
 Toward an Adventist Theological Agenda: 

Some 21
st
-Century1 Realities 

 

Adventist theology is not tied to the 19
th

 or 20
th

 century; it can take full account of current 

realities—recognizing them for what they are, acknowledging their implications, and avoiding 

wishful thinking. “Age will not make error into truth,” our prophet said 116 years ago, “and truth 

can afford to be fair.”
2
 Furthermore, “God never asks us to believe, without giving sufficient evi-

dence upon which to base our faith.”
3
 There is no reason for Adventist belief to be naïve, and 

good reason for it to be alert, thoughtful, and self-critical. 

This identifies six current, theologically relevant realities. It begins with the basic fact of 

theological change, proceeds to the nature of Biblical revelation and to scientific knowledge in 

general, and then on to natural history, human physicality, and the eschatological future. 

  

I. The Reality of Theological Change 

The historic Adventist idea of “present truth”
4
 affirms the need for theological develop-

ment, and Adventist history confirms the actuality of that development.
5
 So a major and continu-

ing task of Adventist theologians and other scholars who think about the meanings of things is to 

suggest ways of better understanding and expressing Adventist belief. For nearly 120 years we 

have known that “whenever the people of God are growing in grace, they will be constantly ob-

taining a clearer understanding of His Word. . . . This has been true in the history of the church in 

all ages, and thus it will continue to the end.”
6
 As each generation stands on the shoulders of it‟s 

theological parents, it sees things they could not have seen. “Each generation must in some ways 

be a first generation all over again.”
7
 

A commitment to truth in theology is like a commitment to a person in marriage. A genu-

ine commitment to a person is a commitment not only to the person you already know but also to 

the person you don’t yet know. And the person you don‟t yet know is (by definition) going to be 

different in some ways from the person you already know. Knowledge of a person is always a 

matter of knowing, not knowing, and coming to know. If you are committed only to the person 

you already know, your commitment is not actually to that person, but rather to your present 

                                                 
1
 Here “21

st
 century” is not only a chronological identification, but also a designation of a cultural and con-

ceptual world that is as different from the nineteenth-century world as the 19
th

-century world was different from the 

1
st
-century world. 

2
 Ellen G. White, "Christ Our Hope," Advent Review and Sabbath Herald, Dec. 20, 1892, 785; repr. Coun-

sels to Writers and Editors (Nashville: Southern Publishing Assn., 1946), 35. See also Appendix A. 
3
 Ellen G. White, Steps to Christ (New York: F. H. Revell, 1891; repr. Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 

1956), 105. See also Appendix B. 
4
 The first Sabbatarian Adventist publication was The Present Truth, “published semi-monthly—by James 

White” beginning in July 1849. The first issue explained the name, derived from the King James Version of 2 Pet. 

1:12: “In Peter‟s time there was present truth, or truth applicable to that present time. The Church have [sic] ever 

had a present truth. The present truth now, is that which shows present duty, and the right position for us who are 

about to witness the time of trouble, such as never was” (p. 1). 
5
 See George R. Knight, A Search for Identity: The Development of Seventh-day Adventist Beliefs (Hagers-

town, MD: Review and Herald, 2000), 17: “Most of the founders of Seventh-day Adventism would not be able to 

join the church today if they had to agree to the denomination‟s ‟27 [now 28] Fundamental Beliefs.‟” 

Well-known changes have occurred in Adventist soteriology (early abandonment of the “shut door” doc-

trine) and Christology (gradual abandonment of Arianism). 
6
 Ellen G. White, “The Mysteries of the Bible a Proof of Its Inspiration,” Testimonies for the Church, 9 

vols. (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1948), 5:706 (1889); emphasis added. 
7
 Jack Provonsha, A Remnant in Crisis (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald, 1993), 13.  
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perception of that person. To insist that a person forever conform to your present perception is 

arrogant, unrealistic, and selfish. The analogy is obvious. To insist that theology be forever lim-

ited to past knowledge is arrogant, unrealistic, and idolatrous.
8
 The reality of “present truth” is a 

call to advance in our understanding. This is certainly possible, and it is necessary for the long-

term spiritual health of a community of faith; but it is by no means easy or inevitable.  

“Present truth” in the 21
st
 century entails current knowledge about the Bible, the world 

around us, and ourselves.  

 

II. The Realities of Biblical Revelation 

 Scripture is what it is, which is not always what people suppose it to be. The “unity” of 

the Bible
9
 is real, but it is by no means uniformity; it is a unity enriched by a flourishing and 

sometimes puzzling diversity in both narrative and theology.
10

 This diversity, which becomes 

clear in listening attentively to the Biblical text,
11

 has several implications. 

First, the language of Scripture is not “perfect,” as Ellen White reminded us more than 

once: “The Bible must be given in the language of men. Everything that is human is imperfect.” 

The Bible “is not God‟s mode of thought and expression. It is that of humanity. God, as a writer, 

is not represented. . . . God has not put Himself in words, in logic, in rhetoric, on trial in the Bi-

ble.”
12

 We don‟t need to be embarrassed by the diversity, tensions, and even discrepancies of 

Scripture; they are to be expected, explored, and appreciated.  

                                                 
8
 For this phenomenon I use the deliberately ugly term “theologolatry.” See Thinking Theologically: Ad-

ventist Christianity and the Interpretation of Faith (Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews University Press, 1999), 136. 
9
 See H. H. Rowley, The Unity of the Bible (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1953).  

10
 At the beginning of the Hebrew Bible are two very different scenarios of creation: the first describes the 

performative power of the Creator‟s word, and the second pictures the Creator‟s immanent involvement in the 

formation of living creatures. Deuteronomy promises that obedience to God will bring blessings, and disobedience 

will bring curses; but the story of Job insists that his miserable condition is not the result of his sins. Similarly, 

Proverbs asserts that acting wisely and justly will bring good results, but Ecclesiastes observes that bad things will 

happen anyway. Regarding the Israelites‟ settlement in the Promised Land, Joshua pictures a relatively smooth oper-

ation; but Judges describes a prolonged, bloody process. Chronicles is a theological revision of the history in 

Samuel-Kings. (See Alden Thompson‟s theological appropriation of the reinterpretation of David‟s census in Es-

cape from the Flames: How Ellen White Grew from Fear to Joy—And Helped Me to Do It Too [Nampa, ID: Pacific 

Press, 2005], 85-87). Ezra-Nehemiah strictly prohibits intermarriage between Israelites and Moabites, although the 

story of Ruth celebrates just such a marriage as part of the ancestry of King David (later affirmed in the Matthean 

genealogy of Jesus). 

The well-known discrepancies among the Gospel narratives include the accounts of Jesus‟ last meal with 

his disciples, Peter‟s multiple denials of his relation to Jesus, and the events after the resurrection. Theologically the  

New Testament exhibits a tension between eschatological imminence and delay. The Pauline view of the meaning of 

the life and death of Jesus is somewhat different from the view evident in the Fourth Gospel. And of course Mat-

thew‟s remembrance of Jesus includes his distancing himself from the explicit Torah principle of “an eye for an eye 

and a tooth for a tooth” (Matt. 5:38-42; contrast Ex. 21:23-24; Lev. 24:19-20; Deut. 19:21). 
11

 Actually hearing the text turns out to be more difficult than one might suppose. The New International 

Version provides numerous instances of translations skewed as an apparent result of theological conviction. See, for 

example, Gen. 2:19, where the pluperfect tense in introduced to harmonize the narrative with Gen. 1; and Rom. 

