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Verbal Inspiration or Thought Inspiration? – A Case Study if EGW was a 
True Messenger of the Lord” 

 
There has been a lot of subjects that the Lord used Ellen White to understand. 
The problem has been that her writings are not read in context. In this 

compilation, I have taken some excerpts from Herbert Douglass’ book, 
“Messenger of the Lord”, and various resources bringing to you a study “Verbal 

Inspiration or Thought Inspiration? – A Case Study if EGW was a True 
Messenger of the Lord”  
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Verbal Inspiration or Thought Inspiration? 
God communicated His messages not through mechanical dictation but through 

acts and words that men and women could understand. The prophets who heard 
God speak directly to them conveyed these messages through the thought 

processes of their day, and through the idioms and analogies that their hearers 
could understand. 

 
Understanding the revelation/inspiration process correctly prevents distressful 
concern when people see in the Gospels clear differences between reports of the 

same event, even the same messages of Jesus. Nothing disturbs some sincere 
students more than to observe the different ways Bible writers describe the same 

event, "quote" the same conversation, or report the parables of Jesus. Even having 
two versions of the Lord's Prayer, as recorded in Matthew 6 and Luke 11, upsets 

those who mistakenly believe that the Bible writers wrote, word for word, as the 
Holy Spirit dictated. 
 

• Verbal, inerrant inspiration implies that the prophet is a recording 
machine, transmitting mechanically and unerringly God's message. 

Belief in mechanical inspiration forbids differences in reporting a 
message or event. Verbal inspiration requires prophets to transmit 
the exact words supplied by the heavenly Guide even as a court 

stenographer types what is being said by the witnesses. No room is 
given to prophets to use their own individuality (and limitations) in 

expressing the truths revealed to them. 
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One of the obvious problems for those who believe in verbal inspiration is what to 
do in translating the Bible, either from Old Testament Hebrew/Aramaic or New 

Testament Greek, into other languages. 
 
Another problem is Matthew 27:9, 10 where Matthew refers to Jeremiah rather 

than Zechariah 11:12 as the Old Testament source for a messianic prophecy. This 
might be a copyist's mistake. But if it is Matthew's, it is a human mistake any 

teacher or minister might make, a mistake that will cause no problem for thought 
inspirationists. Why? Because thought inspirationists know what Matthew 

meant! 
 
Or, what did Pilate actually write on the sign placed on Christ's cross? Matthew 

27:37; Mark 15:26, Luke 23:38, and John 19:19 report the sign differently. To 
thought inspirationists, the message is clear; to verbal inspirationists, a problem! 

MOL 16.2 - MOL 16.7 
 

A case of plagiarism, borrowing and inspiration, was Ellen White different from 
other canonical messengers? 
When God speaks to prophets He does not install a dictionary or an encyclopedia 
in their minds. Prophets take the inspired message and do their best to convey 

that message in language and thought forms that will do justice to the message. 
Some (such as Peter) needed others to help them with their grammar; others (such 

as Luke) gathered as much as they could from contemporary sources in order to 
set forth the truth that burned within them. Paul used contemporary writers to 

better establish contact with his Grecian audiences. 
 
Old Testament writers often depended on oral reports or earlier documents in 

preparing their messages. Moses did not need visions to describe the story of his 
birth or to recount the historical narratives he placed in Genesis. The books of 

Joshua and Judges were probably compiled during David's monarchy, according 
to internal evidence. The authors of Kings and Chronicles obviously used sources 

that they often referenced. In fact, the authors at times quoted from other Old 
Testament books without crediting their sources: compare 2 Kings 19:1, 2 with 
Isaiah 37:1, 2, and 1 Chronicles 10:1-3 with l Sam. 31:1-3. 

 
The New Testament presents many instances of borrowing from non-Biblical 

sources, such as the Wisdom of Solomon, 1 Enoch, Testimonies of the Twelve 
Patriarchs, and the Palestinian Targums. 

 
Ellen White forthrightly explained why she used various historians as she traced 
"the history of the controversy in past ages." She wrote: "In pursuance of this 

purpose, I have endeavored to select and group together events in the history of 
the church in such a manner as to trace the unfolding of the great testing truths 

that at different periods have been given to the world." 
 

• How did she use these historians? She noted: "In some cases where a 
historian has so grouped together events as to afford, in brief, a 
comprehensive view of the subject, or has summarized details in a 

convenient manner, his words have been quoted; but in some 
instances no specific credit has been given, since the quotations are 
not given for the purpose of citing that writer as authority, but 
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because his statement affords a ready and forcible presentation of 
the subject. In narrating the experience and views of those carrying 

forward the work of reform in our own time, similar use has been 
made of their published works." MOL 378.7 - MOL 379.4 

 

As all prophets did, Ellen White had to supply the human language to convey the 
grand thoughts and arching panoramas that she either saw in vision or sensed 

in other times of divine communication. Her capacity to supply appropriate 
language and style matured as the years went by—as any study of her personal 

manuscripts and published writings will indicate. At times she recognized that 
others had written with beauty and precision on certain subjects that she wanted 
to make clearer in her writings. To better clothe those divinely revealed truths she 

utilized borrowed expressions. Speed truth along with as much human grace as 
possible was her compelling motivation. 

 
Some have raised two questions regarding both Biblical writers and Ellen White: 

How does borrowing affect the authority of the writer? Does the borrowed material 
become inspired? The questions arise because inspiration is misunderstood as 
mechanical dictation (verbal inspiration). 

 

• Probably the two questions would not be asked if it were understood 
that prophets are permitted to find the best methods at their disposal 

to convey the thoughts God has given them. 
 

What, then, is the value of the borrowed material? It seems logical that if God 
revealed His message to prophets, He would also assist them in conveying the 

message in human language. Ellen White noted that God "guided the mind in the 
selection of what to speak and what to write. The treasure was entrusted to 
earthen vessels, yet it is, nonetheless, from Heaven." 

 

• In a way, God did not expect the Biblical writer to "reinvent the 
wheel." He led Paul to borrow from the apocrypha in developing a 

substantial part of Romans 1. He led him to find useful material, at 
least to hearers in his day, in the Jewish Targums (Aramaic 

translation or paraphrase of a portion of the Old Testament) in 
developing 1 Corinthians 10:1-4 and 2 Timothy 3:8. He led John to 

find generous help from contemporary sources such as the Targums 
and 1 Enoch. If the language already available seemed to help the 
Biblical author to speed his message preparation along, he prudently 

borrowed for his purpose. No doubt many of his contemporaries 
recognized quickly from where the writer had borrowed his material. 

To the receivers of the prophet's message, such borrowing was no 
problem: they saw the big picture of the writer's message. 

 
Likely many in Christ's day recognized His references to extra-Biblical sources 

that He used to develop His messages—messages that were truly original. 
 
But His use of sources had nothing to do with the authority or originality of His 

messages. 
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• Does borrowed material become inspired? Only in the sense that it 
assists the writer to state his message more clearly. This may lead 
to another question: Why did not Paul and John give credit to the 

authors of the borrowed material? Perhaps they believed, as did Ellen 
White, that "every gleam of thought, every flash of intellect, is from 

the Light of the world." This conviction that God is the Author of all 
truth may have been one reason for not feeling the need to reference 
their frequent borrowings. MOL 379.5 - MOL 380.2 

 
Prophets obviously mix common, everyday information with the divine message. 

When Paul referred to contemporaries with appreciation, that was not the divine 
message. When he asked Timothy to find the cloak and books that he had left at 

Troas and to "come before winter," that was common, everyday talk (2 Timothy 
4:9-21). When we read the genealogy of the families of Israel since Adam, we are 
reading common historical information, not a message given by revelation. (1 

Chronicles 1-8). 
 

• Ellen White recognized this distinction between ordinary information 
and the divine message: "There are times when common things must 
be stated, common thoughts must occupy the mind, common letters 

must be written and information given that has passed from one to 
another of the workers. Such words, such information, are not given 

under the special inspiration of the Spirit of God. Questions are 
asked at times that are not upon religious subjects at all, and these 
questions must be answered. We converse about houses and lands, 

trades to be made, and locations for our institutions, their 
advantages and disadvantages." 

 
This distinction appeared in a 1909 letter where Ellen White was "troubled" about 

the former manager of the Paradise Valley Sanitarium, E. S. Ballenger. She wrote 
that Ballenger was "denying the testimonies as a whole because of what seems to 
him an inconsistency—a statement made by me in regard to the number of rooms 

in the Paradise Valley Sanitarium." In an earlier letter she had commented that 
the sanitarium had forty rooms, when it had only thirty-eight. MOL 380.3 - MOL 

380.5 
 

• She continued: "The information given concerning the number of 
rooms in the Paradise Valley Sanitarium was given, not as a 
revelation from the Lord, but simply as a human opinion. There has 

never been revealed to me the exact number of rooms in any of our 
sanitariums; and the knowledge I have obtained of such things I have 

gained by inquiring of those who were supposed to know.... For one 
to mix the sacred with the common is a great mistake. In a tendency 
to do this we may see the working of the enemy to destroy souls." 

