to 

                                                 
19Ellen White, Christ’s Object Lessons, 121. For discussion of the role of the Holy 

Spirit in the interpretation of Scripture, see John Baldwin, “Faith, Reason, and the Holy Spirit 

in Hermeneutics,” in Understanding Scripture: An Adventist Approach (ed. George W. Reid; 

Silver Spring, Md.: Biblical Research Institute, General Conference of Seventh-day 

Adventists, 2006), 20–24.  
20White, Acts of the Apostles, 37–38.  
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receive.”
21

 God is ready to pour out such a gift to help us wrestle with weighty truths, if we 

are willing and ready to receive this precious gift! 

B. The Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) 

The first Jerusalem Council described in Acts 15 has been the subject of numerous 

scholarly studies, with many different issues under discussion.
22 Our focus in this paper is to 

look at this chapter as a crucial case study of the way the early church dealt with 

controversial doctrinal issues. Here is an apostolic model of appropriate steps for the church 

to take as it wrestles with doctrinal controversy and seeks divine guidance in understanding 

what is truth. The narrative in Acts 15 assumes the necessity of applying the various lessons 

set forth in connection with the disciples’ experience in the upper room as described in the 

previous section of this paper (Luke 24; Acts 1–2),
23

 but depicts several additional practical 

steps taken by the early church in dealing with specific controversial doctrinal issues. 

Acts 15:1–5 sets the stage for the Jerusalem Council, by describing the situation that 

had arisen in the early church with regard to the requirements for Gentiles when becoming 

Christians. Some Jewish Christians had come from Judea to Antioch, teaching that “Unless 

you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved” (Acts 15:1). 

                                                 
21Ellen White, Desire of Ages, 672. 
22See, e.g., the bibliography in Joseph Fitzmeyer, Acts of the Apostles (The Anchor 

Bible; New York: Doubleday, 1997), 549–550, 559–560. 
23Throughout the book of Acts up to the time of the Jerusalem Council, there is 

continued mention of most of the elements discussed in the previous section of this paper: 

dependence upon the authority of Scripture, and illustrating the use of a Christocentric 

hermeneutic in the various sermons given by the apostles (see e.g., Acts 2:14–39; 3:11–26; 

4:8–12; 7:1–53; 13:16–41) references to the unity of spirit among the disciples (Acts 2:1, 46; 

4:24); earnest prayer and fasting (e.g., 2:42; 3:1; 4:24–31; 6:4, 6; 8:15; 9:40; 10:9; 12:5; 

13:2–3; 14:23); dependence upon the work of the Holy Spirit (the whole book of Acts of the 

Apostles may be better called “Acts of the Spirit”; the Spirit is mentioned some 45 times in 

the first 15 chapters of Acts); and a sustained evangelistic focus (see, e.g., Acts 2:38–39, 47; 

3:19–20; 4:31; 5:14, 28–32; 8:4, 26–40; 9:31; 13:46–49; 14:1–28).  
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Luke reports that as a result of this teaching, “when Paul and Barnabas had no small 

dissension and dispute with them, they determined that Paul and Barnabas and certain others 

of them should go up to Jerusalem, to the apostles and elders, about this question” (v. 2). 

Coming to Jerusalem, Paul and Barnabas brought a report to the church and its leaders in 

Jerusalem of what God had done with them in the conversion of the Gentiles (v. 3–4), but 

“some of the sect of the Pharisees who believed rose up, saying, ‘It is necessary to circumcise 

them [the Gentiles], and to command them to keep the law of Moses’” (v. 5). In light of this 

background, we may summarize the basic issues facing the early church at the time of the 

Jerusalem Council as two-fold: (1) should Gentiles become Jews in order to become 

Christians? And (2) what Jewish practices beyond the moral law of the Ten Commandments 

were to be required for these Gentiles who became Christians? Ellen White puts her finger on 

the nub of the problem when she writes: “The Jewish converts generally were not inclined to 

move as rapidly as the providence of God opened the way. . . .They were slow to discern that 

all the sacrificial offerings had but prefigured the death of the Son of God, in which type met 

antitype, and after which the rites and ceremonies of the Mosaic dispensation were no longer 

binding.”
24

 

The multi-faceted process of the Jerusalem Council in dealing with these issues may 

shed light on the way the Seventh-day Adventist church today should work through crucial 

theological issues. 

1. An assembly of representative church leaders. In response to the disputed 

theological issue regarding the Gentiles’ relationship to the Jewish ceremonial law, “the 

apostles and elders came together to consider this matter” (Acts 15:7). This verse specifically 

mentions the “apostles and elders” who met together with Paul and Barnabas and responsible 

leaders sent from the church at Antioch, but v. 12 speaks of “all the multitude/assembly 

                                                 
24White, Acts of the Apostles, 189. 
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[plēthos]” and v. 22 refers to “the apostles and elders, with the whole church.” Ellen White 

clarifies that this assembly involved “delegates from the different churches and those who 

had come to Jerusalem to attend the approaching festivals.”
25

 “At Jerusalem the delegates 

from Antioch met the brethren of the various churches, who had gathered for a general 

meeting. . . .”
26

 

Here is a model that gives biblical justification for Ellen White’s statement regarding 

the authority of the General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists in general session: “God 

has ordained that the representatives of His church from all parts of the earth, when 

assembled in a General Conference, shall have authority.”
27

 At the same time, the basic 

principle of gathering representative leaders for a general assembly to deal with a theological 

issue also applies to the Theology of Ordination Study Committee and the regional Biblical 

Research Committees that are appointed to study the issue of ordination. 

2. Frank and spirited discussion of the issues and clarifying presentations. 

At the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15, there was much “dispute” KJV, NKJV), “debate” (ESV, 

NASB), “discussion (NIV, NLT)” (v. 7). The Greek noun zētēsis, in the context of this verse, 

probably refers to “engagement in a controversial discussion, debate, argument,” but the term 

can also mean “a search for information, investigation” (as, e.g., in Acts 25:20).
28

 Ellen 

White states that the basic question at issue “was warmly discussed in the assembly.”
29

 

                                                 
25Ibid., 190. The reference to “elders” in v. 6 has been interpreted by many to refer 

only to the local elders of the Jerusalem church, but it may also include local elders of the 

various Christian churches (cf. Acts 11:30; 14:23; 20:17; 21:18; 1 Tim 5:17; Tit 1:5). 
26Ibid., 191. Cf. ibid., 196: “The council which decided this case was composed of 

apostles and teachers who had been prominent in raising up the Jewish and gentile Christian 

churches, with chosen delegates from various places. Elders from Jerusalem and deputies 

from Antioch were present, and the most influential churches were represented.”  

 27Ellen White, Testimonies for the Church, 9:260. 
28BDAG, s.v. ζήτησις. 
29White, Acts of the Apostles, 191. 
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Along with the spirited discussion/debate/argument/investigation, Peter gave a 

presentation of pertinent evidence from his own experience and theological perspective to the 

general assembly. He alluded to his own encounter with Cornelius (described in Acts 10) 

when God Himself had directed that Gentiles hear and accept the gospel from his preaching. 

Peter “argued that since God had established such a precedent within the Jewish Christian 

mission some ten years earlier—though it had not been recognized by the church as such—

God has already indicated his approval of a direct Gentile outreach. Thus Paul’s approach to 

the Gentiles could not be branded as a deviation from the divine will.”
30

 Peter asked the 

council members, “Why do you test God by putting a yoke on the neck of the disciples which 

neither our fathers nor we were able to bear?” (v. 10).
31

 And he stated his theological 

conclusion: “But we believe that through the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ we [Jews] shall 

be saved in the same manner as they [the Gentiles].” (v. 11)  

A spirited discussion, earnest investigation and public presentations of evidence—

wrestling together with issues of theological controversy—is altogether appropriate today in 

our appointed council sessions (TOSC and BRC’s), as it was in the Jerusalem Council. 