3:25, where the word “unpunished” is introduced in support of a “penal substitution” theory of atonement. When we 

open the Bible, it is always appropriate to pray for the guidance of the Holy Spirit to liberate us from our assumption 

that we already know what the text says.  
12

 Ellen G. White, ms. 24,1886, in Selected Messages from the Writings of Ellen G. White, bk. 1 (Washing-

ton: Review and Herald, 1958), 20, 21. Compare idem, letter 121, 1901, in Selected Messages, 1:22: “The Lord 

speaks to human beings in imperfect speech. . . . The Bible, perfect as it is in its simplicity, does not answer to the 

great ideas of God, for infinite ideas cannot be perfectly embodied in finite vehicles of thought.” The rhetorical 

flourish “God says,” typical of too many televangelists, both reflects and encourages a belief in verbal inspiration. A 

more accurate (and therefore more appropriate) introductory tag is, “The Book of Deuteronomy says . . . ,” or, “Paul 

wrote to the Christians in Rome . . . .”  
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Second, spiritual and theological authority lies in the “underlying harmony”
13

 of Scrip-

ture as a whole. Each narrative or instruction makes its own contribution to the whole, and is in 

turn to be understood in light of the whole. To understand the theological significance of a partic-

ular Biblical statement requires considering not only the immediate literary context but also the 

entire canonical context, of which the figure of Jesus of Nazareth is the spiritual and theological 

center. Attention to this hermeneutical principle might have helped us deal more graciously and 

creatively with racial differences, the practice of polygamy, and the role of women in ministry.
14

 

Third, another crucially important aspect of Biblical revelation is its nature and form. The 

Bible is a collection of narratives and instructions from particular times and places very different 

from ours, and sometimes different from one another.
15

 Biblical revelation, however, was never 

intended to be the textual equivalent of a videorecording. Scripture does not adhere to the 

Enlightenment ideal of reporting the past wie es eigentlich gewesen war, exactly as it hap-

pened.
16

 Instead, Scripture is quite literally Heilsgeschichte, a story of salvation, of God‟s contin-

ual coming to humanity—in creation, in the Garden of Eden, in the call of Abraham, in the di-

vine figure who struggled with Jacob, in the voice from the burning bush, in the Exodus, at Mt. 

Sinai, in the tent-sanctuary of the Israelites, in the inspiration of the prophets, in the incarnation 

in Jesus of Nazareth, in the Spirit on the Day of Pentecost, and in the Protestant Reformation of 

the 16
th

 century, the Methodist revival of the 18
th

 century, and the Advent movement of the 19
th

 

century. The narratives in Scripture are of course essential to its purpose and are its principal 

content; but what is absolutely crucial is their meanings rather than their specific details.  

Fourth, even in regard to meanings the revelatory process is always a mediated process, 

as its human participants “bring their assumptions, their finitude, their fallibility, and their sin to 

the task of apprehending what God seeks to communicate, reflecting on it, and conveying it to 

others.”
17

 Thus the Scriptural revelation involves a series of vulnerabilities between what God 

originally intended and what readers of Scripture now understand: (1) how the initial human re-

cipient perceives the meaning; (2) how the recipient expresses that meaning, often orally; (3) 

how the meaning gets written down; (4) how the text is preserved and transmitted; (5) how it is 

interpreted by translators; and (6) how the translation is interpreted by the reader. All these steps 

involve human limitations; and besides general human finitude and fallibility, some are cultur-

ally conditioned and some depend on individual intelligence, knowledge, and diligence.
18

 None 

of this denies the assistance of the Holy Spirit at every step; it merely recognizes the multiplicity 

of human factors in the process. 

Finally, we need to distinguish between the realities of Scripture itself and of its tradi-

tional interpretation(s). Adventist theology has historically emphasized this distinction in regard 

to the Sabbath
19

 and life after death,
20

 and the distinction now needs also to be made in regard to 

                                                 
13

 Ellen G. White, The Great Controversy Between Christ and Satan (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 

1911), “Introduction,” vi. This harmony can be discerned by “the thoughtful, reverent student.” 
14

 A recent example of this kind of hermeneutic is Richard A. Burridge, Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Ap-

proach to New Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007). 
15

 Hence Jesus‟ litany in the Sermon on the Mount, “You have heard that it was said, . . . but I‟m saying to 

you” (Matt. 5:21-22, 27-28, 31-32, 33-34, 38-39, 43-44). 
16

  
17

 Gary Chartier, The Analogy of Love: Divine and Human Love at the Center of Christian Theology 

(Charlottesville: Imprint Academic, 2007), 22.  
18

 See White, The Great Controversy, vi; idem, Selected Messages, 1:22. 
19

 See, for example, J. N. Andrews, History of the Sabbath and the First Day of the Week (Battle Creek: 

Steam Press of the Review and Herald Office, 1861); The Sabbath in Scripture and History, ed. Kenneth A. Strand, 

(Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1982); Festival of the Sabbath, ed. Roy Branson (Takoma Park, MD: Associ-

ation of Adventist Forums, 1985). 
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atonement. Protestant understanding has been largely dominated by Luther‟s reading of Paul, in-

cluding his assumptions that the apostle‟s spiritual struggles had been similar to his own and that 

1
st
-century Judaism was analogous to medieval Roman Catholicism.

21
 Luther‟s interpretation of 

divine atonement was facilitated by the (mis)translation of the Greek dikiosis by the Latin justifi-

catio, turning a personal relationship into a legal status.
22

 The combination of this linguistic mis-

fortune and the powerful influence of Luther‟s personal spiritual struggle resulted in the widely 

held notions of “forensic justification” and “penal substitution.”  

A more adequate understanding of atonement is suggested by the recognition that “Satan 

led men to conceive of God as a being whose chief attribute is stern justice, one who is a severe 

judge, a harsh, exacting creditor. He pictured the Creator as a being who is watching with jealous 

eye to discern the errors and mistakes of men, that He may visit judgments upon them. It was to 

remove this dark shadow, by revealing to the world the infinite love of God, that Jesus came to 

live among men.” So the truth is that “the Father loves us, not because of the great propitiation, 

but He provided the propitiation because he loves us. Christ was the medium through which He 

could pour out His infinite love upon a fallen world.”
23

 In other words, “The cross did not make 

something so, but revealed what was so. . . . It was a demonstration, not a payment.”
24

 

Taking seriously the reality of Biblical revelation will enable us to hear its message more 

clearly, do better theology, and live more effectively as part of God‟s human family. 

 

III. The Reality of Scientific Knowledge 
 

A historical fact that must not be ignored theologically is the mind-boggling increase of 

scientific knowledge and the accompany transformation of the best current understanding of the 

physical universe and how it works. Consider three aspects of this reality. 