 
Students of prophetic writings should know how to separate the sacred from the 

common. Sometimes the question is asked in terms of what is inspired and what 
is not. (Obviously the distinction should not be based on whether we agree with 

a particular portion of a prophet's writings.) The 1909 incident regarding rooms 
at the Paradise Valley Sanitarium is one example of a "common" reference. Other 
examples are found in Mrs. White's hundreds of letters wherein she spoke of the 
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weather, shopping lists, the garden, or her grandchildren. But sooner or later she 
would direct the reader's thought to his or her spiritual needs or some church 

activity. That shift would be a clear signal to readers that they were now listening 
to a message that went beyond "common" themes. 
 

• Only a small percentage of Ellen White's published writings deal with 
"common" topics, as anyone may readily see. She could write: "In 
these letters which I write, in the testimonies I bear, I am presenting 

to you that which the Lord has presented to me. I do not write one 
article in the paper expressing merely my own ideas. They are what 

God has opened before me in vision—the precious rays of light 
shining from the throne.' It is true concerning the articles in our 

papers and in the many volumes of my books." 
 
Mrs. White makes no distinction between the inspiration of her books, articles, 

or letters when they are giving spiritual counsel. This eliminates the position some 
have made that only her books are inspired. Those taking that position forget that 

much in her books was first written in article form. 
 

Further, it is clearly the case that Bible writers "mixed" extra-Biblical sources 
with their vision-based messages. One cannot then dismiss a prophet's work 
simply because some portion of the book contains material from sources other 

than divine revelation. If prophets include the writings of others to better express 
truth, that material is not understood as merely "common" in the sense we have 

been using the term. MOL 380.6 - MOL 381.3 
 

"The work of explaining the Bible by the Bible itself is the work that should be 
done by all our ministers who are fully awake to the times in which we live."  
 

In her personally written introduction to The Great Controversy, Ellen White 
recorded how "the scenes of the long-continued conflict between good and evil" 

had been revealed to her: "From time to time I have been permitted to behold the 
working, in different ages, of the great controversy between Christ ... and Satan." 

MOL 386.1 - MOL 386.2 
 
How did she "behold" these mighty scenes? She continued: "As the Spirit of God 

has opened to my mind the great truths of His word, and the scenes of the past 
and the future, I have been bidden to make known to others that which has thus 

been revealed." 
 

• How much detail did she see? The evidence is that she saw the great 
"scenes" but that the details involving dates, perhaps even 
geographical sites, she did not always "see." The same was true for 

Isaiah as he struggled for words to describe the throne of God (Isaiah 
6) and for Daniel as he tried to describe the awesome visions of beasts 

and horns, etc. Ellen White saw the big picture, the basic concepts, 
the overall sweep of the forces of good and evil played out in human 
history. Her task was to "fill in" this big picture through research in 

the Biblical story and in common sources of historical information. 
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Just as God did not give Daniel words to describe the beasts of Daniel 7, so He 
did not give Ellen White the historical dates and events to fill in the great 

controversy story. Even as Luke searched out the best sources to complete his 
Life of Christ (Luke 1:1-4), so Mrs. White did what all prophets do when they had 
a message that had to be conveyed in human words and comprehended by 

historically oriented men and women. Thus, we look to Luke, not necessarily for 
historical accuracy for all statements made, but for his contribution to the big 

picture, the message about the ministry of Jesus. MOL 386.3 - MOL 386.5 
 

• Would there be instances of possible errors? Probably. Henry Alford, 
the highly respected author of New Testament for English Readers, 
wrote: "Two men may be equally led by the Holy Spirit to record the 

events of our Lord's life for our edification, though one may believe, 
and record, that the visit to the Gadarenes took place before the 
calling of Matthew, while the other places it after that event; though 

one in narrating it speaks of two demoniacs—the other, only of one.... 
 

• "And not only of the arrangement of the Evangelic history are these 
remarks to be understood. There are certain minor points of accuracy 
or inaccuracy, of which human research suffices to inform men, and 

on which, from want of that research, it is often the practice to speak 
vaguely and inexactly. Such are sometimes the conventionally 

received distances from place to place; such are the common 
accounts of phenomena in natural history, etc. Now in matters of this 
kind, the Evangelists and Apostles were not supernaturally informed, 

but left, in common with others, to the guidance of their natural 
faculties.... The treasure is ours, in all its richness: but it is ours as 

only it can be ours—in the imperfections of human speech, in the 
limitations of human thought, in the variety incident first to 

individual character, and then to manifold transcription and the 
lapse of ages." 

 

• In other words, the human phase of the divine-human communication 
system will be beset with occasional discrepancies—simply because 

of human finiteness. Stephen's eloquent sermon (Acts 7) contains an 
incidental reference to the number (75) of Jacob's family who went 
into Egypt to live with Joseph. However, the Genesis reference (46:27) 

states that 70 of Jacob's family went into Egypt. What shall we make 
of this difference? If we believe that Genesis is the only historical 

source that Jews in the first century had for this information, then 
we simply understand that the Holy Spirit (the Spirit of Prophecy) 

guided Stephen in reciting the big picture, but did not intervene on 
details. Prophets do not necessarily become "authorities" on 
historical data. Their inspirational value lies in their messages, not 

in some of the details that are incidental to the big picture. MOL 
386.6 - MOL 387.2 

 

• "Mother has never laid claim to verbal inspiration, and I do not find 
that my father, or Elder Bates, Andrews, Smith, or Waggoner put 

forth this claim. If there were verbal inspiration in writing her 
manuscripts, why should there be on her part the work of addition 
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or adaptation? It is a fact that Mother often takes one of her 
manuscripts, and goes over it thoughtfully, making additions that 

develop the thought still further.... 
 
"Mother's contact with European people had brought to her mind scores of things 

that had been presented to her in vision during past years, some of them two or 
three times, and other scenes many times. Her seeing of historic places and her 

contact with the people refreshed her memory with reference to these things, and 
so she desired to add much material to the book The Great Controversy ." 

 

• A few months later, W. C. White wrote to S. N. Haskell, a stalwart 
pioneer who leaned dangerously toward a verbal-inspiration 

viewpoint at that time: "Regarding Mother's writings, she has never 
wished our brethren to treat them as authority on the dates or details 
of history. When 'Great Controversy' was written, she oftentimes gave 

a partial description of some scene presented to her, and when Sister 
Davis made inquiry regarding time and place, Mother referred to 

what was already written in the books of Uriah Smith and in secular 
histories. When 'Controversy' was written, Mother never thought that 

the readers would take it as authority on historical dates and use it 
to settle controversies, and she does not now feel that it ought to be 
used in that way .... MOL 387.6 - MOL 388.2 

 
"It seems to me that there is a danger of placing altogether too much stress upon 

chronology. If it had been essential to the salvation of men that he human beings 
should have a clear and harmonious understanding of the chronology of the 

world, the Lord would not have permitted the disagreements and discrepancies 
which we find in the writings of the Bible historians, and it seems to me that in 
these last days there ought not to be so much controversy regarding dates.... I 

believe, Brother Haskell, that there is danger of our injuring Mother's work by 
claiming for it more than she claims for it, more than Father ever claimed for it, 

more than Elder J. N. Andrews, J. H. Waggoner, or Uriah Smith ever claimed for 
it." 

 
That same day, W. C. White wrote a virtually identical letter to W. W. Eastman, 
publishing director at the Southern Publishing Association. But in closing the 

letter, he added: "I have overwhelming evidence and conviction that they are the 
descriptions and delineation of what God has revealed to her in vision, and where 

she has followed the descriptions of historians or the expositions of Adventist 
writers, I believe that God has given her discernment to use that which is correct 

and in harmony with truth regarding all matters essential to salvation. If it should 
be found by faithful study that she has followed some exposition of prophecy 
which in some detail regarding dates we cannot harmonize with our 

understanding of secular history, it does not influence my confidence in her 
writings as a whole any more than my confidence in the Bible is influenced by the 

fact that I cannot harmonize many of the Biblical statements regarding 
chronology." 

 

• In summary, for verbal inspirationists Ellen White's writings, 
unfortunately, have become an authority on historical dates and 

places. For thought inspirationists, that would be an unwarranted 
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use of a prophet's work. Thought inspirationists focus on the big 
picture, the message; possible discrepancies in historical detail are 

considered incidental to the message, and of minor importance. MOL 
388.3 - MOL 388.5 

 

Everyone wants to be understood. Often misunderstandings arise when a 
statement has been lifted out of context. Thus, everyone who has been 

misunderstood appeals to fairness and asks that the context be considered. 
Context includes both internal and external clues that will establish the truth 

about any statement under consideration. 
 
Internally, we usually get a clear picture of "what" an author meant by reading 

the words, sentences, paragraphs, even chapters, surrounding a puzzling 
statement. 