3. Personal reports/testimonies of the Holy Spirit’s working. According to Acts  

15:12, after Peter had given his presentation, “all the assembly fell silent, and they listened to 

Barnabas and Paul as they related what signs and wonders God had done through them 

among the Gentiles” (ESV). An important part of the Jerusalem Council proceedings was to 

listen to reports detailing the miraculous workings of the Holy Spirit among the Gentiles 

                                                 
30Richard N. Longenecker, “The Acts of the Apostles,” in The Expositor’s Bible 

Commentary, vol. 9 (John–Acts) (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981), 445. 
31Ellen White clarifies that this “yoke” “was not the law of Ten Commandments” but 

rather “the law of ceremonies, which was made null and void by the crucifixion of Christ” 

(Acts of the Apostles, 194). 
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through the labors of Barnabas and Paul.
32

 So in our dealing with doctrinal controversy today, 

in our TOSC and BRC sessions, it is appropriate to present reports and personal testimonies 

of the Holy Spirit’s working through council members and others in relation to the issue 

under discussion. 

However, the report of the Holy Spirit’s work did not end the proceedings of the 

Jerusalem Council. The next step, often overlooked in most modern discussion of Acts 15, is 

perhaps the most crucial part of the process.  

4. Testing and verification by the witness of Scripture. It has sometimes been 

claimed that Acts 15 provides a model of ecclesiastical authority in which the church, 

empowered in the freedom of the Spirit, is able to reach back into the Old Testament witness, 

and select those portions of the Old Testament that are still relevant to the current situation, 

and with that same authority of the Spirit also move beyond other portions of the Old 

Testament that are no longer applicable, and even add new stipulations not contained in the 

Old Testament. In other words, it is suggested that the New Testament church, and by 

implication, the church today, has authority to determine the best path to unity by rejecting 

some Old Testament instructions and adding new ones as it sees fit under the sanctified 

guidance of the Spirit. 

Such a position, however, does not square with the data of Acts 15. As we have seen, 

the Jerusalem Council did allow for vigorous debate on the issues that were faced; there was 

spirited discussion, in which various viewpoints were expressed. There were also personal 

testimonies given, sharing individual experiences in the way God had worked and led (vv. 

7b–12). But the ultimate deciding factor, in the end, was the authoritative testimony of 

Scripture. James’ concluding statement was in essence based upon an exegesis of crucial Old 

                                                 
32For elaboration on the reports/testimonies of Peter, Barnabas, and Paul, see White, 

Acts of the Apostles, 192–194. 
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Testament passages. In Amos 9:11–12 he found the answer to the issue of whether Gentiles 

had to become Jews to become Christians: they did not.
33

 

And in Lev 17–18 was found the biblical basis for deciding which laws of the Jewish 

ceremonial law applied to Gentiles. The intertextual linkage between Acts 15 and Lev 17–18 

is not apparent on the surface, if one engages in a superficial reading of the Scripture. But as 

one looks more closely, the connection between the relevant Old Testament passages and the 

situation at hand in the Jerusalem Council becomes evident. Acts 15 lists four prohibitions for 

Gentile Christians given by the Jerusalem Council: “that you abstain from things offered to 

idols, from blood, from things strangled [i.e., with the blood coagulated and not drained 

away],
34

 and from sexual immorality [porneia]” (v. 29). One cannot fail to notice, upon close 

inspection, that this is the same list, in the same order, as the four major legal prohibitions 

explicitly stated to be applicable to the stranger/alien as well as to native Israelites in Lev 17–

18. In these Old Testament chapters we find (1) sacrificing to demons/idols (Lev 17:7–9); (2) 

eating blood (Lev 17:10–12); (3) eating anything that has not been immediately drained of its 

blood (Lev 17:13–16); and (4) various illicit sexual practices (Lev 18).  

                                                 
33For discussion of how James’ interpretation is in harmony with the meaning of 

Amos 9:11–12 in its Old Testament context, see especially R. Reed Lessing, Amos 

(Concordia Commentary; Saint Louis: Concordia, 2009), 575–578, 586–590.  
34The Greek adjective pniktos, usually translated “strangled” or “choked,” actually 

refers precisely to the situation described in Lev 17:13–16. See H. Bietenhard, “πνικτός,” 

New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology (1975, hereafter NIDNTT), 1:226: 

“The command [of Acts 15:20, 29] goes back to Lev. 17:13 f. and Deut. 12:16, 23. An animal 

should be so slaughtered that its blood, in which is its life, should be allowed to pour out. If 

the animal is killed in any other way, it has been ‘strangled’.” Cf. idem, “πνίγω, ἀποπνίγω, 

συμπνίγω, πνικτός,” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (ed. G. Kittel and G. 

Friedrich; trans. G. W. Bromiley; 10 vols.; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1968, hereafter 

TDNT), 6:457: “The regulations in Lv. 17:13 f. and Dt. 12:16, 23 lay down that an animal 

should be slaughtered in such a way that all the blood drains from the carcass. If it is put to 

death in any other way, it ‘chokes,’ since the life seated in the blood remains in the body.” 
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Numerous scholars have recognized this intertextual connection.
35

 In this clear case of 

intertextuality, the Jerusalem Council undoubtedly concluded that the practices forbidden to 

the uncircumcised stranger/alien in Lev 17–18 were what should be prohibited to 

uncircumcised Gentile Christians in the church. What was required of the Gentile “strangers” 

in the OT was still required of them in the NT.  

Thus Scripture ultimately provided the basis for the church’s decision regarding 

appropriate practice. The various views and experiences expressed at the Council were tested 

by Scripture. Such an ultimate test by the Word of God is crucial for any contemporary 

proceedings dealing with controversial doctrinal issues, and certainly applies to the sessions 

of the TOSC and BRC’s as they study the theology of ordination. 

5. Emergence of a Spirit-led consensus. As the study and application of 

Scripture proceeded, a consensus began to emerge under the guidance of the Spirit and the 

leadership of the apostles. This Spirit-led consensus is apparent from the wording of the 

Jerusalem Decree: “The apostles, the elders, and the brethren” (v. 23); “it seemed good to us, 

being assembled with one accord” (v. 25); “it seemed good to the Holy Spirit, and to us” (v. 

29). Ellen White elaborates on the process at this stage of the Council’s proceedings, 

highlighting “the careful investigation of the subject” by those present: “James bore his 

testimony with decision—that God designed to bring in the Gentiles to enjoy all the 

privileges of the Jews. The Holy Ghost saw good not to impose the ceremonial law on the 

Gentile converts; and the apostles and elders, after careful investigation of the subject, saw 

                                                 
35

For scholarly concurrence and further discussion, see Richard M. Davidson, “Which 

Torah Laws Should Gentile Christians Obey? The Relationship Between Leviticus 17–18 and 

Acts 15” (A paper presented at the Evangelical Theological Society 59
th

 Annual Meeting, 

San Diego, CA, 15 November 2007). Cf. H. Reisser, “πορνεύω,” NIDNTT (1975), 1:497–501; 

and F. Hauck and S. Schulz, “πόρνη, πόρνος, πορνεία, πορνεύω, ἐκπορνεύω,” TDNT (1968), 

6:579–595. 
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the matter in the same light, and their mind was as the mind of the Spirit of God.”
36

 White 

further describes the emerging of a consensus: “The council moved in accordance with the 

dictates of enlightened judgment, and with the dignity of a church established by the divine 

will. As a result of their deliberations they all saw that God Himself had answered the 

question at issue by bestowing upon the Gentiles the Holy Ghost; and they realized that it 

was their part to follow the guidance of the Spirit.”
37

 The consensus was articulated by James, 

the brother of Jesus, who presided over the council (v. 19). Into such a consensus is what the 

Spirit longs to guide His church today as they deal with doctrinal controversy, in fulfillment 

of Jesus’ promise (John 16:13). It must be recognized that at the first Jerusalem Council unity 

(consensus) did not mean uniformity (of practice). It appears that the consensus reached by 

the early church was not the conclusion that was expected as the process began, but came as a 

surprise to those involved as the Spirit led them to a deeper understanding of Scripture.  The 

Spirit may well surprise us again! 