First, “Our view of the nature of the universe and of the place of humans within it has 

changed completely within the past century from anything that could have been imagined in the 

past.” While it is true that scientific knowledge is “always revisable, and . . . will almost certainly 

                                                                                                                                                             
20

 See, most notably, Leroy E. Froom, The Conditionalist Faith of Our Fathers: The Conflict of the Ages 

over the Nature and Destiny of Man, 2 vols. (Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1965-66). 
21

 See James D. G. Dunn and Alan M. Suggate, The Justice of God: A Fresh Look at the Old Doctrine of 

Justification by Faith (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 5-42. This is an example of a developing consensus in Pau-

line scholarship initiated by Krister Stendahl, "The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of the West," 

Harvard Theological Review, 56 (1963):199-215; repr. in Krister Stendahl, Paul Among Jews and Gentiles (Phila-

delphia: Fortress, 1976), 78-96. (The term “new perspective on Paul” was coined by Dunn in a 1982 lecture that ap-

peared as ch. 7 of Jesus, Paul, and the Law: Studies in Mark and Galatians (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 

1990). 
22

 See Dale Moody, The Word of Truth: A Summary of Christian Doctrine Based on Biblical Revelation 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981), 326: “If ever a mistranslation twisted theology this translation of the Greek dikai-

osis based on the Hebrew sedeq is one. A return to biblical exegesis requires a translation that denotes relationship 

rather than a legalistic declaration. . . . The TEV translation of „set right‟ is helpful.” 

See also Desmond Lee, translator, in Plato: The Republic, 2
nd

 ed. (New York: Penguin, 1987), 383, n. 4: 

“The Greek word translated as „doing right‟ [331c] is dikaiosune, commonly translated as „justice‟, which is the 

main theme of the Republic, whose subtitle is [E PERI DIKAIOS, POLITICOS, literally “OR, CONCERNING POLITICAL 

RIGHTNESS”]. But „justice‟ is, as Cross and Woozley [R. D. Cross and A. D. Woozley, Plato’s Republic: A Philo-

sophical Commentary, (New York: St. Martin‟s, 1964)] say (p. vi), „a thoroughly unsuitable word to use as a transla-

tion of the Greek word‟. Dikaiosune has a less legal and more moral meaning than „justice‟; it is in fact the most 

general Greek word for „morality‟, both as a personal quality and as issuing in right action.” The relevant question, 

of course, is whether that emphasis is reflected also in the New Testament. See, for example, A Greek-English Lexi-

con of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3
rd

 ed., rev. and ed. Frederick Wm. Danker (Chi-

cago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 246-47. 
23

 Ellen G. White, Steps to Christ, 10-11, 13.  
24

 Jack Provonsha, You Can Go Home Again (Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1982), 92, 94. 
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need to be revised in the light of further research,” the fact remains that scientific knowledge is 

“the best information we have” about the physical world. As a consequence, “religious beliefs 

cannot remain what they were before the rise of modern science any more than ancient scientific 

beliefs can.”
25

 This knowledge about natural phenomena and their interrelationships is part of 

our everyday existence. We understand the weather meteorologically, not theologically (although 

we may give thanks for sunshine or rain, depending on our needs); we know what causes hurri-

canes and we track them. We address problems of infertility by means of assisted reproduction 

technology, as well as by prayer. We shape our evangelistic outreach according to demographic 

data and communication theory. 

Second, “It has always been the task” of scientifically informed Christians to take ac-

count of both their religious beliefs and current scientific knowledge, and “to find a way to think 

about both of them in a coherent, faithful, noncompartmentalized way.” This integration of faith 

and learning “does not mean that historic Christian commitments are abandoned or contorted in 

the face of every wind of intellectual fashion. Neither does it mean that new scholarly findings 

leave our old ways of speaking about the faith completely untouched. Rather, it means that diffi-

cult intellectual work is needed, that of making the call on what is and is not a part of the faith 

which was once delivered unto the saints.”
26

 

Third, part of Adventist thinking for more than a hundred years has been a sophisticated 

understanding of the relation of science and Scripture:  

Since the book of nature and the book of revelation bear the impress of the same master 

mind, they can not but speak in harmony. By different methods, and in different languages, they 

witness to the same great truths. Science is ever discovering new wonders; but she brings from 

her research nothing that, rightly understood, conflicts with divine revelation. The book of nature 

and the written word shed light upon each other. They make us acquainted with God by teaching 

us something of the laws through which He works.
27

  

Although this relationship of “the book of nature and the written word” was originally affirmed 

in order to encourage the interpretation of natural phenomena in harmony with a literal reading 

of Scriptural references to creation, it can also be applied in the other direction. In fact, this for-

mulation itself seems to entail such a reciprocity. “By different methods, and in different lan-

guages” the “book of nature and the written word” actually “shed light upon each other” and 

“make us acquainted with God by teaching us something of the laws through which He works.” 

In other words, while science and theology have fundamentally different contents and functions, 

they intersect and interact.
28

 “The principles of faith are, in fact, complementary with the princi-

ples of science.”
29

 But it is certainly true that “difficult intellectual work is needed.”
 
 

                                                 
25

 Keith Ward, The Big Questions in Science and Religion (West Conschohocken, PA: Templeton Founda-

tion Press, 2008), 3. 
26

 Timothy Larsen, “„War Is Over, If You Want It‟: Beyond the Conflict Between Faith and Science,” Per-

spectives on Science and Christian Faith 60/1 (Sept. 2008), 153. 
27

 Ellen G. White, Education (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1903), 128. 
28

 Stephen Jay Gould, Rocks of Ages: Science and Religion in the Fullness of Life (New York, Ballentine, 
1999). Makes an important point with his notion of “non-overlapping magisteria.” But although the “magisteria” of 
science and religion are certainly different, they are not entirely unrelated. Science is our interpretation and best un-
derstanding of the interconnections of natural phenomena, which we encounter through everyday experience, precise 
observation, and high-tech experimentation. Religion is our experience of and response to the Ultimately Real and 
Ultimately Valuable, which we encounter through Scripture, prayer, worship, etc., and theology is our interpretation 
and best understanding of this experience and response. Science qua science can properly ignore theology; theology 
qua theology cannot properly ignore science. 

29
 Francis S. Colllins, The Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief (New York: Free 

Press, 2006), 3. 
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Taking account of “the best scientific information we have” is not just a matter of exter-

nal credibility; it is first of all a matter of our own intellectual integrity, which requires concep-

tual comprehensiveness and coherence. Compartmentalization is hazardous to our intellectual 

health—and thus to our theological and spiritual health. Three areas in which our theology can 

profitably take account of the best current understanding of “the laws through which [God] 

works” are natural history, human physicality, and the eschatological future. 

 

IV. The Reality of Natural History 

The evidence for a long developmental history of the visible universe (approximately 

13.7 billion years) now seems conclusive, and it is accepted by almost all Adventist scientific 

and theological scholars. This consensus
30

 represents a development in Adventist thinking in re-

cent decades—from a short age of the entire universe to a short age of life on our planet.
31

 Fur-

thermore, the available empirical evidence regarding Earth‟s own biological history is more 

compatible with a long scenario of gradual development than with a short scenario of sudden, re-

cent appearance.
32

 This evidence comes primarily from a variety of radiometric dating tech-

niques and molecular (DNA) studies, supplemented by evidence from paleontology, comparative 

anatomy, and anthropology; and it “has convinced virtually all working biologists” that a “frame-

work of variation and natural selection is unquestionably correct.”
33

 

So the question arises whether a developmental scenario could be part of an Adventist 

understanding of creation,
34

 as an acceptable alternative to the traditional understanding of a six-

day creation less than ten thousand years ago.
35

 The question is given added plausibility by the 

fact that Scripture itself prohibits a consistently literal understanding of Genesis 1, which would 

entail a dome covering the Earth
36

 and Earth‟s existence prior to the sun around which it rotates. 