 
Externally, we ask further questions that may help us to understand, such as 

when? where? why? and perhaps how? "Time," "place," and "circumstances" apply 
to the external context as we shall soon see. MOL 388.6 - MOL 389.1 
 

Lesser Light vs Greater Light issue: 
• "Little heed is given to the Bible, and the Lord has given a lesser light 

to lead men and women to the greater light." 

 
In early 1903 Ellen White, burdened about the decline in colporteur work 

(literature evangelism), wrote an article for the Review. In that article she 
expressed appreciation for the successful promotion of Christ's Object Lessons. 

She also wrote: "Sister White is not the originator of these books.... They contain 
the precious, comforting light that God has graciously given His servant to be 
given to the world. From their pages this light is to shine into the hearts of men 

and women, leading them to the Saviour." 
 

Then she amplified this connection between God's light and her writings, and 
where her writings, as all other prophetic writings, would lead readers: "The Lord 

has sent His people much instruction, line upon line, precept upon precept, here 
a little, and there a little. Little heed is given to the Bible, and the Lord has given 
a lesser light to lead men and women to the greater light." 

 

• In her larger context, Mrs. White seems to be referring to how all 
biblical prophets are lesser lights leading their people "to the 

Saviour" the "Light of the world" (John 8:12; 9:5; 12:46)—even as John 
the Baptist "came ... to bear witness of the Light" (John 1:7, 8). 

Because people in her day were giving "little heed ... to the Bible" 
(which was to lead people to Christ, the Light of the world) the Lord 

spoke to her as a "lesser light" (even as John the Baptist and all other 
biblical prophets were lesser lights) to lead people to Christ, the 
"greater light." 

 
From another point of view, no one can question that Ellen White regarded the 

Bible itself as a "greater light" with its centuries of inspired writings and its gold-
standard acceptance as the Word of God. 
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Numerous are the references, from her earliest days to her last, that exalted the 
Bible, such as: "The Holy Scriptures are to be accepted as an authoritative, 

infallible revelation of His God's will. They are the standard of character, the 
revealer of doctrines, and the test of experience." 
 

She saw clearly the relationship of her writings to the Bible. They were not only 
to exalt the Bible, they were to "attract minds to it," to call "attention to the words 

of inspiration which you have neglected to obey," to "impress vividly upon the 
heart the truths ... already revealed," "to awaken and impress the mind ... that all 

may be left without excuse," "to bring out general principles," and to "come down 
to the minutiae of life, keeping the feeble faith from dying." MOL 408.1 - MOL 
408.7 

 
What did she mean by saying her writings were a "lesser light"? Three metaphors 

have been used in past years: 
 

The "testing instrument" and "that which is tested." 
Displayed in the National Bureau of Standards at Gaithersburg, Maryland, is the 
National Prototype Meter No. 27 which was the national reference for line 

measurement from 1893 until 1960. It is made of 90 percent platinum and 10 
percent iridium. Today the national standard is measured by an even more 

accurate method involving light emitted by electrically excited atoms of krypton-
86. If anyone is unsure about his "yardstick," he or she may take it to the national 
standard for comparative analysis. 

 
The application is obvious: the national standard is the "greater light." Copies of 

this national standard (called "working standards") or industrial tools requiring 
exact precision and accuracy that meet the standard of the "greater light," would 

be "lesser lights." Yet, for all practical purposes, these "copies" function as well as 
the standard. A prototype standard ("greater light") exists by which all other 
measures ("lesser lights") are tested—but the local hardware yardstick ("lesser 

light") is no less faithful to its task than the "greater light," if it has passed the 
"test." Thus, the reliability of the yardstick is, for all practical purposes, the same 

as the platinum-iridium bar in Gaithersburg, Maryland. 
 

The comparison of forty candles with one candle. 
The analogy here is that the Bible was written by about forty authors—forty 
candles; Ellen White is one candle. Thus, the Bible is the "greater light." Both the 

"greater light" and the "lesser light" give sufficient light to dispel darkness. The 
quality of light in the "greater light" is the same as that of the "lesser light." 

 

National map and the state maps. 
Many road atlases have a two-page map of the forty-eight contiguous states 

followed by the state maps. The national map with its coast-to-coast display of 
the Interstate highway system is the "greater light": the state maps, though 

possessing more detail, are the "lesser light." Each has its special function. Both 
the "greater" and the "lesser" lights have equal authority in presenting truth. 

 

The telescope analogy. 
Mrs. S. M. I. Henry, well-known in the late nineteenth century as a leader in the 

Woman's Christian Temperance Union, became a Seventh-day Adventist while a 
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patient at the Battle Creek Sanitarium. She and Ellen White soon developed a 
close friendship, largely because of their common life experiences. One of Mrs. 

Henry's challenges was to present the Sabbath truth to her friends in the 
W.C.T.U., especially because they were often the leaders in promoting Sunday 
legislation. 

 
However, accepting a prophet in the Adventist Church was not easy for Mrs. 

Henry. After close study, she saw the role of Ellen White to be akin to a telescope 
through which to look at the Bible. Mrs. Henry described her new insight in an 

article for the January 1898 issue of Good Health: "Everything depends upon 
our relation to it telescope and the use which we make of it. In itself it is 
only a glass through which to look; but in the hand of the divine Director, 

properly mounted, set at the right angle and adjusted to the eye of the 
observer, with a field, clear of clouds, it will reveal truth such as will quicken 

the blood, gladden the heart, and open a wide door of expectations. It will 
reduce nebulae to constellations; faraway points of light to planets of the 

first magnitude.... The failure has been in understanding what the 
Testimonies are and how to use them. They are not the heavens, palpitating 
with countless orbs of truth, but they do lead the eye and give it power to 

penetrate into the glories of the mysterious living word of God." 
 

• Ellen White saw this article and asked permission to have it 
republished in Australia. She thought that Mrs. Henry had captured 
the relationship between the Bible and her work "as clearly and as 

accurately as anyone could ever put into words." For Mrs. White, the 
Bible was always the "greater" light from which she derived her 

theological principles. MOL 408.8 - MOL 409.11 
 

Degrees of Inspiration: Canonical vs Noncanonical: 
At least eight prophets mentioned in the Bible wrote for their times but their 
works were not included in the canon. The Biblical story not only does not hint 

of any difference in the quality of their inspiration, it describes their work as of 
equal authority with the canonical prophets. We find no difference in how they 

received their messages or in how they communicated them and how their 
contemporaries responded to them. Non-canonical prophets spoke for God and 
were regarded as God's spokesmen by their contemporaries. 

 
With the suggestion that some prophets were granted a higher degree of 

revelation/ inspiration than other prophets, comes the inescapable question: 
Who will decide? Can an uninspired person sit in judgment on a prophet's 

work and decide whether he or she is a first, second, or third-degree 
prophet? The gift of prophecy, as other spiritual gifts, is given to men and 
women "according to His own will" (Hebrews 2:4), not man's will. 

 
In 1884 the president of the General Conference, George I. Butler, attempted to 

contribute to a clearer understanding of this subject by authoring ten articles for 
the church paper. In these articles he discussed "differences in degrees" of 

inspiration. 
 

• Ellen White waited five years to respond, hoping that he would catch 

his own mistake. But when others began to pick up on Butler's point 
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of view and teach it in Battle Creek College, she wrote: "Both in the 
Battle Creek Tabernacle and in the college the subject of inspiration 

has been taught, and finite men have taken it upon themselves to say 
that some things in the Scriptures were inspired and some were not. 
I was shown that the Lord did not inspire the articles on inspiration 

published in the Review, neither did He approve their endorsement 
before our youth in the college. When men venture to criticize the 

Word of God, they venture on sacred, holy ground, and had better 
fear and tremble and hide their wisdom as foolishness. God sets no 

man to pronounce judgment on His Word, selecting some things as 
inspired and discrediting others as uninspired. The testimonies have 
been treated in the same way, but God is not in this." 

 
Writings are the product of inspiration or they are not. Prophets are genuine or 

they are impostors. Other than the difference between the common and the 
sacred, which should be obvious to everyone, no one is able to divide a prophet's 

writings into the inspired and the less inspired. As soon as one tries, the final 
arbiter is human reason. Each person then believes that his own reason is more 
dependable than anyone else's. 

 
Through the years some have suggested that Ellen White's articles in periodicals 

were not as inspired as her books. Or that her letters were not inspired, only her 
published books. In 1882 she wrote a candid letter on "slighting the Testimonies" 

to be read in the Battle Creek, Michigan, church: "Now when I send you a 
testimony of warning and reproof, many of you declare it to be merely the 
opinion of Sister White. You have there-by insulted the Spirit of God. You 

know how the Lord has manifested Himself through the Spirit of prophecy.... 
This has been my work for many years. A power has impelled me to reprove 

and rebuke wrongs that I had not thought of. Is this work of the last thirty-
six years from above, or from beneath? 