6. Formal decision and circulation of the council’s action. The consensus 

reached by the council was formalized in writing (vv. 23–29), and circulated among the 

churches by delegated representatives (vv. 22, 30; 16:4). Ellen White makes clear that the 

decision on the issues discussed, once made by the council, “was then to be universally 

accepted by the different churches throughout the country.”
38

 There was no need for a vote 

by the church membership at large: “The entire body of Christians was not called upon to 

vote upon the question. The ‘apostles and elders,’ men of influence and judgment, framed 

and issued the decree, which was thereupon generally accepted by the Christian churches.”
39

 

Though the decision of the council met with some resistance among Jewish Christians, “The 

                                                 
36White, Story of Redemption, 307.  
37White, Acts of the Apostles, 196. 
38Ibid., 190. 
39Ibid., 196. 
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broad and far-reaching decisions of the general council brought confidence into the ranks of 

the Gentile believers, and the cause of God prospered.”
40

 Such formal decision and public 

pronouncement of church action is applicable today in such venues as Annual Council and 

the General Conference in session.  

7. Universal authoritative status of the council’s decision. Some claim that the 

decision on the part of the Jerusalem Council was only advisory, not binding, since, it is 

suggested, Paul considered its ruling as a nonissue in his dealings with food offered to idols 

(1 Cor 10:19–33). But again, such readings overlook both the wider NT data and the Old 

Testament basis for the Jerusalem Council’s ruling. According to Acts 16:4, in Paul’s 

journeys after the Jerusalem Council, he and Silas upheld the rulings of the Council and 

considered them binding upon the churches: “Now while they were passing through the cities, 

they [Paul and Silas] were delivering the decrees which had been decided upon by the 

apostles and elders who were in Jerusalem, for them to observe.” 

Paul did not change his basic position in his counsel to the Corinthians. Rather, he 

apparently recognized that the Old Testament basis for not eating food offered to idols was 

found in Lev 17:7–9, which prohibits the sacrificing of food to demons/idols. Paul seems to 

have understood the intent of this OT passage that formed the basis of the Jerusalem Council 

prohibition, and thus correctly upheld the prohibition against offering food to idols/demons (1 

Cor 10:20–21). At the same time he recognized that a Gentile Christian not personally 

offering food to idols would not be going against the OT prohibition (and hence, against the 

Jerusalem Council ruling based upon that OT prohibition) if he ate food that, unknown to him, 

someone else had offered to an idol (vv. 25–27). Within the overall parameters of the 

Jerusalem Council ruling, moreover, Paul allowed for a difference of practice based upon 

one’s individual conscience and the conscience of others (vv. 27–29). 

                                                 
40Ibid., 197. 
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Acts 15 reveals that the church, in its assembly of representative members, may 

indeed speak not merely in an advisory capacity, but with binding authority upon the whole 

church, as that authority is based upon the authority of the written Word.
41

 This chapter of 

Scripture also provides a paradigm for dealing with doctrinal controversy in the church, a 

paradigm that the Seventh-day Adventist church may well follow in facing contemporary 

controversial issues regarding doctrine and practice. The last two of these principles apply 

particularly to the Annual Council or the General Conference in session, but the rest also 

have relevance for the special division-wide conferences and other councils in their wrestling 

with and bringing to resolution current controversial doctrinal issues. 

                                                 
41Acts 15 is an illustration of the principle set forth by Jesus regarding the authority of 

the church, in Matt 16:19: “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatever 

you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall 

have been loosed in heaven.” As the NASB correctly translates the perfect passive participle 

of the verbs for “bind” and “loose,” what the church decides is not independent and arbitrary, 

but its “binding” and “loosing” is dependent upon recognizing what already “has been bound” 

and “has been loosed” in heaven, as revealed in Scripture through the Spirit. 
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II. The Adventist Movement:  Two Case Studies 

A. Wrong Approach:  The 1888 Bible Conference  

  The 1888 Bible conference exemplifies wrong attitudes toward dealing with doctrinal 

controversy in the church.  The conference was convened on Wednesday, October 17.  The 

delegation to the conference was composed of 90 people representing a church membership 

of 27,000. The conference agenda included progress reports concerning new mission fields, 

the distribution of labor, city evangelism, a new ship for the South Pacific (Pitcairn), and 

several others.
42

   About the 1888 Bible Conference Ellen G. White wrote: 

We are impressed that this will be an important time among us as a people. It should 

be a period of earnestly seeking the Lord and humbling your hearts before him. I hope you 

will regard this as a most precious opportunity to pray and counsel together; and if the 

injunction of the apostle to esteem others better than ourselves is carefully heeded, you 

can in humility of mind, with the spirit of Christ, search the Scriptures carefully to see 

what is truth. The truth can lose nothing by close investigation. Let the word of God speak 

for itself; let it be its own interpreter, and the truth will shine like precious gems amid the 

rubbish.
43

  

 

Although many delegates came to attend the conference the names of Alonzo T. Jones and 

Elliot J. Waggoner stood out.  They were close friends and both were editors for Signs of the 

Times in California.
44

  Jones and Waggoner were at the center of the doctrinal controversy 

that arose during a ministerial workers’ meeting, October 10-16 prior to the Minneapolis 

conference of October 17, 1888. 

The issue that divided the ministerial group had to do with the interpretation of 

Galatians 3:24.  The group of ministers sought to understand whether the law referred to in 
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the text meant the moral or ceremonial law.
45

  On one hand, O.A. Johnson in an article 

published by the Review and Herald in 1886 had concluded that the law in Galatians is the 

ceremonial law.  On the other hand he E.J. Waggoner published a series of nine articles in the 

Signs, in which he argued that the law in Galatians is the moral law.”
46

  

Waggoner became instrumental in the understanding and teaching of righteousness by 

faith. “Waggoner was asked to present a series of lectures on righteousness by faith. We do 

not know exactly what Waggoner said, because beginning only in 1891 were all Bible studies 

at General Conference sessions recorded, but from what he wrote before and after 

Minneapolis we know approximately what he taught.”
47

  Gerhard Pfandl summarizes the 

main points: “(1) man’s obedience can never satisfy God’s law; (2) Christ’s imputed 

righteousness alone is the basis of our acceptance by God; and (3) we constantly need the 

covering of Christ’s righteousness, not just for our past sins.”
48

 

The hearers of Waggoner received his teaching differently.  Some accepted, some 

rejected, and some were neutral.  Among those who accepted the message were Ellen White, 

W.C. White, and S.N. Haskell.  Among those who rejected the message were Uriah Smith, 

J.H. Morrison, and L.R. Conradi.
49

  “Eventually most of those who opposed the message 

changed their attitude and accepted the message of righteousness by faith, though some left 

the church.”
50

  After the Minneapolis session Ellen White collaborated with Jones and 

Waggoner in the proclamation of the message of righteousness by faith to the Adventist 

community of faith.  Forums for presenting the messages included camp meetings, workers’ 
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meetings, and Bible schools.
51

   Pfandl states, “Minneapolis 1888 was a turning point in the 

history of the Seventh-day Adventist Church.  Through Waggoner and Jones, supported by 

Ellen White, the church was saved from an incomplete understanding of the gospel.”
52

 

The 1888 conference was characterized by a battle for supremacy instead of a humble 

and prayerful spirit. Ellen White called it “the hardest and most incomprehensible tug of war 

we have ever had among our people.”
53

  Too many had a self-confident approach that was 

divorced from a rigorous study of the Bible and prayer. Prejudice prevailed and a spirit of 

debate permeated the discussions on Righteousness by Faith. Ellen White attempted to 

intervene in order to bring the members to a prayerful spirit and intense study of the Word. 