                                                 
30

 The consensus was evident at the International Conferences on Faith and Science convened at Ogden, 

UT (2002), Glacier View, CO (2003), and Denver, CO (2004). 
31

 This development presupposes a distinction the Bible itself does not make, and in fact seems to preclude. 

The Scriptural materials imply (and were previously thought by Adventists to assert) a recent, six-day creation of the 

entire visible universe. For example: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1); on the 

fourth day “God made the two great lights—the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night—

and the stars” (1:16); “Thus were finished the heavens and the earth, and all their host” (2:1); “In six days the LORD 

made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and everything in them” (Ex. 20:11). To their first hearers these assertions 

referred to what was visible to human sight, with no conception of a universe of 100 billion galaxies, each with an 

average of 100 billion stars and perhaps as many planets.  
32

 See, for example, Ben Clausen, “Faith and Science: A Personal Story,” Ministry, Feb, 2007, 25: “I work 

daily with data that I don‟t know how to fit into a short time frame. I would like to find convincing evidence con-

firming the literalness of the Genesis record, but in my area of research [nuclear physics] I usually find that the data 

fits better with a long-age model.” 
33

 Collins, 141. 
34

 See, for example, Creation Reconsidered: Scientific, Biblical, and Theological Perspectives, ed. James L. 

Hayward (Roseville, CA: Association of Adventist Forums, 2000); Understanding Genesis: Contemporary Advent-

ist Perspectives, ed. Brian Bull, Fritz Guy, and Ervin Taylor (Riverside, CA: Adventist Today, 2006).  
35

 See William Shea, “Creation,” in Handbook of Seventh-day Adventist Theology, ed. George W. Reid et 

al. (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald, 2000), 418-56; Creation, Catastrophe, and Calvary: Why a Global Flood 

Is Vital to the Doctrine of Atonement, ed. John Templeton Baldwin (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald, 2000); 

and “An Affirmation of Creation: A Report to the General Conference Executive Committee on the International 

Faith and Science Conferences 2002-2004,” Adventist Review, Nov. 11, 2004, 12-15.  

According to Collins, 172, this view, known as “young earth creationism,” is “held by approximately 45 

percent of Americans.” But of course the popularity of this view carries no more epistemological weight than does 

the popular belief that “good” people have a continuing conscious existence in heaven immediately after death. 
36

 The Hebrew word raqia‘ (Gen. 1:6-8, 15, 17, 20) is translated as “firmament” in the King James Version 

(1611), as “dome” in Today‟s English Version (1976), the New Revised Standard Version (1989), and the Contem-

porary English Version (1995), and as “vault” in the Revised English Bible (1989). The idiosyncratic translation of 
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Furthermore, the order of creation events in Genesis 1 differs significantly from that in Genesis 

2: in Genesis 1 God creates vegetation, then birds and fish, then animals, and finally male and 

female humans; in Genesis 2 God creates a human male before there is vegetation, then animal 

life and birds, and finally a human female. The divergent accounts are usually harmonized by 

revising the order of events in Genesis 2 to fit the order of Genesis 1.
37

 

An evolutionary understanding of Genesis 1 of course raises a number of significant is-

sues that Adventist theology must address if it is persuaded by the cumulative scientific evidence 

for a long Earth history of pre-human life, death, and extinction.
38

 

 

V. The Reality of Human Physicality 

Rejection of the notion of an immortal soul separable from the body was one of four doc-

trinal “pillars” of Sabbatarian Adventists in 1848,
39

 and since the middle of the twentieth century 

Christian theologians have increasingly recognized that the “substance dualism” of a “soul” in-

side a physical body comes more from Platonic than from Hebraic thought, and that the proper 

Christian view of humanness sees it as a multidimensional unity.
40

 But this unity itself is proble-

matic and merits rigorous examination.
41

 

                                                                                                                                                             
raqia‘ as “expanse” in the New International Version (NIV) has no philological justification, and was evidently mo-

tivated by theological considerations. M. Görg, “raqia‘.” in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, ed. G. Jo-

hannes Botterweck et al., vol. 13 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 649, notes that in Genesis 1 raqia‘ “denotes a 

stable, solid entity situated above the earth, which protects the living world from an influx of the waters of chaos. 

The noun bears the connotation „compact, firm,‟ so that translations such as „expanse‟ [as in the New International 

Version] miss the mark.” The word also appears in descriptions of Ezekiel‟s visions (1:22, 23, 25, 26; 10:1), in the 

Psalms (19:1; 150:1), and in the prophecy of Daniel (12:3). 
37

NIV, for example, translates Gen. 2:6 as “Now the LORD God had planted a garden in the east,” and 2:19 

as “Now the LORD God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the field and all the birds of the air.” The use 

of the pluperfect tense in these places, while theoretically possible, is unwarranted by the Hebrew text, which reads, 

literally, “And the LORD God planted a garden in the east,” and “And the LORD God formed out of the ground all the 

beasts of the field and all the birds of the air.” A straightforward reading of the narrative of Gen. 2 indicates that the 

events described are to be understood sequentially. 
38

 Most of these issues are generic to Christian theology and include theodicy (because of the suffering and 

waste in a long developmental process); the nature of the moral “fall” of humanity; death as a consequence of sin; 

and the understanding of the Genesis creation narratives by Jesus and Paul. Issues specific to Adventist theology in-

clude the theological basis of the Sabbath and the role of Ellen White in the formulation of Adventist understandings 

of Scripture and creation. Regarding the latter, there is no doubt that she was sure the entire universe was created in 

six literal days about six thousand years ago, and that this belief was spiritually and theologically important. See, for 

example, Education, 128: “Geology has been thought to contradict the literal interpretation of the Mosaic record of 

the creation. Millions of years, it is claimed, were required for the evolution of the earth from chaos; and in order to 

accommodate the Bible to this supposed revelation of science, the days of creation are assumed to have been vast, 

indefinite periods, covering thousands or even millions of years.” Interestingly, this explicit statement has not pre-

cluded the current consensus that the formation of the earth required not millions but billions of years. 

A very preliminary attempt to address these and more distinctively Adventist issues appears in my essay 

“Interpreting Genesis 1 in the Twenty-first Century,” Spectrum 31/2 (spring 2003), 5-16. 
39

 See Knight, 74. 
40

 See, for example, Krister Stendahl, Immortality and Resurrection: Death in the Western World: Two 

Conflicting Currents of Thought (New York: Macmillan, 1965); and Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, Vol. III: Life 

and the Spirit, History and the Kingdom of God (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), passim. 

Compare Philip Hefner, “Imago Dei: The Possibility and Necessity of the Human Person,” in The Human 

Person in Science and Theology, edited by Niels Henrik Gregersen, Willem B. Drees, and Ulf Gorman (Grand Rap-

ids: Eerdmans, 2000), 74: “Whatever it means to be a person is rooted in the brain and its body.” 
41

 The problematic is nicely illustrated by a pair of recent articles: Sigve K. Tonstad, “Modern Neurosci-

ence and the Notion of Freedom,” Spectrum 36/4 (fall 2008), 35-40; and For an accessible explanation of this 

metaphor, see Daniel Giang, “Physics All the Way Down,” Spectrum 36/4 (fall 2008), 41-45, 78-80. See also Kevin 

S. Seybold, Explorations in Neuroscience, Psychology and Religion (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2007).  
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Cognitive localization studies
42

 have shown “how specific mental processes or even com-

ponent parts of those processes appear to be tightly linked to particular regions or systems in the 

brain.”
43

 While this evidence does not disprove the idea of a separable, immortal soul—dubbed 

“the dogma of the ghost in the machine”
44

—it makes this idea highly dubious. 