 
"When I went to Colorado, I was so burdened for you, that, in my weakness, I 
wrote many pages to be read at your camp meeting. Weak and trembling I arose 

at three o'clock in the morning to write to you. God was speaking through clay. 
You might say that this communication was only a letter. Yes, it was a letter, but 

prompted by the Spirit of God, to bring before your minds things that had been 
shown me. In these letters which I write, in the testimonies I bear, I am presenting 

to you that which the Lord has presented to me. I do not write one article in the 
paper expressing merely my own ideas. They are what God has opened before me 
in vision—the precious rays of light shining from the throne." MOL 410.1 - MOL 

411.1 
 

The suggestion that prophets can be categorized by degrees of authority is similar 
to the previous discussion of differences in degrees of inspiration. Such appeals 

to categories of inspiration and authority would reduce some prophets to merely 
an inspirational, pastoral role or function, without divine authority. 
 

Sometimes this proposed categorizing of prophets rests on the difference between 
canonical and noncanonical prophets: Noncanonical prophets are considered 

pastoral/inspirational; canonical prophets are considered authoritative. 
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Try out that reasoning in the Bible story. How much authority did David believe 
Nathan had? And how did Nathan understand his role—inspirational or 

authoritative? "The Lord sent Nathan to David..." (2 Samuel 12:1). Later David (a 
canonical prophet) had a similar experience with another noncanonical prophet—
Gad, "David's seer" (1 Chronicles 21:9). Again, the noncanonical prophet was 

conscious of his authority: "Gad came to David and said to him, 'Thus says the 
Lord ...'" (1 Chronicles 21:11). Further, "So David went up at the word of Gad, 

which he had spoken in the name of the Lord" (1 Chronicles 21:19). 
 

In his last sermon, the late associate Review editor Don F. Neufeld said: "Through 
His witness to the New Testament prophets, Jesus predicted that prophetic 
activity, as one of many spiritual gifts, would continue in the church. In other 

words, the testimony of Jesus to His people was not to cease once the books that 
make up our present canon of Scripture would be written. Prophetic activity 

would continue beyond the close of the canon. 
 

• "This brings us to an important question. If in all prophetic activity 
it is Jesus who is speaking, whether in Old Testament times, in New 
Testament times, or in post-New Testament times, can we logically 

draw a distinction and say that what Jesus said in any one period is 
more or less authoritative than what He said in any other period?... 

 

• "For example, could something that Jesus said in the first century 
A.D. be more or less authoritative than what He said in the 19th 
century A.D.? The answer, I think, is obvious. It doesn't make any 

sense to argue for degrees of inspiration, as if what Jesus (through 
the Spirit of prophecy) said in one generation was more inspired than 

what He said in another." 
 

When Josiah (621 B.C.) recognized the long-lost Scriptures (probably 
Deuteronomy, see 2 Chronicles 34:14), he trembled at the impending judgments 
foretold on God's people as a consequence of apostasy. He was perplexed as to 

whether he and his leaders had enough time to institute national reform. His loyal 
religious leaders—Shaphan, the scholar, Hilkiah, the high priest, and many 

teaching Levites—were equally troubled. They all wanted to know the meaning of 
the Scriptures that promised both doom and blessing. Where did they turn for 

counsel? To the prophetess, Huldah! 
 
Josiah appreciated and respected his committed scholars and religious 

counselors. These trusted leaders were illuminated by the Spirit of God. But they, 
too, with Josiah, needed a higher authority to explain what these Scriptures had 

meant in Moses' day and what they should mean in their day. For that authority 
they turned to the prophetess. 

 
Josiah and his counselors recognized that "the authority of a message is derived 

from its source." They perceived the "same divine Source in both the Bible ... and 
in the message of a contemporary prophet." In comparing Huldah and Ellen 
White, we note that both "intensified" the importance of the written Word, both 

focused the Word on the current situation, both "exalted" the Scriptures, and 
both "attracted" the people to apply the Bible to their lives, leading to reform. MOL 

411.2 - MOL 412.1 
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A case of infallibility and Biblical Models of Inspiration: 
All prophets use their own language, imperfect as all human language is and 

always will be. Prophets use the language of their own family, community, and 
time. As the years go by, through study and travel, they improve their ability to 

understand and present God's messages. This growth in perception and 
communicative skills makes their prophetic role even more effective. 

 

• But prophets are not perfect; they make mistakes. Sometimes they 
have faulty memories; sometimes they make a slip of the tongue 

(lapsus linguae); sometimes they misuse grammar. When Matthew 
wrote "Jeremiah" instead of "Zechariah" when he found an Old 
Testament analogy to Judas's thirty pieces of silver (Matthew 27:9, 

10; Jeremiah 32:6-9; Zechariah 11:12), he made a mistake of memory 
or lapse of thought. In a similar fashion, Ellen White attributed to 

Peter the words of Paul in 2 Corinthians 5:14: "The love of Christ 
constraineth us,' the apostle Peter declared. This was the motive that 

impelled the zealous disciple in his arduous labors in the cause of 
the gospel." 

 

The Holy Spirit corrects the prophets when their counsel, for whatever reason, 
may adversely affect their work. Note how Nathan was told to change his counsel 

to David (2 Samuel 7) and when Ellen White changed her counsel regarding the 
closing of the Southern Publishing Association. 

 
But the Holy Spirit does not correct the prophets' human finiteness in the use of 

their communication skills. MOL 412.2 - MOL 412.5 
 
Revelation is the work of God as He "speaks" to the prophet. Inspiration describes 

the many ways God works through His prophets in conveying His message to 
people. Biblical prophets and Ellen White have used at least six "models" of 

inspiration. 
 

Visionary Model 
Most often we connect prophets with visions and dreams. But God also has 
revealed Himself in what we call "theophanies," in which the actual presence of a 

heavenly being is seen or heard. We think of Moses at the burning bush (Exodus 
3:4) and Joshua before Jericho (Joshua 5:13-15). On another occasion, "the Lord 

opened the eyes of the young man Elisha's associate and he saw ... the mountain 
was full of horses and chariots of fire" (2 Kings 6:15-17). 
 

Often visions and dreams are so graphic that the prophet has difficulty 
distinguishing them from normal reality. 23 Isaiah confidently could say, "I saw 

the Lord.... I heard the voice of the Lord" (Isaiah 6:1, 8). Ellen White had many 
visions and dreams where the "reality" of the dream/ vision experience 

overwhelmed her, as it did for Daniel or Ezekiel. 
 

Witness Model 
God, at times, prompted certain Biblical writers to give their own account of what 
they had seen and heard. John exemplified this model when he wrote 1 John 1:1-

3: "That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen 
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with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled.... These 
things we write to you that your joy may be full." The Gospels of Matthew and 

John are examples of the witness model—they did not need a vision to write out 
their messages. Here the Holy Spirit was using a different kind of model of 
inspiration, in addition to the vision/dream model. 

 
Ellen White wrote many pages reflecting this witness model. Her words in such a 

mode are as qualitatively inspired as her writings that were prompted by a dream 
or vision. 

 

Historian model 
Luke and Mark did not write their Gospels after receiving dreams and visions. 

Neither were they witnesses to the revelation as Matthew and John. Mark, it is 
generally agreed, depended largely on Peter's "witness." But Mark was not an 

"eyewitness": he was a faithful historian. 
 
Luke candidly describes his method of telling the gospel story in his preface 

addressed to Theophilus: "Inasmuch as many have taken in hand to set in order 
a narrative of those things which are most surely believed among us, just as those 

who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word delivered 
them to us, it seemed good to me also, having had perfect understanding of all 

things from the very first, to write to you an orderly account, most excellent 
Theophilus, that you may know the certainty of those things in which you were 
instructed" (Luke 1:1-4.) 

 
Thus, in the historian model God expects His messengers to use all pertinent 

historical records, oral or written, to fill out the message. God provides the 
message and helps the messengers find suitable material to make the message 

understandable to their readers. As we discovered in earlier pages, 25 certain 
parts of the New Testament were imported from extra-Biblical sources. These 
secular and non-Biblical sources became part of the "inspired" message. 

Ellen White, at times, reflected the historian model, especially in the Conflict of 
the Ages Series. MOL 412.6 - MOL 413.4 

 

Counselor model 
Some of Paul's letters, such as those to Timothy, Titus, Philemon, and portions 
of the Corinthian letters, are classic letters of Christian counsel. None of these 
letters is solely theological. In 1 Corinthians 7 we find a mix of vision truth and 

inspired counsel. In verse 10 Paul said: "Now to the married I command, yet not 
I but the Lord: A wife is not to depart from her husband." In verse 25 he followed 

with his counsel: "Now concerning virgins: I have no commandment from the 
Lord; yet I give judgment as one whom the Lord in His mercy has made 

trustworthy." In verse 40 he reminded the church that the wife "is happier if she 
remains as she is, according to my judgment—and I think I also have the Spirit 
of God." 