Her call for a change of approach seemed to have fallen on deaf ears.
54

 

 The personal attitudes manifested during the 1888 conference in Minneapolis 

contributed to the church’s polarization at that time.  It is well known that a mixture of issues 

and multiple misunderstandings characterized the 1888 General Conference session.
55

  As a 

result, some of the believers left the church.  Several aspects of the discussions contributed to 

the devastating results. Some of the participants manifested negative attitudes toward the 

Bible. Instead of approaching the Bible with reverence and awe, delegates were “caviling 

over” God’s Word and “sitting in judgment upon its teachings.”
56

 Ellen White noted that 

“Some felt no need of prayer.”
57
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 At the root of these wrong attitudes was spiritual pride and self-confidence. General 

Conference President G. I. Butler expressed the collective self-confidence of the church when 

he declared, a few months before the conference, that “Seventh-day Adventists have never 

taken a stand upon Bible exegesis which they have been compelled to surrender.”
58

 The 

participants of the conference were dedicated and yet divided.  Consequently, the group Bible 

study that should have been a genuine search for truth became a partisan debate. The study 

had little to do with discovering the meaning of the Scriptures, but had much to do with 

sustaining personal presuppositions about them.  The process for studying God’s Word was 

crippled by lack of prayer, focus on nonessentials, personal attacks, and a spirit of debate in 

which there was “constant danger of handling the Word of God deceitfully.”
59

  

Many of the delegates lacked spiritual intensity. There was much “jesting, joking, and 

casual talking, but little earnest prayer in the delegates’ private rooms.”
60

  There was a 

tendency to avoid praying with those who held different opinions. Ellen White recalled that at 

Minneapolis she had “tried most earnestly to have all our ministering brethren who were 

rooming in the house meet in an unoccupied room and unite our prayers together, but did not 

succeed in this but two or three times. They chose to go to their rooms and have their 

conversation and prayers by themselves.”
61

  

Waggoner’s presentations in Minneapolis were not followed by careful Bible study in 

a spirit of mutual respect and humble openness to new insights. Instead there was contentious 

debate, with misuse and distortion of Scripture to support personal preconceived positions. 

                                                 
58
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This perversion of Bible study led to confusion, rejection of truth, and disregard or rejection 

of the Spirit of Prophecy.
62

  

In seeking to resolve the controversy in Minneapolis, Ellen White called for a change 

in their approach to Bible study. She insisted on a “fair hearing” for each presenter and  a 

willingness, on the part of all, to carefully re-examine with humble prayer and teachable 

spirit, even old familiar Scriptures to see whether new insights might be found there. She 

maintained that the use of her own writings must not take the place of diligent, exhaustive 

Scripture study. After thorough Bible study had been done, there would be additional profit 

in the use of her writings. Ellen White insisted that her writings should not take the place of 

the Bible.  Instead, they must be used to magnify God’s revealed will through the Bible.  In 

other instances, her writings may be used to clarify biblical truth in the event that the church 

or individuals have thoroughly studied the Bible but cannot fully understand God’s will.
63

 

The attitudes that the pioneers manifested in the 1888 conference threatened the unity 

of the believers. The neglect to make a thorough, open-minded examination of Scripture was 

a major factor at Minneapolis. There was a widespread disregard of divine authority as 

expressed in God’s Word and the Spirit of Prophecy.
64

  Richard Schwarz points out that 

while church leaders spent time and resources on theological debates, “the spiritual 

awakening faltered, wavered—and got sidetracked for a quarter of a century.”
65

  When wrong 

attitudes and methods accompany the study of God’s Word spiritual revival and the mission 

of the church are threatened.  The 1888 conference exemplifies wrong approaches in dealing 

with controversial issues in the Seventh-day Adventist Church.  The earlier conferences of 
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the late 1840s and 1855 exemplify better approaches toward dealing with controversial issues 

in the church.  

 

B.  Better Approach:  The Conferences of 1846-1848 and 1855 

A significant element in the process of spreading early Sabbatarian Adventist 

doctrines was a series of Sabbatarian Bible conferences in the late 1840s.
66

 Even before the 

first of these “Sabbatarian Bible Conferences,” small study groups had already laid the main 

doctrinal foundations. By January 1847 there was agreement among a small circle on the 

Second Coming, the Sabbath, the sanctuary, conditional immortality, the three angels’ 

messages of Rev 14, and the perpetuity of the gift of prophecy.
67

 These doctrines were 

published in two small books, Seventh-day Sabbath Vindicated, by Joseph Bates (Jan. 1847); 
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and A Word to the “Little Flock,” by James White, with portions by Ellen White and Joseph 

Bates (May 1847).
68

 

Following these publications, the founders determined to hold a series of conferences 

inviting other former Millerites to unite on this doctrinal platform.
69

 This series of 

evangelistic conferences became known as the Sabbatarian Bible conferences. The first of 

these was held at Rocky Hill, Connecticut, United States of America, April 20-24, 1848, with 

about 50 in attendance.
70

 James White called it “the first general meeting of the Seventh-day 

Adventists.”
71

 A second, smaller meeting convened at Bristol, Connecticut, the weekend of 

June 24, 1848.
72

 

A third conference was held in Volney, New York, August 18-19. David Arnold, the 

host of the meeting, held that the millennium was in the past; that the 144,000 were those 
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resurrected at Jesus’ resurrection; and the Lord’s Supper ought to be held only once a year, 

during the feast of Passover.  Thus the conference participants were deeply divided. Ellen 

White recalled, “There were about 35 present, all [the Adventists] that could be collected in 

that part of the State.  There were hardly two agreed.  Each was strenuous for his views, 

declaring that they were according to the Bible.  All were anxious for an opportunity to 

advance their sentiments, or to preach to us.”
73

 After group Bible study and prayer, Ellen 

received a vision in which her “accompanying angel” explained “some of the errors of those 

present, and also the truth in contrast with their errors.”
74

  

The fourth conference was held in Port Gibson, New York, August 27, 28.  During 

this conference, White again received a vision after which she counseled the participants to 

preserve biblical unity.
75

 The fifth conference was held at Rocky Hill, Connecticut, 

September 8, 9.  The sixth conference was held in Topsham, Maine, October 20-22.  Again, 

Joseph Bates and James White presented the Sabbath and Sanctuary truths.  The seventh 

conference of 1848 was held in Dorchester, Massachussetts, on November 17-19. The 

conference participants studied the seal of God referred to in Revelation 7:1-3.
76