The opposite of the “ghost in the machine” model is the “steam-whistle” model, which is 

touted by many contemporary scientists. Here consciousness in humans as well as animals is “re-

lated to the mechanism of their bodies simply as a collateral product of its working, and to be as 

completely without any power of modifying that working as the steam-whistle which accompa-

nies the working of a locomotive is without influence on its machinery.”
45

 The claim is that “na-

ture consists of particles and their relations with each other,” so that “everything can be ac-

counted for in terms of those particles and their relations.”
46

 So “„you,‟ your joys and your sor-

rows, your memories and your ambitions, your sense of personal identity and free will, are in 

fact no more than the behavior of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated mole-

cules.”
47

 You may think you are making a decision, but you are really just finding out what your 

neurons are going to make you do.
48

 In other words, it‟s “physics all the way down.” 

Yet the mind does seem to be more than brain, although the “more” in notoriously diffi-

cult to define. The functioning of the mind is profoundly influenced by the body and brain from 

                                                 
42

 These studies go back to the case of Phineas P. Gage, described in fascinating detail by Antonio R. Da-

masio, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (New York: Avon, 1994), 3-10.  
43

 Malcolm Jeeves, “Brain, Mind, and Behavior,” in Whatever Happened to the Soul? Scientific and Theo-

logical Portraits of Human Nature, ed. Warren S. Brown, Nancey Murphy, and H. Newton Malony (Minneapolis: 

Fortress, 1998), 79. Jeeves continues, “Within those regions, moreover, there often emerged a further specificity 

indicating that certain columns of cells were involved when a particular aspect of the task was being performed.” 
44

 The substance dualism of René Descartes (1596-1650) was thus described by Gilbert Ryle, The Concept 

of Mind (London: Hutchinson, 1949), 15-16. 
45

 Mary Midgley, “Consciousness, Fatalism, and Science,” in The Human Person, 25. 
46

 John R. Searle, Minds, Brains, and Science: The 1984 Reith Lectures (London: BBC, 1984), 86. 
47

 Francis Crick, The Astonishing Hypothesis: The Scientific Search for the Soul (New York: Scribner‟s, 

1994), 3, 7. 
48

 This view is generally known as materialism or epiphenomenalism, or (by its opponents) reductionism. 
For an alternative view see Nancey Murphy and Warren S. Brown, Did My Neurons Make Me Do It? Philosophical 

and Neurobiological Perspectives on Moral Responsibility and Free Will (New York: Oxford, 2007).  

The principal objections to materialism include the following: 

(1) It is contrary to what we may call “incorrigible common sense”; it is literally incredible, impossible 

actually and consistently to believe. As Crick, 3, acknowledges, it is “so alien to the ideas of most people alive today 

that it can truly be called astonishing.” 

(2) It entails total determinism, which is self-referentially incoherent. As John H. Hick, Death and Eternal 

Life (New York: Harper and Row, 1976), 117, observes, “Any attempt rationally to establish total determinism 

involves the contradiction that in arguing for it the mind must presume itself not to be completely determined, but to 

be freely judging, recognizing logical relations, assessing relevance and considering reasons; whereas if the 

determinist conclusion is true the mind is, and always has been, completely determined and has never been freely 

judging, etc.”  

 (3) It ignores the phenomenon of social-contextual causation when, as a matter of fact, much human 

behavior is motivated by social rather than genetic or neurophysiological factors. See Niels Henrik Gregersen, 

“God‟s Public Traffic: Holist versus Physicalist Supervenience,” in The Human Person, 174: “Higher-order con-

sciousness inescapably depends on extrinsic cultural and social features that are not mirrored in the physical 

structure of an individual brain.” 

(4) It is inferior to the idea of mental causation in explanatory power. According to Philip D. Clayton, God 

and Contemporary Science (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 255: “We have good reason to think that even an 

advanced neurological science, successful beyond the wildest imaginings of the person in the street, would not 

provide the simpler causal account—any more than advanced physics would lead us to tell the story of cell repro-

duction in terms of physics alone. In both cases the mathematics would be incredibly complex and the predictive 

value close to nil.” 
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which it emerges as a “supervenient” property that can exert a “downward” causality on its “sub-

venient” reality. The idea of emergence “has strong scientific credentials to back up its claim to 

be a conceptually coherent and empirically viable middle road” between dualism and material-

ism and it accurately expresses the relation of a human mind to a human body.
49

 Having arisen 

from the structural and functional complexity of the brain, and ontologically dependent on it, the 

mind (or, better, “person”) can and does causally affect the brain. The “more” of human person-

hood thus includes several related functions: consciousness, cognition or rationality, interpreta-

tion, practical and moral evaluation, intention, decision, agency, and awareness of Ultimacy, 

Transcendence, or Spirit. 

The freedom of the human person is always a conditioned freedom, and neurophysiology 

has shown convincingly that genetics plays a greater role in human behavior than we have previ-

ously imagined. This knowledge has social and ecclesial implications for those who regard per-

sonal behavior as a reliable index of moral character. For example, “Scientists say they have pin-

pointed a genetic link that makes people more likely to get hooked on tobacco, causing them to 

smoke more cigarettes, making it harder to quit, and leading more often to deadly lung cancer. 

The discovery by three separate teams of scientists makes the strongest case so far for the bio-

logical underpinnings of the addiction of smoking and sheds light on how genetics and cigarettes 

join forces to cause cancer.”
50

 While this genetic factor does not weaken the arguments against 

smoking, it may provide an incentive to rethink the practice of requiring potential members to 

“gain the victory over tobacco” before their acceptance into the community of faith. Should bap-

tism and church membership depend on having the right genes?  

Another example is homosexuality. As a result of research in the 1980s and 1990s, there 

is no longer any scientific doubt that sexual orientation is influenced by biological factors—cer-

tainly genetic and possibly hormonal. The research included studies of identical and fraternal 

twins, brain structures of homosexual and heterosexual men, hearing in homosexual and hetero-

sexual women, and, most significantly, gene markers in pairs of homosexual brothers and homo-

sexual maternal relatives. “Human sexuality is an exceedingly complex issue, and . . . genetics 

                                                 
49

 Clayton, 248. On the idea of supervenience and its philosophical significance, see Clayton, 247-57; Grif-

fin, Unsnarling the World-Knot: Consciousness, Freedom, and the Mind-Body Problem (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1998), 218-42; Dennis Bielfeldt, “The Peril and Promise of Supervenience for the Science-

Theology Discussion,” in The Human Person, 117-52; Terence E. Horgan, “Supervenience,” in The Cambridge Dic-

tionary of Philosophy, ed. Robert Audi (New York: Cambridge), 778-79; Nancey Murphy, Anglo-American Post-

modernity: Philosophical Perspectives on Science, Religion, and Ethics (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1997, 193-97); 

Nancey Murphy and George F. R. Ellis, On the Moral Nature of the Universe: Theology, Cosmology, and Ethics 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 32-37, 141-44. 