 
If someone would suggest that vision counsel is inspired and non-vision counsel 

is not, we would be dividing what Paul never did. What part of the Timothy letters 
is more inspired than other parts? Paul would say, "I have the Spirit of God." 
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A large part of Ellen White's Testimonies would be classified as counsel from one 
who had "the Spirit of God." Whoever she was writing to, whether parents, 

children, teachers, medical workers, administrators, or ministers, she used the 
words, "I saw." This does not always mean that she had a special vision for specific 
counsel. In her years of receiving visions, she had developed a keen sense of 

rightness and propriety. Her collected inspired wisdom gave her a rich store from 
which to draw, even as Paul would do in writing his counsel to individuals and to 

churches. Whether transmitting judgments derived from a vision or counsel 
based on years of listening to God, both communications came from one mind 

inspired by the same Spirit. 
 

Epistolary Model. 
Letters to congregations and individuals was the most common method used by 
New Testament writers. Some of the letters were private; others were meant to be 

read publicly. It seems most probable that Paul never thought that his letters to 
Philemon, Timothy, and Titus would become public. But we are all thankful that 
they did. In these letters we see a mix of common matters with obviously spiritual 

counsel and instruction. These New Testament letters help us understand better 
how to relate to Ellen White's many letters that often were private and frequently 

mixed the common with the sacred. MOL 413.5 - MOL 413.8 
 

If the Lord permitted Paul's private letters to be included in the canon for 
universal distribution, it would be appropriate to believe that the letters of His 
modern prophet might also bring encouragement and corrective counsel to those 

who do not have the benefit of her personal ministry. 
 

Literary model 
The Bible contains portions such as the Psalms, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes where 

the writer expresses his most intimate feelings through poetry and prose. Again, 
it seems improbable that David or the other psalmists thought that their songs 
would eventually be in print and circulated the world over. Their deepest 

emotions, elation as well as anxiety, flow like an artesian well. In God's wisdom 
these human emotions were meant to be preserved for the benefit of all who 

struggle in their daily lives. 
 

Although Ellen White was not a poet, she also expressed her keenest emotions in 
thousands of diary pages. We are reminded of the apostle's words in Hebrews 1:1 
that God has "at various times and in different ways" spoken to us throughout 

human history. In listening to David or Ellen White, we often hear our own cries 
of anxiety, even discouragement, as well as our joy. 

 
God has indeed spoken to us "in different ways." Through visions and dreams, 

through those who witness of their own account of things seen and heard, 
through those who are inspired by the Spirit to research the providences of God, 
through those who are gifted to counsel God's people regarding His will for them, 

through letters of instruction and correction, and through the vehicle of emotional 
expression of one's deepest thoughts—through these "different ways" God has 

spoken to the heads and hearts of men and women "at various times." 
 

Thus, we can see that not all prophets had visions nor did all write letters. Some 
prophets laid their hearts bare to others while others were more objective in 
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witnessing to what they had seen in the lives of others—or in recording the 
providences of God—as they did historical research. Some foretold the future, 

others were forth-tellers of God's will in their time. 
 
In four ways Jesus is the best example of how true prophets perform their 

responsibilities: 
 

1. He is the Messenger, the Revealer, of the mind of God. 
 

2. He amplified the meaning of previously written Scripture. 
 
3. He applied the Scripture to current circumstances. 

 
4. He clarified the meaning of previously written Scripture.  

 
MOL 413.9 - MOL 414.10 

 

When are we supposed to quote EGW?  
One of the most important lessons to be learned from the 1888 experience is that 

Ellen White was more concerned with living the truth than in discussing it. She 
made that clear on many occasions. If an un-Christlike spirit motivated a Bible 

student, that suggested for her that there might be something wrong with his/her 
theology! 
 

Another emotionally laden event occurred the day before the 1901 General 
Conference session in Battle Creek. Many were the challenges that the delegates 

faced, but probably the greatest was the need to reorganize the General 
Conference which, for many years, involved only a few leaders with too much 

authority. Ellen White called it "a king-like, kingly ruling power." 
 
Close to this root problem, the leaders had to face the enormous denominational 

debt, the amount and kind of commercial printing being done at the Review and 
Herald publishing house, and the growing contention with Dr. Kellogg. 

 
Yet, underneath all these visible problems flowed a stream of inertia to change. 

 
This inertia not only resisted improved policies of church governance, it also 
resisted openness to present truth and to a deepening of spiritual attitudes. Ellen 

White reminded the leaders of her counsel she had been giving them for years: 
"Enough has been said, over and over and over again, but it did not make any 

difference. The light shone upon them, just the same, professedly accepting it, 
but they did not make any change. That is what frightens me." The root of this 

spiritual problem was that Mrs. White's counsel, though often used, was 
misapplied to suit one's point of view, and the principles were ignored: "He God 
wants you to eat His principles: to live His principles;—but those that are there 

now present church leaders never will appreciate it. They have had their test, ... 
they have had their warnings, and now there must be a change." 

 
Ellen White wanted no more lip service to her counsel: "Lay Sister White right to 

one side.... Do not you ever quote my words again as long as you live, until you 
can obey the Bible. When you take the Bible and make that your food ... and 
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make that the elements sic of your character, when you can do that you will know 
better how to receive some counsel from God. But here is the Word, exalted before 

you today. And do not you give a rap any more what 'Sister White said'—'Sister 
White said this,' and 'Sister White said that,' and 'Sister White said the other 
thing.' But say, 'Thus saith the Lord God of Israel,' and then you do just what the 

Lord God of Israel does, and what He says." 
 

She wanted the church leaders to live out the principles of the gospel—not to hide 
behind quotations from her as if meeting some of her counsel on church work 

could make up for their lack of Christian character. Her many testimonies 
regarding the seamless union of medical missionary work with the ministry had 
been generally ignored. Her counsel regarding the relationship of the mind and a 

healthy body had also been largely disregarded. 
 

In this 1901 setting at Battle Creek, Ellen White was not discussing the 
relationship of her writings in the development of doctrine when she said further: 

"Do not you quote Sister White. I do not want you ever to quote Sister White until 
you get your vantage ground where you know where you are. Quote the Bible. 
Talk the Bible. It is full of meat.... Carry it out in your life, and you will know more 

Bible than you know now.... And I ask you to put on the armor, every piece of it, 
and be sure that your feet are shod with the preparation of the gospel." 

 
She was simply telling these church leaders that appeals to her writings for 

whatever purpose was missing the mark when they were not, generally speaking, 
internalizing the principles of the gospel found either in the Bible or in her 
writings. Living the gospel was more important than "playing church" no matter 

how many quotations about the gospel were in their heads. MOL 417.8 - MOL 
418.4 

 

Why the Bible? 
In her writings, Ellen White stated that the "Bible was given for practical 

purposes." She urged her readers to join her in taking "the Bible just as it is, as 
the Inspired Word" and that in "obeying the Word ... not one of you will be lost." 

 
And what are those "practical purposes"? Mrs. White's ministry, from start to 

finish, continually focused on the place of the Bible in bringing salvation to its 
readers. Studying the Bible is not primarily an academic, intellectual venture; the 
Bible is a rich mine from which honest people discover the truth about God and 

how best to relate to Him. In respect to "higher education," she wrote: "The true 
higher education is gained by studying and obeying the Word of God. But when 

God's Word is laid aside for books that do not lead to God and the kingdom of 
heaven, the education acquired is a perversion of the name." 

 
The purpose of the Bible, in Ellen White's thinking, is to help honest seekers 
relate to the cosmic conflict in such a way that God's purpose to restore sinners 

will be achieved. For her, Bible study and character development are inseparable. 
 

This conceptual consistency, this linkage between the Bible, character 
development, and the Great Controversy Theme, is one of the primary 

characteristics of Ellen White's writings. This threefold linkage defines the way 
her writings should be understood in relation to her use of the Bible. She never 
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saw herself as an exegete. Or as a historical scholar. Thus her readers should not 
look to her, primarily, as an exegete or historian. Part of her job description was 

to serve as God's messenger in these last days to help prepare a people to meet 
the Lord. The Bible was her textbook in defining what that preparation means. It 
was her personal guide for her close walk with God. In her hands it became the 

textbook for others as she exhorted them to join her in this life-changing 
relationship. MOL 420.6 - MOL 421.1 

 

About creeds and Seventh-day Adventist Church 
Because of God's plan to unfold truth as fast as His people are able to understand 

it, each generation is blessed with additional truth. Thus, we know more today 
about God's will than did earlier generations. Not that truth is evolving in some 

kind of evolutionary scheme, but our perception of truth is continually 
progressing. 

 
Within the Bible story we find a built-in "capacity for self-correction of 
understanding." The Old Testament understanding of God's plan for this world 

and how He will intervene and create a "new world" was clarified in later 
revelations, in the New Testament. This is a practical example of how God always 

"meets people where they are, yet knows all along where He is going!"  
 

The Seventh-day Adventist Church is a forward-looking church. Its members and 
leaders have not let the past be the measure for the future. The primary value of 
the past has been in its unique ability to reveal the leading of God and His "big 

picture" that He is constantly unfolding. 
 