  Earnest 

Bible study, prayer, and prophetic guidance characterized the 1848 conferences. Ellen White 

recounts, 

Often we remained together until late at night, and sometimes through the 

entire night, praying for light and studying the Word.  Again and again these brethren 

came together to study the Bible, in order that they might know its meaning, and be 

prepared to teach it with power.  When they came to the point in their study where 
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they said, ‘we can do nothing more,’ the Spirit of the Lord would come upon me, I 

would be taken off in vision, and a clear explanation of the passages we had been 

studying would be given me; with instruction as to how we were to labor and teach 

effectively.  Thus light was given that helped us to understand the scriptures in regard 

to Christ, His mission, and His priesthood.  A line of truth extending from that time to 

time when we shall enter the city of God, was made plain to me, and I gave to others 

the instruction that the Lord had given me.
77

  

She goes on to say, 

We would come together burdened in soul; praying that we might be one in faith and 

doctrine; for we knew that Christ is not divided.  One point at a time was made the 

subject of investigation.  The Scriptures were opened with a sense of awe.  Often we 

fasted, that we might be better fitted to understand the truth.  After earnest prayer, if 

any point was not understood, it was discussed, and each one expressed his opinion 

freely; then we would again bow in prayer, and earnest supplications went up to 

heaven that God would help us to see eye to eye, that we might be one as Christ and 

the Father are one.  Many tears were shed . . . . We spent many hours in this way.  

Sometimes, the entire night was spent in solemn investigation of Scriptures, that we 

might understand the truth for our time.  On some occasions the Spirit of God would 

come upon me, and difficult portions were made clear through God’s appointed way, 

and then there was perfect harmony.  We were all of one mind and one spirit.
78

 

The correct theological process was critical to the successful search for truth and unity 

among the early pioneers.  The subject of discussion during the conferences was the Bible 

only.  White describes the conference participants as people who were keen, noble, and true, 

who “searched for truth as for hidden treasure.”
79

 Joseph Bates and James White were the 

main presenters. She also testifies that the conference participants opened the Scriptures 

“with a sense of awe.” They were intent on finding unity of doctrine, for they “knew that 
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Christ is not divided.”
80

  Their motivation was to know the meaning of the Bible and “be 

prepared to teach it with power.”
81

 

 The successful process of biblical investigation included a combination of prayer and 

Bible study, investigating one point at a time, freedom of expression, but no dwelling on 

minor points of disagreement, and being careful not to impose individual opinions upon the 

Scriptures. Ellen White recalled the intensity of their search for truth: “Often we remained 

together until late at night, and sometimes through the entire night, praying for light and 

studying the Word.”
82

  In addition, she says, “Often we fasted, that we might be better fitted 

to understand the truth.”
83

  When church leaders and Bible scholars have a personal 

relationship with God and with each other, they promote unity of faith and mission in the 

church, and the opposite is also true.  

The pioneers learned how to overcome contention and hard feelings through prayer.  

“Sometimes one or two of the brethren would stubbornly set themselves 

against the view presented, and would act out the natural feelings of the heart; but 

when this disposition appeared, we suspended our investigations . . . that each one 

might have an opportunity to go to God in prayer and, without conversation with 

others, study the point of difference, asking light from heaven.  With expressions of 

friendliness we parted, to meet again as soon as possible for further investigation.
84

 

 

 The successful outcome of the Bible conferences also had to do with an element of 

persistence—seven conferences in 1848.  Further, it had to do with the order of study.  Ellen 

White mentioned that whenever the pioneers had reached the limits of their ability to 

understand the biblical evidence, they would join in united prayer. Often such united prayer 
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was followed by a vision resolving the difficulty and enabling the study to continue.
85

  But 

direct revelation from the Holy Spirit through visions was not usually given until after they 

had thoroughly examined the biblical evidence.  The apostle Paul says that “all Scripture is 

given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for 

instruction in righteousness: that the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto 

all good works” (2 Tim 3:16, 17).  Bible scholars to whom God’s will is revealed are those 

who spend adequate amounts of time studying the Scriptures.  These will never quit the study 

of God’s Word or get discouraged before they discover a “thus says the Lord” in the Bible.  

nstead, they will continue studying the Word until they understand what God’s will is on a 

given subject with an open mind and heart. 

 Ellen White states,  

We are living in perilous times, and it does not become us to accept everything claimed to 

be truth without examining it thoroughly; neither can we afford to reject anything that 

bears the fruits of the Spirit of God; but we should be teachable, meek and lowly of heart. 

There are those who oppose everything that is not in accordance with their own ideas, and 

by so doing they endanger their eternal interest as verily as did the Jewish nation in their 

rejection of Christ.
86

 

 The theological process that the early church pioneers employed in their search for 

truth and unity influenced the outcomes of the 1848 Bible conferences.  As a result of this 

process, a “clear explanation of the passages under investigation” was arrived at and 

“difficult portions were made clear through God’s appointed way.”
87

 White states, “Light 

was given that helped us to understand the Scriptures in regard to Christ, His mission, and 
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His priesthood. A line of truth extending from that time to the time when we shall enter the 

city of God, was made plain.”
88

   

A clear understanding of the Scripture contributed to the unity of the early pioneers of 

the Seventh-day Adventist church.  “Unity of understanding provided a basis for unity of 

action.”
89

  White testifies, “Then there was perfect harmony.  We were all of one mind and 

one spirit.”
90

  Perhaps, the question that one would ask today’s Adventist Bible scholars, 

theologians, and leaders might be, “Are we following the footsteps of the pioneers?”  Ellen 

White states, “Truth is stronger than error, and right will prevail over wrong.”
91

  She goes on 

to say, “Age will not make error into truth, and truth can afford to be fair. No true doctrine 

will lose anything by close investigation.”
92

  

 Furthermore, she points out: 

The Lord designs that our opinions shall be put to the test, that we may see the necessity 

of closely examining the living oracles to see whether or not we are in the faith. Many 

who claim to believe the truth have settled down at their ease, saying, "I am rich, and 

increased with goods, and have need of nothing."
93

  

 

 A few years later, in 1855, the church pioneers had to deal with an issue of Adventist 

lifestyle: the proper time for beginning the weekly Sabbath.
94

  The pioneers considered the 

time for the beginning Sabbath as critical in order to preserve church unity.  However, there 
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were various views regarding the time for the beginning of the Sabbath among the early 

Adventist believers. 

 Joseph Bates held that the word “even” or evening in Leviticus 23:32 (KJV), occurred 

at 6:00 p.m. Because he was the leading advocate of the Sabbath among Adventists, his 

opinion was respected and most followed his interpretation.
95

 Some Sabbathkeepers from 

Maine, in 1847-48, “cited the King James Version of Matthew 28:1 in support of beginning 

Sabbath at sunrise, but a vision of Ellen White in 1848 refuted this.”
96

  A tongues-speaking 

incident in June 1848 supporting the 6:00 p.m. time was accepted as confirming that the 

Sabbath begins at 6:00 p.m.  As a result, from 1847 to 1855, a few began the Sabbath at 

sundown, but the majority followed the 6:00 p.m. time.”
97

 

 Perplexed about this problem, James White, in June 1854 asked D. P. Hall of 

Wisconsin to study into the matter, but nothing came of it. Preoccupied with the age-to-come 

theory, Hall joined the Messenger party and left the Sabbatarian Adventists.
98

 In the summer 

of 1855, James White requested J.N. Andrews to study the issue, and Andrews demonstrated 

from the Scriptures that the Sabbath begins at sundown.  His study was presented to the 

conference in Battle Creek on November 17, 1855, and published in the Review of December 

4, 1855.
99

  The majority of attendees found Andrews’ arguments convincing. In fact, the 

response was unanimous with the exception of two people—Joseph Bates and Ellen White.
100