A current form of this view is called “nonreductive physicalism” (see Nancey Murphy, “Nonreductive 

Physicalism: Philosophical Issues,” in Whatever Happened to the Soul? 127-48), which is similar to “dual-aspect 

monism (Polkinghorne, 21) and “emergent monism” (Clayton, 247-54). But Ward, 156, doubts “whether it is, in the 

end, helpful to call it a form of physicalism at all”; he cites Jaegwon Kim, “The Myth of Nonreductive Materialism,” 

in The Mind-Body Problem: A Guide to the Current Debate, ed. Richard Warren and Tadeusz Szubka (Oxford: 

Blackwell, 1994), to the effect that “once mental causality is admitted, physicalism has, in effect, been given up, and 

we have a dualist view of spirit and matter, no matter [!] how much scientists dislike the thought” (158). Whatever 

the nomenclature, this view recognizes both the irreducible physical reality of human existence and the emergent, 

supervenient, functional “more” of human personhood.  

But Fraser Watts, “The Multifaceted Nature of Human Personhood: Psychological and Theological Per-

spectives,” The Human Person, 48, cautions, “Though non-reductive physicalism is an attractive position, . . . the 

jury is still out on whether it is tenable. Until the matter is resolved, it would be unwise to assume that [it] represents 

the salvation of Christian theology of the person.” Adventism has a stake in this issue and Adventist neuroscientists 

and theologians could well be participants in the ongoing conversation. 
50

 Associated Press, “Can„t Quit Smoking? Blame Your Genes,” Apr. 2, 2008. 
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most likely combine with environmental factors to create a spectrum of human sexual desires.”
51

 

In short, “There is no real argument any longer about the existence of a strong biological contri-

bution to sexual orientation, and to deny this is to stand outside reasonable discussion on the sub-

ject.” Indeed, “The question is no longer (as it is often framed) „will Christians water down their 

commitment to the gospel to accommodate modern science and social norms?‟ but „will Chris-

tians have the courage to live out the true meaning of the gospel, even when it challenges their 

own personal biases and prerogatives?‟”
52

 This, of course, is not all that needs to be said about 

same-sex relationships; but it needs to be an ingredient in the ongoing theological conversation.   

VI. The Realities of an Eschatological Future 

Perhaps the most interesting challenge for Adventist theology in the 21
st
 century is the 

formulation of a coherent vision of the human future beyond death and the end of history. Here 

we must take account of three realities: the passage of time since 1844, profound cultural change, 

and radical physiological and cosmological discontinuity. 

As an outgrowth of Millerite Adventism, our traditional thinking about the “time of the 

end” has rested on two apocalyptic pillars constructed of materials from Daniel, Jesus, and John 

—“time prophecies” and “signs.” The principle time prophecies were understood to involve peri-

ods of 1260 years (ending in 1798) and 2300 years (ending in 1844). The “signs” were identified 

as the Lisbon earthquake (Nov. 1, 1755), the “dark day” (May 19, 1780), and the “falling of the 

stars” (Nov. 13, 1833). Apart from whatever exegetical and hermeneutical questions may be 

asked concerning these understandings, the identified events occurred from 253 to 175 years 

ago—raising the question of their existential relevance as indicators of an imminent Second Ad-

vent.
53

  

It has been more than 164 years since the “great disappointment” of the Millerite Advent-

ists and the even greater faith and creativity that effected a new beginning.
54

 But William Miller 

died in 1849, Joseph Bates in 1872, James White in 1881, J. N. Andrews in 1883, Uriah Smith in 

1903, and Ellen White in 1915. The reality is that the Second Advent has not occurred and the 

Advent hope has not been realized. We have reacted to the passing time in various ways,
55

 each 

of which is understandable and in some sense plausible. But none of them adequately addresses 

the brute fact that our Adventist hope has not been fulfilled, and that our sense of imminence—

the central meaning of the word “Adventist”—has so far been mistaken. For more than a century 

                                                 
51

 See Ben Kemena, “Biological Determinants of Homosexual Orientation,” in Christianity and Homosexu-

ality: Some Seventh-day Adventist Perspectives, ed. David Ferguson, Fritz Guy, and David Larson (Roseville, CA: 

Adventist Forum, 2008), pt. 2, pp. 13-15.  
52

 Aubyn Fulton, “Response: Science and Sexual Orientation,” in Christianity and Homosexuality, pt. 2, pp. 

46, 48-49.  
53

 Acknowledged recently by Tim Poirier, “The End of a Sign, or a Sign of the End? The 175
th

 Anniversary 

of the „Falling of the Stars‟,” Adventist Review, Nov. 13, 2008, 19-21. 
54

 Unfortunately we have generally given more attention to the disappointment than to the new beginning, 

although the former symbolizes an exegetical failure and the latter symbolizes a spiritual triumph. 
55

 Some, for example, have set new dates, such as 1964 (120 years after 1844, “as in the days of Noah”) 

and 2000 (the end of 6000 years of earth history and the beginning of the millennial Sabbath; “a day with the Lord is 

as a thousand years”). Others have explained that the world is not bad enough (“the cup of iniquity is not yet full”) 

or that the church is not yet good enough (the “harvest principle,” based on Ellen G. White, Christ’s Object Lessons 

[Washington, DC, 1941], 69: “When the character of Christ shall be perfectly reproduced in His people, then He 

will come to claim them as His own”). Still others point out that experientially the Second Advent is never more 

than a lifetime away, since there is no awareness of passing time between death and resurrection. And yet others 

note that the earliest Christians experienced the same sort of “delay”: they—including Paul (“we who are alive, who 

are left,” 1 Thess. 4:15, 17) and perhaps Jesus himself (“this generation will not pass away,” Matt. 24:34)—expected 

the Second Advent within their lifetime, but it didn‟t happen. 
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and a half we have expected the Second Advent to occur, and it hasn’t happened. This is a real-

ity we must address with the honesty and courage of genuine faith. 

The cultural change resulting from passing time has brought decreasing plausibility to the 

notion of an international enforcement of Sunday sacredness—one of our traditional “last day 

events.” In the late-nineteenth century such a development was imaginable,
56

 but hardly in the 

21
st
 century. In the first place, contemporary American culture is increasingly secular, as evi-

denced by pervasive consumerism and the content of the public media. In the second place, the 

religious aura of Sunday has greatly diminished, with Roman Catholic congregations and Pro-

testant megachurches scheduling worship services on Saturday afternoons and evenings so that 

parishioners can pursue professsional, commercial, or recreational activities on Sunday. Sunday 

shopping has become a major economic and social phenomenon. Can anyone seriously envision 

legislation at any level forcing the Sunday closing of supermarkets, big-box retail stores, and 

amazon.com?
57

 In the third place, it is impossible to envision a religious coalition of such dis-

parate cultures as those of the United States, Russia, Iraq, Israel, India, China, Japan, Venezuela, 

and Germany. 