Through the years Ellen White "was consistently ahead of the leaders. She had 
the ideas and the energy to set them before the people." What was the reason? 

She understood by concept and experience that God is always leading His people 
into greater light, as fast as they are able to receive it, as fast as they are willing 
to obey it. 

 
Mrs. White was opposed to a creedal approach to Adventist doctrine. During the 

1888 General Conference, resolutions were proposed that "nothing should be 
taught in the college contrary to what has been taught." She noted that she 

"felt deeply, for I knew whoever framed that resolution was not aware of 
what he was doing." Such a resolution would not only perpetuate errors then 
taught (for example, verbal inspiration of the Bible), but would also slam the 

door against the Spirit of God who might have further light for honest truth-
seekers. 

 
In another letter Ellen White wrote: "I could not let the resolution pass, that 

nothing should be "taught in the college but that which had been taught 
during the past year", that there was to be special light for God's people as 
they neared the closing scenes of this earth's history. Another angel was to 

come from heaven with a message and the whole earth was to be lightened 
with his glory. It would be impossible for us to state just how this additional 

light would come. It might come in a very unexpected manner, in a way that 
would not agree with the ideas that many have conceived. It is not at all 

unlikely, or contrary to the ways and works of God to send light to His people 
in unexpected ways. Would it be right that every avenue should be closed in 
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our school so that the students could not have the benefit of this light? The 
resolution was not called for." 

 
For Ellen White, "the best way to deal with error is to present the truth." To paper 
over discussion with resolutions that often conceal opposition to truth and 

serious discord was not her way. 
 

She spoke also to the present generation when she addressed the 1888 General 
Conference session: "No one must be permitted to close the avenues whereby the 

light of truth shall come to the people. As soon as this shall be attempted, God's 
Spirit will be quenched, for that Spirit is constantly at work to give fresh and 
increased light to His people through His Word." Christians until the end of time, 

and throughout eternity, will be listening to the Spirit as He continues to build 
on the tree of truth with new branches that extend the broad outlines understood 

in the past. MOL 422.6 - MOL 423.4 
 

In Battle Creek, October 5, 1861, when the Michigan Conference was organized, 
the wording of the resolution included "covenanting to keep the 
commandments of God, and the faith of Jesus Christ." Some felt strongly 

that even these words suggested a creed. 
 

J. N. Loughborough declared that "the first step of apostasy is to get up a 
creed, telling us what we shall believe. The second is to make that creed a 

test of fellowship. The third is to try members by that creed. The fourth is 
to denounce as heretics those who do not believe that creed. And fifth, to 
commence persecution against such. I plead that we are not patterning after 

the churches in any unwarrantable sense in the step proposed." 
 

After others spoke, James White, in his inimitable fashion, made a comprehensive 
statement that had lasting significance. It included: "I take the ground that creeds 

stand in a direct opposition to the gifts. Let us suppose a case: We get up a creed, 
stating just what we shall do in reference to this thing and that, and say that we 
will believe the gifts too. 

 
"But suppose the Lord, through the gifts, should give us some new light that did 

not harmonize with our creed; then, if we remain true to the gifts, it knocks our 
creed all over at once. Making a creed is setting the stakes, and barring up the 

way to all future advancement. God put the gifts into the church for a good and 
great object; but men who have got up their churches, have shut up the way or 
have marked out a course for the Almighty. They say virtually that the Lord must 

not do anything further than what has been marked out in the creed. 
 

"A creed and the gifts thus stand in direct opposition to each other. Now what is 
our position as a people? The Bible is our creed. We reject everything in the form 

of a human creed. We take the Bible and the gifts of the Spirit; embracing the 
faith that thus the Lord will teach us from time to time. And in this we take a 
position against the formation of a creed. We are not taking one step, in what we 

are doing, toward becoming Babylon." MOL 426.6 - MOL 427.3 
 

The 1919 Bible Conference, one of the most heated Sessions in Adventist history 
discussed passionately topics as the Eastern question, the Arian-Trinity 
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controversy, the two covenants, the "daily" (Daniel 8:11-13), beginning and ending 
of the 1260 years, and the king of the north (Daniel 11). At the heart of it was the 

issue of how to interpret Ellen White and her say on these topics. Should she be 
understood in the light of verbal or thought inspiration? Missing in that 
conference was W. C. White but why? Herbert Douglass tries to give a glimpse of 

this: 
 

(1) Some wonder why W. C. White was not present at the 1919 meetings. 
As a member of the General Conference Committee, he was 

automatically a delegate and did receive the mimeographed 
invitation. Perhaps, after looking over the agenda, which included 
nothing on the work and relevance of Ellen White, he felt his time 

would be better spent in the Elmshaven office. Working alone after 
his mother's staff had dispersed in 1915 (no budget allotted by the 

Trustees, not even provision for a letterhead), White felt pressure to 
finish compiling Counsels on Health to satisfy the requests from 

medical leaders. If anyone had been able to predict that two long 
days of discussion (that arose spontaneously) would have been 
devoted to his mother's prophetic role, "he doubtless would have 

made a greater effort to attend." MOL 438.8 - MOL 439.1 
 

W. C. White, the most valuable source person available, could have answered 
some of the questions more accurately, more constructively, than anyone else. 

Perhaps, with his experience and communicative skills, he could have helped to 
focus more clearly the issues that were seriously dividing church leaders and 
laypeople at that time, and for years to come. That focus would have led to a 

careful, forthright examination of the facts regarding the work of a prophet in 
modern times. Cutting away mistaken ideas would have been painful for some, 

but the healing would have been quicker and longer lasting than the widening 
gap of confidence that followed the Conference/Council. 

 
However, another aspect must be considered: For many church leaders, at the 
Conference and in the field, W. C. White was suspect, and had been for twenty 

years, as being one of the "liberals." Why? Because he had been emphasizing 
that his mother's writings should always be understood in context with 

"time, place, and circumstances" determining their meaning and 
application. W. C. White, with Daniells, Wilcox, and later Prescott, 

represented those who were thought-inspirationists, though that term had 
not been used at that time. 
 

• Often at the heart of the controversy with Dr. J. H. Kellogg and A. T. 
Jones was the issue of how to interpret the statements of Ellen White. 
These two articulate leaders eventually used Mrs. White's writings 

only when they seemed to support their views. Part of Jones's attack 
on Daniells was based on Mrs. White's comments regarding the 

unreliability of General Conference leadership in 1897, and then 
charging that the same statements applied in 1906. On other 

occasions, when they found difficulty with her writings, their 
response was that "someone" had told her wrong information. Often 
that "someone" was, in their mind, her son W. C. White. 
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From 1919 to his death in 1937, W. C. White's contribution to the facts 
surrounding the prophetic ministry of his mother was enormously helpful. 

 
(2) Beneath the differences of the delegates (and many of the ministers 

and lay-people in the churches) over such agenda topics as the 

Eastern question, the Arian-Trinity controversy, the two covenants, 
the "daily" (Daniel 8:11-13), beginning and ending of the 1260 years, 

and the king of the north (Daniel 11), was the issue of how to 
interpret Ellen White. Accusations of disloyalty to her, of 

unfaithfulness to her authority by picking and choosing her writings 
as to what was inspired, of unsafe leaders leading the denomination 
down a fearful path without the guidance that she had given the 

denomination for seventy years—all such spirited words directed at 
General Conference officers and those among the teachers in the 

colleges who supported them did not bring out the best in people, on 
either side. 

 
The Conference/Council was charged with tension the moment it opened. At 
stake, each side believed, was the authority of Ellen White. Each side further 

believed that on this issue would hang the future of the church. 
 

(3) Both sides, verbal- and thought-inspirationists, had much of value to 
hold on to. But neither side saw the heart-truth for which the other 

was contending. Thus they missed the transcending, healing nature 
of the ellipse of truth. Neither side saw clearly the biggest reason 
why the ministry of Mrs. White had made such an enormous impact 

on their lives, though each appealed to their own experience under 
her guidance as undeniable. Neither side could see clearly that her 

distinctive message, her coherent, integrating theological principles, 
were the foundation for her guiding concepts in education, health, 

mission, and the Adventist theological teachings. 
 
The foundation principles, understood as the Great Controversy Theme, were the 

reasons why the policies these leaders had followed were so effective. They had 
been living so close to the rapidly developing church and the equally rapid change 

in national and world conditions that most of them had not stepped back far 
enough to see the big picture. Both sides saw these undeniably wonderful results 

(in education, health, and rapid church growth) and they wanted to protect their 
divinely guided messenger from the use or misuse of her writings. Each side saw 
the other as the ultimate problem when they perceived what seemed to be a lack 

of appreciation for the gift of prophecy in their midst. MOL 439.2 - MOL 440.2 
 

(4) But the downside of these two positions was played out in the lives 
of some of the most eloquent partisans. Many contributing influences 

affected Dr. John Harvey Kellogg but probably none was more crucial 
than his understanding of how revelation and inspiration works. The 
eventual drift of A. T. Jones and E. J. Waggoner, spiritual heroes of 

1888 and the early 1890s, was largely caused by the same 
misunderstanding. Kellogg and Jones, especially, held to a rigid 

concept of virtual verbal inspiration without using the contextual 
principle for understanding Mrs. White's statements. 