 

Thus the threat of disunity still hung over the group. But on November 20, 1855, Ellen White 
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received a vision endorsing the sundown view. Direct revelation of the Holy Spirit was not 

given in place of thorough study of Scripture.”
101

   

 The conclusions drawn about Sabbath keeping were by and large based on the 

interpretive assumptions of a few influential people (especially Joseph Bates). Ellen White 

herself reasoned that God had not corrected the practice of the past nine years, so it must 

have been alright. After comprehensive Bible study, the Spirit of God intervened, confirming 

by vision the findings of the Bible study.
102

 

 Several reasons affected the investigative process of the Scriptures regarding the time 

for beginning the Sabbath.  Moon suggests that these had to do with superficial Bible study, 

interpretive assumptions by both Joseph Bates and Ellen White, and a nine-year tradition of 

beginning the Sabbath at six o’clock. However, “more comprehensive study disproved the 

interpretive assumptions.” By thorough Bible study and believers’ acceptance of prophetic 

guidance, the disagreement was resolved.
 103

  

Today, people of experience and influence may also contribute to wrong theological 

conclusions and church practices.  Thorough study of the Bible, intense prayer, and prophetic 

guidance contribute to successful theological processes and conclusions, and hence, the unity 

of the doctrine and faith. 

 One of the lessons we can learn from the pioneers is that they were serious Bible 

students. Wernick states, “They viewed the Bible as a unified whole, a message from God 

through human instruments writing under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.”
104

   

 He goes on to say,  

To reach their conclusions, our pioneers compared Scripture with Scripture, using one 

Bible write to explain what another had written.  They saw the Old and New Testaments 
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as complementing one another and the Bible as a unified whole.  Thus today we have a 

system of truth that has kept us unified for several generations.”
105

 

 Wernick mentions that the writings of Ellen White were instrumental “in helping our 

pioneers to unite in their understanding of the special Biblical truths that make us a distinct 

people today.”
106

  He affirms the role of Ellen White’s writings in unifying the church 

today.
107

 

 In addition to the study of the Scriptures, the pioneers spent time seeking God’s 

guidance through prayer. Moon reports that Ellen White who was present highlights the 

importance of prayer during the 1848 Conferences. Their burden in prayer was for unity.
108

  

This is a recurring attitude throughout the writings of Ellen White as she reports on her 

personal experience during these conferences.
109

  In times when there were disagreements 

there was emphasis in individual prayer and Bible study.
110

 The focus of their study was the 

Bible.
111

  The results were very positive and led to a clearer understanding of the truth.
112

  

 During the 1855 conferences on the time for beginning the Sabbath, Moon observes 

that there was superficiality in the manner in which they studied the Bible at the beginning 

stages, and with intensity of Bible Study God blessed them with understanding and the matter 

was settled.
113

  Looking at these two conferences it is very evident that truth and light came at 

a price. They had to give up their own opinions and focus on allowing God to bring them to 

unity. In addressing the subject of Ordination of women in our time the same attitude needs 

to prevail.  
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 In his conclusion Moon highlights three elements that are important in dealing with 

theological controversies. How we relate to God, the Bible and fellow believers is important 

in this process.
114

  However, the key toward dealing with controversial subjects in the church 

is a personal relationship with God.  Moon states that this relationship with God is “the first 

issue to settle in resolving doctrinal disagreements within the church or in seeking a response 

to pluralism and postmodernism.”
115

  In Ellen White’s words, “There is no assurance that our 

doctrine is right and free from all chaff and error unless we are daily doing the will of God. If 

we do his will, we shall know of the doctrine” (John 7:17).
116

 

 

IIII. Implications for the Seventh-day Adventist Church Today 

The Seventh-day Adventist Church today can learn how to deal with controversial 

issues from the early church and from the Adventist pioneers.  The church ought to avoid the 

approach of the pioneers as manifested in 1888.  Instead, we should promote the approach of 

the early church in the book of Acts (1-2, 15) and of the Adventist pioneers as manifested in 

both 1848 and 1855.  

  

A. Implications: Wrong Approach 

Where there is controversy a lot of energy is released and a lot activity happens 

toward church’s disunity.  Controversial issues have the potential of causing the church to 

compromise its unity.  We need to avoid this.  One of the roles of leadership at all levels of 

the church has to do with preservation of church unity. Church leaders need to exercise much 

care and at the same time show firmness when dealing with controversial issues.  

Lack of spiritual preparation on the part of church leaders, church members, and Bible 

scholars contributes to ecclesiastical disunity.  When the Holy Spirit does not fill people, they 
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are either empty or they are filled with evil spirits.  When people pray, they invoke the 

presence of God and His power to surround and protect them from harm and danger.  When 

they cease to pray and invoke God’s power and presence, they become vulnerable to satanic 

forces and ungodly practices.   Lack of spirituality on the part of Bible scholars and church 

leaders may lead to wrong hermeneutics of the biblical text.  Likewise, when church 

members are not spiritually connected with the divine they can easily become misled 

theologically.  Without the guidance of the Holy Spirit every attempt to study, understand, 

and interpret God’s Word becomes a futile exercise.  Wrong methods and approaches of 

biblical interpretation tend to breed ecclesiastical disunity.  Lack of spirituality leads to 

wrong attitudes about God, His Word, and fellow believers and, hence, wrong hermeneutics.  

In other words our spirituality influences our presuppositions and, hence, our approach to 

biblical interpretation. 

 Presuppositions influence biblical interpretation.  Varying biblical presuppositions 

among church leaders and theologians tend to threaten the unity of the church today.  Frank 

Hasel states, “The notion of presupposition(s) plays an important role in biblical 

interpretation.  We all hold a number of beliefs that we suppose or accept when we come to 

the task of interpreting Scripture.  No one is able to approach the biblical text with a blank 

mind.”
117

  The presuppositions of a spiritually fortified person or Bible scholar would lead to 

the biblical hermeneutics that build the body of Christ, the church.  Likewise, a person who is 

not spiritually fortified tends to develop wrong biblical presuppositions.  It is obvious that 

wrong presuppositions would breed wrong hermeneutics.  

Hasel asserts,  

Presuppositions delimit the boundaries within which biblical interpretation can and should 

properly function.  They also determine the method and, through the method, also 
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influence, to a considerable degree, the outcome of our interpretation.  In other words, 

they directly affect our theology and the authority that Scripture has for our life and for 

doctrine.  In turn, our theology influences spiritual and theological identity and, finally, 

also the mission of the Seventh-day Adventist church.
118

 

 Often times, interpreters of the Bible face that which Hasel refers to as “the 

hermeneutical challenge.”  This has to do with the fact that the interpreter’s “past, 

experiences, resident ideas, and preconceived notions and opinions” influence one’s 

methodology of biblical interpretation.
119

  Hasel suggests that, to an extent, subjectivity tends 

to interfere with the objectivity of the biblical text.  The sinful nature and experiences of 

humankind, may also contributes personal and corporate biblical presuppositions and 

interpretation.   

 The apostle Paul, to the church in Rome, observes: 

For they that are after the flesh do mind the things of the flesh; but they that are after the 

Spirit the things of the Spirit.  For to be carnally minded is death; but to be spiritually 

minded is life and peace.  Because the carnal mind is enmity against God:  for it is not 

subject to the law of God, neither indeed can be.  So then they that are in the flesh cannot 

please God.  But ye are not in the flesh, but in the Spirit, if so be that the Spirit of God 

dwell in you.  Now if any man have not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of his.
120

   

John Baldwin calls attention to the influence of the cosmic conflict on hermeneutics. 