A quite different sort of relevant reality is the radical transformation of human physiol-

ogy that must be envisioned in order to make credible the idea of an eternal human existence.
58

 

The simple notion of a “resurrection of the body” is not adequate by itself, for after molecular 

decomposition there is no longer a “body” to be “resurrected.” Besides, even in an optimally 

healthy body, the cells are incapable of sustaining endless life; they are continually dying, result-

ing in the familiar phenomena of aging. Whatever they are like, human bodies of the eschato-

logical future will be necessarily and radically different from our present bodies, “a new type of 

bodily existence.”
59

 We may have Biblical hints of the radicality of this transformation in the dif-

ferent nature of the resurrected Jesus,
60

 and in the Pauline metaphor of a seed becoming a plant: 

“It is sown a physical body, it is raised a spiritual body.” In short, “We will not all die, but we 

will all be changed” (1 Cor. 15:44, 51). 

Moreover, not just human physiology but the entire natural order will have to be funda-

mentally transformed. “From all the indications we have from the neurosciences, biology, phys-

ics, astronomy, and cosmology, death and dissolution are the final words.”
61

 This applies as 

                                                 
56

 See Jonathan Butler, “The World of E. G. White and the End of the World,” Spectrum 10/2, 2-13; repr. in 

Pilgrimage of Hope, ed. Roy Branson (Takoma Park, MD: Association of Adventist Forums, 1986), 64-72, 77-88. 
57

 A move by automobile dealers in Oregon to ask the state legislature to prohibit auto sales on Sunday is 

motivated by economic not religious concerns. See Jeff Manning, “Auto Dealers Seek Sunday Closure as Cost-

Cutting Measure,” Oregonian, Dec. 5, 2008: “It's unclear how receptive legislators will be to reinstating the kind of 

restriction on retail sales that used to be common but has largely disappeared across the country.” 
58

 Miroslav Volf, “Enter into Joy! Sin, Death, and the Life of the World to Come,” in The End of the World 

and the Ends of God: Science and Theology on Eschatology, ed. John Polkinghorne and Michael Welker (Harris-

burg, PA: Trinity, 2000), 258, refers to “the question whether the claims one must make in order to think adequately 

theologically about the eschatological transition can in fact be plausibly made, given what humanities and natural 

sciences tell us about the nature and destiny of human beings,” and observes, “The problem of plausibility is a major 

one, and in the west not only for the cultural elite but also for the wider population” (n. 8). 
59

 N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection and the Mission of the Church 

(New York: HarperCollins, 2008), 147. Wright cites the Pauline reference to “the redemption of our bodies” (Rom. 

8:23). 
60

 Michael Welker, “Resurrection and Eternal Life: The Canonic Memory of the Resurrected Christ, His 

Reality,  and His Glory,” in The End of the World, 283, observes, “Nowhere does the Bible have a person say, 

„Goodthat you are back again, Jesus!‟” See also John Polkinghorne, “The Resurrection of Jesus,” The God of Hope 

and the End of the World (New Haven: Yale, 2002), 66-79. 
61

 William R. Stoeger, “Scientific Accounts of Ultimate Catastrophes in Our Life-Bearing Universe,” in 

The End of the World, 29.  
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surely (although not so immediately) to the astronomical universe as to human persons and other 

terrestrial life. According to current cosmology, one of two opposite fates of the universe is in-

evitable—either ultimate collapse in a “big crunch” or fizzling out in a “big chill.” “Which one 

will occur depends upon the amount of mass contained in the universe.”
62

 The current scientific 

consensus is that the second scenario is more probable. But “either way the observable universe 

is condemned to futility.”
63

 In the meantime, of course, there is the possibility of planetary catas-

trophe (the impact of asteroids or comets) plus the certainty of the sun eventually becoming a 

“red giant” with an atmosphere that will destroy life on Earth and perhaps Earth itself.  

Scientific knowledge thus emphasizes how radical a physiological and cosmological 

transformation is required by an actualization of literally everlasting life. Some of the fundamen-

tal regularities of the existing universe will have to be modified—such as the universal tendency 

toward decreasing availability of energy described by the second law of thermodynamics.  

Of course neither this reality nor the continuation of history and cultural change since 

1844 precludes the actuality, much less the hope, of eternal life; For “just as the religious ques-

tion about the beginning of the universe is really about the ultimate nature of existence, so the 

religious question about the end of the universe, when it arises, is really about the ultimate goal 

of existence.”
64

 Furthermore, “theology claims that what is ultimate is not physical process but 

the will and purpose of God the Creator. God‟s final intentions will no more be frustrated by cos-

mic death on a timescale of tens of billions of years than they are by human death on a timescale 

of tens of years. The ultimate future does not belong to scientific extrapolation but to divine 

faithfulness.”
65

  

Thus Advent hope remains both intellectually and spiritually viable. Nevertheless, scien-

tific awareness encourages modesty regarding the specificity of our knowledge of the ultimate 

future and caution in our descriptions of it. Like all language about God and heaven, our lan-

guage about the ultimate future is necessarily metaphorical, taking the vocabulary of everyday 

experience and using it in reference to a realm of which we have no experience at all and cannot 

actually envision.
66

 This does not mean that the ultimate future is any less real, only that it is less 

specifiable. The issue regarding the suprahistorical end of history is not whether it will occur, but 

when (about which we were obviously mistaken in 1844 and at various times since) and pre-

cisely what it will be (about which we should recognize the limitation of our knowledge). 

 

Epilogue 

If it is true that “the years of eternity, as they roll, will bring richer and still more glorious 

revelations of God and of Christ,”
67

 then it follows that attending to these and other theological 

realities now is participating in an everlasting adventure.  

It is not a free ride; it calls for theological courage, our best intellectual efforts, and a 

climate of openness and trust.
68

  But for ourselves, our community of faith—for our theological 

                                                 
62

 Stoeger, 27. See Polkinghorne, The God of 8-9. 
63

 John Polkinghorne, “Eschatology: Some Questions and Some Insights from Science,” in The End of the 

World, 31. 
64

 Ward, 36-37. 
65

 Polkinghorne, God of Hope, 12. 
66

 See Fraser Watts, “Subjective and Objective Hope: Propositional and Attitudinal Aspects of Eschatol-

ogy,” in The End of the World, 51: “Calling what is hoped for the „future‟ may imply a stronger link with the present 

than is actually the case. In eschatology, the hoped-for future needs to remain linked to the predicted future without 

being confused with it.” 
67

 Ellen G. White, The Great Controversy Between Christ and Satan (Mountain View, Calif.: Pacific Press, 

1911), 678. 
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and spiritual health—it is a sound investment of time and energy. It is necessary; it is possible; it 

is exciting. And it will make Adventist thinking more accessible, meaningful, and persuasive to 

our grandchildren. Truth can, indeed, “afford to be fair.” What Adventism can not afford is to 

ignore, much less deny, 21
st
-century realities. 

 

—Fritz Guy 

La Sierra University 

Revised January 26, 2009 
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 See Arthur N. Patrick, “Contextualising Recent Tensions in Seventh-day Adventism: „A constant process 

of struggle and rebirth‟?” Journal of Religious History, forthcoming. 





Appendix A: The Continuing Quest for Truth 

Ellen G. White 

 

  “Whenever the people of God are growing in grace, they will be constantly obtaining a clearer 

understanding of His Word. They will discern new light and beauty in its sacred truths. This has been true 

in the history of the church in all ages, and thus it will continue to the end. But as real spiritual life de-

clines, it has ever been the tendency to cease to advance in the knowledge of the truth. Men rest satisfied 

with the light already received from God's Word, and discourage any further investigation of the Scrip-

tures. They become conservative, and seek to avoid discussion.  