Sami LW - Verbal Inspiration or Thought Inspiration? – A Case Study if EGW 

was a True Messenger of the Lord” May 6, 2021 
 

 

22 

 
(5) But some of those contending for thought inspiration found 

themselves on the other side of the slippery slope. Though they had 
a clearer grasp of how God speaks to the minds of prophets, few 
seemed to possess the inner core of Ellen White's message that 

provided the theological structure for her global contributions to 
theology, education, health, mission, etc. 

 
As time passed, some of these otherwise able leaders had nothing to hang on to 

when they began to separate what was inspired from what was not. When they 
said that Ellen White could not be trusted in historical and medical matters, or 
even in administrative and theological issues—where would they stop? If Ellen 

White could not be considered an authority in these matters, how could she be 
considered authoritative in others? 

 

• We do not know the motivation behind the written or public 
statements of either verbal or thought-inspirationists. Generally, 

however, thought-inspirationists contended for the freedom to 
interpret Ellen White on the basis of sound hermeneutical 

principles—such as the application of time, place, and 
circumstances. Such sought the principle behind the policy. This 
approach had been best articulated by W. C. White in his remarks 

regarding the 1911 revision of The Great Controversy. F. M. Wilcox, 
in a general way, at the Council, also asserted this coherent, 

integrating approach to the writings of Ellen White: "I would like to 
ask Brother Daniells if it could be accepted as a sort of rule that 

Sister White might be mistaken in details, but in the general policy 
and instruction she was an authority." 

 

Others who contended against the verbal-inspirationists did not accept, or 
perhaps did not understand, this larger, more constructive reasoning. The 

thought would be expressed, for whatever reason, "While I believe that Ellen White 
is a prophet of God, I do not believe that all she writes and all she says is inspired; 

in other words, I do not believe in verbal inspiration." 
 

• That kind of thinking, if not severely modified, is an open door 

through which many have walked away from the Adventist Church 
over the years. Such thinking leads to personal judgment as to what 
a "prophet" means and to personal judgment as to what is inspired 

and what is not. This is truly a slippery slope if there is not a 
prevailing, fundamental message to hold on to. 

 

• At least verbal-inspirationists knew, in their minds, how to hang on 
to authority—even if it might not have been for the right reasons. 

Those of this group (and there were many) who remained in the 
church as strong leaders in administration and evangelism, believed 

that they were the only ones left who could save the denomination 
from apostasy. They could point to many who tried to "reinterpret" 

Ellen White as examples of where such thinking would lead others—
men such as the Ballenger brothers (A. F. and E. S.), J. H. Kellogg, A. 
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T. Jones, W. A. Colcord, E. J. Waggoner, L. R. Conradi, and W. W. 
Fletcher. 

 
Common to all these highly visible leaders who defected was their decision "that 
the Spirit of prophecy could be divided into 'inspired' and 'uninspired' 

portions. It seems relevant that, in most cases, those who began to make such 
determinations eventually lost confidence in the Spirit of prophecy." 

 
(6) Evidence that the Conference/Council did not appear to change 

anyone's mind is reflected in later comments. On one hand, A. G. 
Daniells wrote to W. C. White that "we stand together more unitedly 
and firmly for all the fundamentals than when we began the 

meeting." 
 

(7) On the other, J. S. Washburn, a highly visible representative of those 
who opposed Prescott and Daniells on their positions concerning the 

"daily," the Eastern question, etc., wrote an open letter to Daniells 
and the General Conference Committee, expressing the concern of 
many. In referring to "this so-called Bible Institute" where "teachers 

were undermining the confidence of our sons and daughters in the 
very fundamentals of our truth," he quoted "one of our most faithful 

workers" who said that the Institute "was the most terrible thing that 
had ever happened in the history of this denomination." 

 
(8) The issues that surfaced in the 1919 Conference/Council remain 

today, reflected in at least three of the four positions that divide 

Christians generally and Adventists specifically: 
 

(a) Those who believe that Biblical writers and Ellen White were inspired but were 
not given propositional truth; 

 
(b) Those who hold that Biblical writers and Ellen White received divinely dictated 
truth and that their messages were given as God wanted the writings to be read or 

heard: 
 

(c) Those who believe that the Bible and the writings of Ellen White are 
divinely inspired by God impressing thoughts on the prophets' minds who 

would then convey the message in the best language and thought frames 
at their disposal; (THIS IS MY POSITION)  
 

(d) Those who believe that the Bible and the writings of Ellen White are generally 
inspired but their value is more pastoral than theological. 

 
MOL 440.3 - MOL 441.7 

 

How was the Bible given? 
The Bible is not given to us in grand superhuman language. Jesus, in order to 

reach man where he is, took humanity. The Bible must be given in the language 
of men. Everything that is human is imperfect. Different meanings are expressed 

by the same word; there is not one word for each distinct idea. The Bible was 
given for practical purposes. 
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The stamps of minds are different. All do not understand expressions and 

statements alike. Some understand the statements of the Scriptures to suit their 
own particular minds and cases. Prepossessions, prejudices, and passions have 
a strong influence to darken the understanding and confuse the mind even in 

reading the words of Holy Writ. 
 

The disciples traveling to Emmaus needed to be disentangled in their 
interpretation of the Scriptures. Jesus walked with them disguised, and as a man 

He talked with them. Beginning at Moses and the prophets He taught them in all 
things concerning Himself, that His life, His mission, His sufferings, His death 
were just as the Word of God had foretold. He opened their understanding that 

they might understand the Scriptures. How quickly He straightened out the 
tangled ends and showed the unity and divine verity of the Scriptures. How much 

men in these times need their understanding opened. 
 

The Bible is written by inspired men, but it is not God's mode of thought and 
expression. It is that of humanity. God, as a writer, is not represented. Men will 
often say such an expression is not like God. But God has not put Himself in 

words, in logic, in rhetoric, on trial in the Bible. The writers of the Bible were 
God's penmen, not His pen. Look at the different writers. 

 
It is not the words of the Bible that are inspired, but the men that were inspired. 

Inspiration acts not on the man's words or his expressions but on the man 
himself, who, under the influence of the Holy Ghost, is imbued with thoughts. 
But the words and thoughts receive the impress of the individual mind. The divine 

mind is diffused. The divine mind and will is combined with the human mind and 
will; thus the utterances of the man are the word of God.—Manuscript 24, 1886 

(written in Europe in 1886). 1SM 20.2 - 1SM 21.2 
 

The Creator of all ideas may impress different minds with the same thought, but 
each may express it in a different way, yet without contradiction. The fact that 
this difference exists should not perplex or confuse us. It is seldom that two 

persons will view and express truth in the very same way. Each dwells on 
particular points which his constitution and education have fitted him to 

appreciate. The sunlight falling upon the different objects gives those objects a 
different hue. 

 
Through the inspiration of His Spirit the Lord gave His apostles truth, to be 
expressed according to the development of their minds by the Holy Spirit. But the 

mind is not cramped, as if forced into a certain mold.—Letter 53, 1900. 1SM 22.1 
- 1SM 22.2 

 
The Lord speaks to human beings in imperfect speech, in order that the 

degenerate senses, the dull, earthly perception, of earthly beings may 
comprehend His words. Thus is shown God's condescension. He meets fallen 
human beings where they are. 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. Instead of the expressions of the Bible being 

exaggerated, as many people suppose, the strong expressions break down before 
the magnificence of the thought, though the penman selected the most expressive 
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language through which to convey the truths of higher education. Sinful beings 
can only bear to look upon a shadow of the brightness of heaven's glory.—Letter 

121, 1901. 1SM 22.3 
 

Why did EGW have editors? 
This is another question raised to cast doubts on her writings but it should be 
remembered that Jeremiah, Peter and Paul had scribes for helping in writings 
messages that formed part of the Canon. 

 

• Ellen White employed literary assistants for the same reasons that 
Biblical writers did. She recognized her own limitations of time and 

literary skills. In 1873, she wrote in her diary: "My mind is coming to 
strange conclusions. I am thinking I must lay aside my writing I have 

taken so much pleasure in, and see if I cannot become a scholar. I 
am not a grammarian. I will try, if the Lord will help me, at forty-five 

years old to become a scholar in the science. God will help me. I 
believe He will." 

 

She was often interrupted while writing and this left tangled copy. Commenting 
on this need for editorial assistance, she wrote: "Doing as much writing as I do, 

it is not surprising if there are many sentences left unfinished." 
 