He says that “fallen spiritual powers, Satan and his angels, can influence the exegete . . . .  

The attempts of Satan and evil angels to redirect interpretations of the Bible cannot be 

dismissed.”
121

  To Timothy Paul writes, “Now the Spirit speaks expressly, that in the latter 

times some shall depart from the faith, giving heed to seducing spirits, and doctrines of 

devils . . ..”
122

  To the church in Corinth Paul says, “But if our gospel be hid, it is hid to them 

that are lost:  In whom the god of this world hath blinded the minds of them which believe 
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not, lest the light of the glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine unto 

them.”
123

 

When the Holy Spirit departs the church does not hold together.  The spirit of demons 

takes over.  The church is left to vulnerable and to the control of evil forces.  Often, when 

that happens church leaders, church members, and bible scholars would not agree in matters 

of Christian faith and practice.  The Holy Spirit and angels’ departure from the church at 

individual or corporate level is a terrible occurrence that must be avoided at all cost.   

 Writes Ellen White:  

Angels work harmoniously. Perfect order characterizes all their movements. The more 

closely we imitate the harmony and order of the angelic host, the more successful will be 

the efforts of these heavenly agents in our behalf. If we see no necessity for harmonious 

action, and are disorderly, undisciplined, and disorganized in our course of action, angels, 

who are thoroughly organized and move in perfect order, cannot work for us successfully. 

They turn away in grief, for they are not authorized to bless confusion, distraction, and 

disorganization. All who desire the cooperation of the heavenly messengers, must work in 

unison with them. Those who have the unction from on high, will in all their efforts 

encourage order, discipline, and union of action, and then the angels of God can co-

operate with them. But never, never will these heavenly messengers place their 

endorsement upon irregularity, disorganization, and disorder.
124

Satan, the devil causes 

misinterpretation of the Bible.  White states, “When Satan has undermined faith in the 

Bible, he directs men to other sources for light and power. Thus he insinuates himself. 

Those who turn from the plain teaching of Scripture and the convicting power of God's 

Holy Spirit are inviting the control of demons.”
125

    

 To the church in Ephesus, the apostle Paul says,   

Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. 

For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in 

the heavenly realms. Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil 

comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to 

stand. Stand firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the 
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breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that 

comes from the gospel of peace. In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with 

which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of 

salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.
126

  

 

B. Implications:  Right Approach 

 The Seventh-day Adventist church needs to take seriously the approach of the early 

church toward issues of doctrinal uncertainty or controversy.  The experience of the disciples 

on the way to Emmaus and in the Upper Room on Resurrection Sunday, and during the ten 

days before Pentecost, provides at least seven important principles to be adopted in facing a 

doctrinal crisis: (1) accept the foundational authority of Scripture; (2) employ a solid biblical 

hermeneutic; (3) maintain a Christ-centered focus; (4) foster a spirit of unity of 

mind/purpose/impulse; (5) engage in frequent seasons of earnest prayer and fasting; (6) seek 

for the illumination of the Holy Spirit in order to correctly understand Scriptural truth; and (7) 

maintain an evangelistic motivation and passion for lost souls.   

 The experience of the Jerusalem Council recorded in Acts 15 provides a paradigm of 

at least seven additional steps for the church to follow in dealing with doctrinal controversy 

(building upon the aforementioned principles in the process): (1) assemble representative 

church leaders to investigate the controversial issue; (2) engage in frank and spirited 

discussion and give clarifying public presentations of relevant biblical and other data; (3) 

present reports and personal testimonies of the Holy Spirit’s working through council 

members and others in relation to the issue under discussion;  (4) verify and test these 

testimonies/reports by the witness of Scripture; (5) allow the Holy Spirit to lead the council to 

an emerging consensus (unity although not necessarily uniformity) from their close 

investigation of Scripture; (6) if the council is so mandated (as with the Annual Council and 

General Conference in session), make a formal  decision, commit it to writing, and circulate 
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the document among the world church; and (7) implement the council’s decision as binding 

throughout the world church.     

 The church today can also learn to effectively deal with controversial issues from the 

practices of the pioneers during the Bible conferences of 1848 and 1855.  The pioneers’ 

practices teach us that relationships with God, the Scriptures, and fellow humans are critical 

for dealing with controversial issues.  Our relationship to these categories has a direct 

influence on how we interpret and live the Word of God.  Spiritual preparedness must 

characterize the nature of all people and groups involved in the study of Scriptures.  Spiritual 

preparation includes prayer and fasting for an outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  Personal or 

corporate spiritual preparation would include adoration and praise, confession, supplication, 

and thanksgiving.  During any of our church meetings, it is important to saturate our meetings 

with united prayer.  

During the Bible conference of 1848 and 1855, the pioneers’ major concern were 

truth and unity of the church.  Inasmuch as doctrinal correctness was also important for the 

church, they did everything possible to ensure that they did not compromise the unity of the 

church at that time.  They way they approached the study of God’s Word was better than the 

way they did in 1888.  The attitude of pioneers was characterized by open-mindedness, a 

willingness to discern God’s voice and to understand His will for the church then.  The same 

ought to be the practice of leaders and Bible scholars in the Seventh-day Adventist church 

today and in the days to come. It is critical that we should emulate the example of the 

pioneers.   

The pioneers studied the Scriptures with thoroughness during the Bible conferences.  

They gave priority to the study of the Bible.  The Bible is still a dependable source of truth 

for the church in these last days.  When given its rightful place in the lives of its students, it 
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acts as a bulwark against every wind of doctrine.
127

  The Seventh-day Adventists’ 

fundamental belief # 1 affirms the position of the church regarding the infallible nature of the 

Bible. Those who wrestle to understand Scripture must fully accept it as God’s holy Word 

without which understanding they would consider it to be any other piece of literature subject 

to scientific methods of interpretation. 

 The choice of Bible study method is crucial for unity in the Seventh-day Adventist 

church.  In the world today, there are various methods of approaching the Bible including the 

higher-critical method.  Church unity is achievable if Adventist scholars, church leaders and 

church members would approach the Bible using the historical-biblical method or what is 

referred to as the historical-grammatical method.  It is necessary for church leaders and 

believers to study God’s Word with an open mind, ready to understand and do His will.  

Those who are interested to understand the will of God in the Bible must decide to surrender 

personal presuppositions.   

 White points out: 

 We should exert all the powers of the mind in the study of the Scriptures, and should 

task the understanding to comprehend, as far as mortals can, the deep things of God; yet 

we must not forget that the docility and submission of a child is the true spirit of the 

learner. Scriptural difficulties can never be mastered by the same methods that are 

employed in grappling with philosophical problems. We should not engage in the study of 

the Bible with that self-reliance with which so many enter the domains of science, but with 

a prayerful dependence upon God, and a sincere desire to learn his will. We must come 

with a humble and teachable spirit to obtain knowledge from the great I AM. Otherwise, 

evil angels will so blind our minds and harden our hearts that we shall not be impressed by 

the truth.
128

 

 She goes on to say,  

 The spirit in which you come to the investigation of the Scriptures will determine the 

character of the assistant at your side. Angels from the world of light will be with those 

who in humility of heart seek for divine guidance. But if the Bible is opened with 
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irreverence, with a feeling of self-sufficiency, if the heart is filled with prejudice, Satan is 

beside you, and he will set the plain statements of God's word in a perverted light.
129

 

 In Messages to Young People Ellen White has this to say: 

 In your study of the word, lay at the door of investigation your preconceived opinions 

and your hereditary and cultivated ideas. You will never reach the truth if you study the 