  “The fact that there is no controversy or agitation among God's people should not be regarded as 

conclusive evidence that they are holding fast to sound doctrine. When no new questions are started by 

investigation of the Scriptures, when no difference of opinion arises which will set men to searching the 

Bible for themselves, to make sure that they have the truth, there will be many now, as in ancient times, 

who will hold to tradition, and worship they know not what. . . . 

  “When God's people are at ease and satisfied with their present enlightenment, we may be sure 

that He will not favor them. It is His will that they should be ever moving forward to receive the increased 

and ever-increasing light which is shining on them. The present attitude of the church is not pleasing to 

God. There has come in a self-confidence that has led them to feel no necessity for more truth and greater 

light. . . . God wills that a voice shall be heard arousing His people to action.”
69

 

 

  “We do not claim that in the doctrines sought out by those who have studied the word of truth, 

there may not be some error, for no man that lives is infallible; but if God has sent light, we want it; and 

God has sent light, and let every man be careful how he treats it.”
70  

 

  “Let no one come to the conclusion that there is no more truth to be revealed. The diligent, 

prayerful seeker for truth will find precious rays of light yet to shine forth from the word of God. Many 

gems are yet scattered that are to be gathered together to become the property of the remnant people of 

God.”
71  

 

  “Long-cherished opinions must not be regarded as infallible.. . . However long men may have 

entertained certain views, if they are not clearly sustained by the written word, they should be discarded. 

Those who sincerely desire truth will not be reluctant to lay open their positions for investigation and 

criticism, and will not be annoyed if their opinions and ideas are crossed. . . . 

  “We have many lessons to learn, and many, many to unlearn. God and heaven alone are infallible. 

Those who think that they will never have to give up a cherished view, never have occasion to change an 

opinion, will be disappointed.”
72

 

 

  “There is no excuse for anyone in taking the position that there is no more truth to be revealed, 

and that all our expositions of Scripture are without an error. The fact that certain doctrines have been 

held as truth for many years by our people is not a proof that our ideas are infallible. Age will not make 
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 “The Mysteries of the Bible a Proof of Its Inspiration,” Testimonies for the Church, 9 vols. (Mountain 

View, CA: Pacific Press, 1948), 5:706-9 (1889). 
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error into truth, and truth can afford to be fair. No true doctrine will lose anything by close investiga-

tion.”
73

 
 

  “There, immortal minds will contemplate with never failing delight the wonders of creative 

power, the mysteries of redeeming love. . . . Every faculty will be developed, every capacity increased. 

The acquirement of knowledge will not weary the mind or exhaust the energies. There the grandest enter-

prises may be carried forward, the loftiest aspirations reached, the highest ambitions realized; and still 

there will be new heights to surmount, new wonders to admire, new truths to comprehend, fresh objects to 

call forth the powers of mind and soul and body.  

  “All the treasures of the universe will be open to the study of God‟s redeemed. . . .  

  “And the years of eternity, as they roll, will bring richer and still more glorious revelations of 

God and of Christ. As knowledge is progressive, so will love, reverence, and happiness increase. The 

more [the redeemed] learn of God, the greater will be their admiration of His character.”
74
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 "Christ Our Hope," Advent Review and Sabbath Herald, Dec. 20, 1892, 785; repr. Counsels to Writers 

and Editors, 35. 
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Appendix B: Faith and Evidence 

Ellen G. White 

 

Man will be left without excuse. God has given sufficient evidence upon which to base faith if he 

wish to believe. In the last days the earth will be almost destitute of true faith. Upon the merest pretense, 

the word of God will be considered unreliable, while human reasoning will be received, though it be in 

opposition to plain Scripture facts.
75

 

 

. . . . You need not go in uncertainty and doubt. Satan is at hand to suggest a variety of doubts, but 

if you will open your eyes in faith, you will find sufficient evidence for belief. But God will never remove 

from any man all cause for doubts. Those who love to dwell in the atmosphere of doubt and questioning 

unbelief, can have the unenviable privilege. God gives sufficient evidence for the candid mind to believe; 

but he who turns from the weight of evidence because there are a few things which he cannot make plain 

to his finite understanding, will be left in the cold, chilling atmosphere of unbelief and questioning 

doubts, and will make shipwreck of faith. You have seemed to consider it a virtue to be on the side of the 

doubting rather than on the side of the believing. Jesus never praised unbelief; he never commended 

doubts. He gave to his nation evidences of his Messiahship in the miracles he wrought; but there were 

some who considered it a virtue to doubt, and who would reason these evidences away, and find some-

thing in every good work to question and censure.
76

 

 

God has given in His word sufficient evidence of its divine character. . . .  

While God has given ample evidence for faith, He will never remove all excuse for unbelief. All 

who look for hooks to hang their doubts upon, will find them. And those who refuse to accept and obey 

God‟s word until every objection has been removed, and there is no longer an opportunity for doubt, will 

never come to the light.
77

  

 

If you refuse to believe until every shadow of uncertainty and every possibility of doubt is re-

moved, you will never believe. The doubt that demands perfect knowledge will never yield to faith. Faith 

rests upon evidence, not demonstration. The Lord requires us to obey the voice of duty, when there are 

other voices all around us urging us to pursue and opposite course. It requires earnest attention from us to 

distinguish the voice which speaks from God.
78

 

 

 “God gives light to guide those who honestly desire light and truth; but it is not his purpose to re-

move all cause for questioning and doubt. He gives sufficient evidence to found faith upon, and then re-

quires men to accept that evidence and exercise faith.”
79

 

 

 “Those who desire to doubt will have plenty of room. God does not propose to remove all occa-

sion for unbelief. He gives evidence, which must be carefully investigated with a humble mind and a 

teachable spirit; and all should decide from the weight of evidence.”
80

 

 

Many are unwilling to accept of Christ until the whole mystery of the plan of salvation shall be 

made plain to them. They refuse the look of faith, although they see  that thousands have looked, and have 

felt the efficacy of looking, to the cross of Christ. Many wander in the mazes of philosophy, in search of 
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reasons and evidence which they will never find, while they reject the evidence which God has been 

pleased to give. They refuse to walk in the light of the Sun of Righteousness, until the reason of its shin-

ing shall be explained. All who persist in this course will fail to come to a knowledge of the truth. God 

will never remove every occasion for doubt. He gives sufficient evidence on which to base faith, and if 

this is not accepted, the mind is left in darkness.”
81

 

 

God never asks us to believe, without giving sufficient evidence upon which to base our faith. His 

existence, His character, the truthfulness of His Word, are all established by testimony that appeals to our 

reason; and this testimony is abundant. Yet God has never removed the possibility of doubt. Your faith 

must rest upon evidence, not demonstration. Those who wish to doubt will have opportunity; while those 

who really desire to know the truth, will find plenty of evidence on which to rest their faith.
82

 

 

. . . . God has given in the Scriptures sufficient evidence of their divine authority. His own exis-

tence, His character, the truthfulness of His Word, are established by testimony that appeals to our reason; 

and this testimony is abundant. True, He has not removed the possibility of doubt; faith must rest upon 

evidence not demonstration; those who wish to doubt have opportunity; but those who desire to know the 

truth find ample ground for faith.”
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