In a letter to G. A. Irwin, General Conference president, Willie White noted that 
his mother sought literary assistance because she recognized the varying quality 

in her writings: "Sometimes when Mother's mind is rested, and free, the thoughts 
are presented in language that is not only clear and strong, but beautiful and 
correct; and at times when she is weary and oppressed with heavy burdens of 

anxiety, or when the subject is difficult to portray, there are repetitions and 
ungrammatical sentences." MOL 109.13 - MOL 110.3 

 

• He further described the guidelines that his mother set for her 
literary assistants: "Mother's copyists are entrusted with the work of 

correcting grammatical errors, of eliminating unnecessary 
repetitions, and of grouping paragraphs and sections in their best 

order.... Mother's workers of experience, such as Sisters Davis, 
Burnham, Bolton, Peck, and Hare, who are very familiar with her 
writings, are authorized to take a sentence, paragraph, or section 

from one manuscript and incorporate it with another manuscript 
where the same thought was expressed but not so clearly. But none 

of Mother's workers are authorized to add to the manuscripts by 
introducing thoughts of their own." 

 
By 1881 Willie served as the editorial coordinator for his mother's literary 
assistants. Because Ellen White was either traveling or writing new material most 

of the time, she chose not to be involved in editorial details. She knew that she 
would review all documents before they would be published unless she gave, 

on occasion, specific permission to a periodical editor to abridge to fit space. 
The record shows that they made few changes. 

 
A "hierarchy of responsibility" developed. For example, for minor editorial work, 
Marian Davis was authorized to decide matters herself; larger questions were to 
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be submitted to W. C. White. Ellen White would make the final decisions as to 
editorial changes after both William and Marian had done their work. MOL 110.4 

- MOL 110.6 
 
Marian Davis had occasions to describe her work as she saw it: "I have tried to 

begin both chapters and paragraphs with short sentences, and indeed to simplify 
wherever possible, to drop out every needless word, and to make the work, as I 

have said, more compact and vigorous." 
 

The publishers hoped to keep Ellen White on their schedule, which was not easy 
during her heavy duties in Australia. Marian wrote to Willie: "Sister White is 
constantly harassed with the thought that the manuscript should be sent to the 

printers at once.... Sister White seems inclined to write, and I have no doubt she 
will bring out many precious things. I hope it will be possible to get them into the 

book. There is one thing, however, that not even the most competent editor could 
do—that is prepare a manuscript before it is written." 

 
At times Ellen White reached out beyond her immediate helpers for assistance. 
She explained this procedure to W. H. Littlejohn in 1894: "I have all my 

publications closely examined. I desire that nothing shall appear in print 
without careful investigation. Of course I would not want men who have not 

a Christian experience or are lacking in ability to appreciate literary merit 
to be placed as judges of what is essential to come before the people, as pure 

provender thoroughly winnowed from the chaff. I laid out all my manuscript 
on Patriarchs and Prophets and on Spirit of Prophecy Vol. IV before the book 
committee for examination and criticism. I also placed these manuscripts 

in the hands of some of our ministers for examination. The more criticism 
of them the better for the work." 

 
When she wrote of medical matters, her office helpers asked medical specialists 

to review the manuscripts with care: "I wish that in all your reading you would 
note those places where the thought is expressed in a way to be especially 
criticized by medical men and kindly give us the benefit of your knowledge as to 

how to express the same thought in a more accurate way." 
 

Regardless of wherever she received editorial help, Ellen White read everything in 
final form: "I find under my door in the morning several copied articles from 

Sister Peck, Maggie Hare, and Minnie Hawkins. All must be read critically 
by me .... Every article I prepare to be edited by my workers, I always have 
to read myself before it is sent for publication." MOL 110.7 - MOL 111.3 

 
I hope everyone are familiar with the following and it doesn't to me border any 

closer to verbal inspiration: 
 

• The Bible is not given to us in grand superhuman language. Jesus, in 
order to reach man where he is, took humanity. The Bible must be given in 
the language of men. Everything that is human is imperfect. Different 

meanings are expressed by the same word; there is not one word for each 
distinct idea. The Bible was given for practical purposes. 
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• The stamps of minds are different. All do not understand expressions and 
statements alike. Some understand the statements of the Scriptures to suit 
their own particular minds and cases. Prepossessions, prejudices, and 

passions have a strong influence to darken the understanding and confuse 
the mind even in reading the words of Holy Writ. 

 

• The disciples traveling to Emmaus needed to be disentangled in their 
interpretation of the Scriptures. Jesus walked with them disguised, and as a 

man He talked with them. Beginning at Moses and the prophets He taught 
them in all things concerning Himself, that His life, His mission, His 

sufferings, His death were just as the Word of God had foretold. He opened 
their understanding that they might understand the Scriptures. How quickly 
He straightened out the tangled ends and showed the unity and divine verity 

of the Scriptures. How much men in these times need their understanding 
opened. 

 

• The Bible is written by inspired men, but it is not God's mode of 
thought and expression. It is that of humanity. GOD, AS A WRITER, 

IS NOT REPRESENTED. Men will often say such an expression is not like 
God. But God has not put Himself in words, in logic, in rhetoric, on trial in the 

Bible. The writers of the Bible were God's penmen, not His pen. Look at 
the different writers. 

 

• It is not the words of the Bible that are inspired, but the men that 
were inspired. Inspiration acts not on the man's words or his 

expressions but on the man himself, who, under the influence of the 
Holy Ghost, is imbued with thoughts. But the words and thoughts 

receive the impress of the individual mind. The divine mind is 
diffused. The divine mind and will is combined with the human mind 
and will; thus the utterances of the man are the word of God.—

Manuscript 24, 1886 (written in Europe in 1886). 1SM 20.2 - 1SM 21.2 
 

• The Creator of all ideas may impress different minds with the same thought, 
but each may express it in a different way, yet without contradiction. The 
fact that this difference exists should not perplex or confuse us. It is seldom 

that two persons will view and express truth in the very same way. Each 
dwells on particular points which his constitution and education have fitted 

him to appreciate. The sunlight falling upon the different objects gives those 
objects a different hue. 

 

• Through the inspiration of His Spirit the Lord gave His apostles truth, to be 
expressed according to the development of their minds by the Holy Spirit. But 
the mind is not cramped, as if forced into a certain mold.—Letter 53, 1900. 
1SM 22.1 - 1SM 22.2 

 

• The Lord speaks to human beings in imperfect speech, in order that the 
degenerate senses, the dull, earthly perception, of earthly beings may 

comprehend His words. Thus is shown God's condescension. He meets fallen 
human beings where they are. 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. Instead of the 
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expressions of the Bible being exaggerated, as many people suppose, the 
strong expressions break down before the magnificence of the thought, 

though the penman selected the most expressive language through which to 
convey the truths of higher education. Sinful beings can only bear to look 
upon a shadow of the brightness of heaven's glory.—Letter 121, 1901. 1SM 

22.3 
 

Why did we have changes in EGW Books when she was still alive? 
Sarah Peck, an education specialist, joined Ellen White's staff at the turn of the 
century. One of her assignments was to assemble Mrs. White's writings on the 

principles of education. Miss Peck soon saw that these materials divided 
themselves into two groups. Those most appropriate for the church now appear 

in certain sections of the Testimonies, volume 6 (1900) and Counsels to Parents 
and Teachers (1913); those suitable for the general public are in Education 

(1903). 
 
While helping his mother prepare the 1911 edition of The Great Controversy, W. 

C. White wrote to the Publication Committee: "In Great Controversy, Volume IV, 
published in 1885, in the chapter 'Snares of Satan,' there are three pages or 

more of matter that were not used in the later editions, which were prepared 
to be sold to the multitudes by our canvassers. It is most excellent and 

interesting reading for Sabbathkeepers, as it points out the work that Satan 
will do in persuading popular ministers and church members to elevate the 
Sunday sabbath, and to persecute Sabbathkeepers. 

 
"It was not left out because it was less true in 1888 than in 1885, but because 

Mother thought it was not wisdom to say these things to the multitudes to whom 
the book would be sold in future years.... 

 
"With reference to this, and to other passages in her writings which have been 
omitted in later editions, she has often said: 'These statements are true, and 

they are useful to our people; but to the general public, for whom this book 
is now being prepared, they are out of place. Christ said, even to His disciples, 

"I have many things to say unto you, but ye cannot bear them now." And Christ 
taught His disciples to be "wise as serpents, and harmless as doves." Therefore, 

as it is probable that more souls will be won to Christ by the book without 
this passage than with it, let it be omitted. 
 

"Regarding changes in forms of expression, Mother has often said: 'Essential 
truths must be plainly told; but so far as possible they should be told in language 

that will win, rather than offend.'" 
 

Ellen White's sermons were often published as articles in the Signs of the Times 
or the Review and Herald. However, preparing them for the Review was much 
easier than preparing articles for the Signs. Why? Because readers of the Review 

were mainly Seventh-day Adventists, and those of the Signs, primarily the 
general public. MOL 112.7 - MOL 113.4 

 
God’s blessings to you 

Sami LW 