Scriptures to vindicate your own ideas. Leave these at the door, and with a contrite heart 

go in to hear what the Lord has to say to you. As the humble seeker for truth sits at Christ's 

feet, and learns of Him, the word gives him understanding. To those who are too wise in 

their own conceit to study the Bible, Christ says, You must become meek and lowly in 

heart if you desire to become wise unto salvation.
130

 

 She goes on to say,  

 Do not read the word in the light of former opinions; but, with a mind free from 

prejudice, search it carefully and prayerfully. If, as you read, conviction comes, and you 

see that your cherished opinions are not in harmony with the word, do not try to make the 

word fit these opinions. Make your opinions fit the word. Do not allow what you have 

believed or practiced in the past to control your understanding. Open the eyes of your 

mind to behold wondrous things out of the law. Find out what is written, and then plant 

your feet on the eternal Rock.
131

  

 The angels of God are capable of influencing the understanding of God Word.  For 

instance, the angel Gabriel helped Daniel to understand the Word of God in Daniel 8:16; 

9:22-23.  According to White, “angels are round about those who are willing to be taught in 

divine things; and in the time of great necessity they will bring to their remembrance the very 

truths which are needed.”
132

  The Holy Spirit is at work to help those who are willing to 

understand God’s will.   

 Church unity is possible through the power of the Holy Spirit.  As such, the church 

must seek an outpouring of the Holy Spirit all the time, and more especially when dealing 

with controversial issues.  Church executive committees, councils, and boards must always 

be saturated by the power of the Holy Spirit.  Likewise, Bible scholars must intentionally 
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choose to study the Scriptures under the influence of the Holy Spirit.  He who caused the 

holy people of old—prophets and apostles—to speak as God gave them utterance is able to 

guide the church today to discover God’s will during Bible study times.  If all those who 

search the Scriptures constantly seek to be filled by the power of the Holy Spirit, the church 

will experience unity of doctrine, faith, and purpose. Wernick affirms that unity of purpose 

among believers is possible through Jesus and the Gift of the Holy Spirit.
133

  

 With reference to the disciples of Jesus Christ, he states, 

This small band of eleven disciples was to become the foundation of the church 

(Ephesians 2:20).  If they were at variance with one another over their beliefs and driven 

apart by envy and jealousy, the superstructure of the church would not have a safe 

foundation.  This was the central concern of Jesus.  And Jesus’ words have relevance for 

His body of believers today.  Only a fully converted church body guided by the Holy 

Spirit can be a unified church.  Only a church body that allows the Scriptures to speak to 

them as the voice of God will be a harmonious church.  This is the awesome burden that 

leaders have today:  to lead the church members into a study of the Bible and into 

accepting the Holy Spirit’s presence in their hearts and lives.
134

 

 

 The church should be united in belief and practice.  Church leaders and Bible 

scholars should shun the temptation disunity caused by theological and ecclesiastical 

compromise.  Wernick asserts, “Though there will always be peripheral areas of 

disagreement, in those truths that are crucial to the message of the church the body of Christ 

must be in agreement.  Likewise, there must be harmony in the Biblical practices of the 

church.”
135

  He goes on to say that church today ought to be grateful for the leadership that 

has preserved the unity of the church through a systematic study of Bible throughout the 

centuries.  However, he observes that “pluralistic views on a number of essential truths and 

Biblical practices as they are urged upon the church” might negatively affect the unity of the 

church in future.  He, therefore, pleads with church leaders and members to utilize this 

present time to study the Bible with sincerity under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
136 
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 Church unity is possible if church leaders teach biblical unity based upon Scripture.  

In other words, Church unity is impossible outside the Word of God.  Wernick points out that 

that church leaders should seek peace by teaching biblical unity.
137

 He exemplifies the truth 

of biblical unity by quoting the words of the apostle James: “For where envying and strife is, 

there is confusion and every evil work.  But the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then 

peaceable, gentle, and easy to be entreated, full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality, 

and without hypocrisy.  And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace of them that make 

peace.”
138

 In the beatitudes, Jesus also said, “Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be 

called the children of God.”
139

 Paul adds saying, “Follow peace with all men, and holiness, 

without which no man shall see the Lord.”
140

   

 The pioneers depended on the Spirit of Prophecy for biblical interpretation and 

understanding when they experienced a deadlock in their study of the Bible.  The writings of 

Ellen White are a powerful tool for unlocking biblical deadlocks. We should still consider 

prophetic guidance as a way forward when dealing with controversial issues.  The writings of 

Ellen White are still a valuable source of understanding God’s will especially where Bible 

students have reached what might appear as a dead end of their Bible study.  Wernick urges 

church leaders and members to recognize the role of the Spirit of Prophecy as a unifying 

factor in the study of the Bible.
141

   

We believe in the unity of the church.  The church comprises of people from all walks 

of life and from various backgrounds.  While the membership of the church culturally diverse 

we must preserve its unity under God’s leadership.  Unity should not necessarily mean 
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uniformity in the Seventh-day Adventist church.  Rather it means oneness of faith, purpose, 

and practice in Jesus Christ.   

The SDA fundamental belief #14 summarizes states,   

 The church is one body with many members, called from every nation, kindred, 

tongue, and people. In Christ we are a new creation; distinctions of race, culture, learning, 

and nationality, and differences between high and low, rich and poor, male and female, 

must not be divisive among us. We are all equal in Christ, who by one Spirit has bonded 

us into one fellowship with Him and with one another; we are to serve and be served 

without partiality or reservation. Through the revelation of Jesus Christ in the Scriptures 

we share the same faith and hope, and reach out in one witness to all. This unity has its 

source in the oneness of the triune God, who has adopted us as His children. (Rom. 12:4, 5; 

1 Cor. 12:12-14; Matt. 28:19, 20; Ps. 133:1; 2 Cor. 5:16, 17; Acts 17:26, 27; Gal. 3:27, 29; 

Col. 3:10-15; Eph. 4:14-16; 4:1-6; John 17:20-23.)  

  

IV.  Conclusion 

 As church leaders and Bible scholars we should emulate the zeal of the early church 

and Adventist pioneers, and even surpass them.  In other words, more is required of us today 

than of our early Christian and Adventist pioneers.  According to Ellen White, 

“Greater light shines upon us than shone upon our fathers. We cannot be accepted or honored 

of God in rendering the same service, or doing the same works, that our fathers did. In order 

to be accepted and blessed of God as they were, we must imitate their faithfulness and zeal,--

improve our light as they improved theirs, and do as they would have done had they lived in 

our day. We must walk in the light which shines upon us, otherwise that light will become 

darkness.”
142

 

 The following words of Ellen G. White are a source of encouragement to the Seventh-

day Adventist church today: 

The apostles differed widely in habits and disposition.  There were the publican, Levi-

Matthew, and the fiery zealot Simon, the uncompromising hater of the authority of 

Rome; the generous, impulsive Peter, and the mean-spirited Judas; Thomas, 
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truehearted, yet timid and fearful, Phillip, slow of heart, and inclined to doubt, and the 

ambitious, outspoken sons of Zebedee, with their brethren.  These were brought 

together, with their different faults, all with inherited and cultivated tendencies to evil; 

but in and through Christ they were to dwell in the family of God, learning to become 

one in faith, in doctrine, in spirit.  They would have their tests, their grievances, their 

differences of opinion; but while Christ was abiding in the heart, there could be no 

dissension.  His love would lead to love for one another; the lessons of the Master 

would lead to the harmonizing of differences, bringing the disciples into unity, till 

they would be of one mind and one judgment.  Christ is the great center, and they 

would approach one another just in proportion as they approached the center.
143 
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