
PRINCIPLES OF INTERPRETATION

*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. {MOL 16.2}
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. {MOL 16.3}
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. {MOL 16.4}
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. {MOL 16.5}
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! {MOL 
16.6}
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 16.7}

*PROPHETS, NOT WORDS, ARE INSPIRED
For thought inspirationists, God inspires the prophet, not his or her 
words. Thought inspirationists read the Bible and see God working 
through human beings with their individual characteristics. God 
provides the thoughts, and prophets, in relaying the divine message, 
use whatever literary capacity they possess. Trained scholars will 
report a message or describe an event much differently than will a 



sheepherder. But if both are inspired by God, the truth will be heard 
by the educated and unlearned alike. This is the way the Bible was 
written, all writers using their best words to express faithfully the 
message they had received from the Lord. {MOL 16.8}
Revelation in the revelation/inspiration process emphasizes the 
divine act that discloses information. Seventh-day Adventists believe 
that this divinely revealed message, or content, is infallible and 
authoritative. “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my 
path” (Psalm 119:105). {MOL 16.9}
Inspiration refers to the process by which God fits a person to be 
His messenger. This kind of inspiration is different from the 
colloquial use of the word when we describe some insightful poet or 
gifted singer as being “inspired.” {MOL 16.10}
Paul wrote to young Timothy that “all scripture is given by 
inspiration of God” (2 Timothy 3:16). The Greek word that Paul used, 
translated as “inspiration,” is theopneustos, a contraction of two 
words, “God-breathed.” This is more descriptive than a mere poetic 
touch. When Daniel, for example, was in vision he did not breathe, 
literally (Daniel 10:17)! {MOL 17.1}
Peter said that prophets were “moved by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 
1:21). The Greek word for “moved” is pheromeni, the same word that 
Luke used (Acts 27:17, 27) to describe being “driven” across the 
Mediterranean Sea in a terrifying storm. Prophets did not mistake the 
“moving” of the Spirit for normal emotional promptings. They knew 
when the Lord was speaking to them—they were inspired! {MOL 17.2}
Another word that is used often in describing God’s communication 
system is illumination. When prophets deliver their messages, how do 
men and women recognize the messages as authentic? The same Holy 
Spirit that spoke through the prophets speaks to those who hear or 
read the prophet’s message. The listener or reader is “illuminated” 
(but not inspired). Further, the Holy Spirit enables the sincere 
believer to understand the message and to apply it personally. {MOL 
17.3}
How the revelation/inspiration process worked in the ministry of 
Ellen White will be discussed in Chapter 13. Fortunately, Mrs. White 
spoke forcefully and lucidly on how this process worked both in Bible 
times and in her own ministry. {MOL 17.4}
Those who believe in thought inspiration understand the prophet to be 
God’s “penman,” not His pen. God works through the mental processes 
of His messenger, inspiring the thoughts, but, under the guidance of 
the Spirit allowing the messenger to choose the way the thoughts are 
to be expressed. {MOL 376.6}
Ellen White’s introduction to The Great Controversy has given us 
clear insight as to how prophets work. Recognizing that discrepancies 
may exist in the Bible and that “perfect order or apparent unity” may 
not be present at times, she concluded: “All the mistakes will not 
cause trouble to one soul, or cause any feet to stumble that would 
not manufacture difficulties from the plainest revealed truth.” {MOL 
376.7}



*INFALLIBILITY
Infallibility is a characteristic of God alone, not His messengers. 
Created beings cannot possibly be infallible; they are always 
dependent on their Creator, always short of ultimate perfection, 
always becoming what God intended them to be. {MOL 376.8}
Although the message God reveals through His messengers is without 
error, THE MESSAGE IS CONVEYED THROUGH ERROR-PRONE, FALLIBLE 
MESSENGERS. That is why Ellen White called prophets God’s penmen, not 
His pen. And that is why she said bluntly: “IN REGARD TO 
INFALLIBILITY, I NEVER CLAIMED IT; GOD ALONE IS INFALLIBLE.”  {MOL 
376.9}

Ellen White identified with those who accepted the concept of thought 
inspiration rather than verbal inspiration. She recognized that “the 
writers of the Bible had to express their ideas in human language. It 
was written by human men.... The Bible is not given to us in grand 
superhuman language.... 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 is written by inspired men, 
but it is not God’s mode of thought and expression.... 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 receive the impress of the individual 
mind.... The divine mind and will is combined with the human mind and 
will; thus the utterances of the man are the word of God.” {MOL 
375.5}

*BASIC RULES OF INTERPRETATION—INTERNAL
HOW PROPHETS VIEW HISTORY
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.” {MOL 386.3}
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. {MOL 386.4}
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 
386.5}

*POSSIBLE DISCREPANCIES
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.... {MOL 386.6}
“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.” 
{MOL 387.1}
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 387.2}

*W. C. WHITE’S 1911 STATEMENT
Addressing a General Conference Council in 1911, W. C. White gave a 
“statement regarding the latest English edition of ‘Great 



Controversy.’” If this 1911 statement had been more fully studied and 
more broadly published, it might have prevented much misunderstanding 
through the years regarding how prophets work with historical 
materials. {MOL 387.3}
This statement not only explains the changes in the 1911 edition of 
The Great Controversy, it also reveals the mind of Ellen White as to 
how she, and other prophets, did their work. {MOL 387.4}
W. C. White said: “Mother has never claimed to be authority on 
history. The things which she has written out, are descriptions of 
flashlight pictures and other representations given her regarding the 
actions of men, and the influence of these actions upon the work of 
God for the salvation of men, with views of past, present, and future 
history in its relation to this work. In connection with the writing 
out of these views, she has made use of good and clear historical 
statements to help make plain to the reader the things which she is 
endeavoring to present. When I was a mere boy, I heard her read 
D’Aubignés ‘History of the Reformation’ to my father.... She has read 
other histories of the Reformation. This has helped her to locate and 
describe many of the events and the movements presented to her in 
vision. This is somewhat similar to the way in which the study of the 
Bible helps her to locate and describe the many figurative 
representations given to her regarding the development of the great 
controversy in our day between truth and error. {MOL 387.5}

*No Claim to Verbal Inspiration
“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 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.... {MOL 387.6}
“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].” {MOL 388.1}
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 388.2}

*Chronology
“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.” 
{MOL 388.3}
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 description[s] 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.” {MOL 388.4}
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 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 
388.5}

*INTERNAL EVIDENCE:
Rule One: Recognize that the Bible and the writings of Ellen White 
are the product of thought inspiration, not verbal inspiration—as 
described in the previous chapter. {MOL 389.2}
Rule Two: Recognize that some word-definitions may change as time 
passes. For example, hundreds of words in the King James Version 
(1611) of the Bible have changed in meaning or have acquired such new 
meanings that they no longer convey the meaning that the King James 
translators intended to convey. Casual readers would surely 
misunderstand certain Bible texts if they were not aware of these 



serious changes in word meanings. {MOL 389.3}
Word-change definitions have already occurred in the writings of 
Ellen White. How often have readers been confused with: “It is the 
nicest work ever assumed by men and women to deal with youthful 
minds”? When Mrs. White used these words later in another setting, 
she saw the problem and elaborated: “This work is the nicest, the 
most difficult, ever committed to human beings.” What was going on? 
In the nineteenth century, “nice” was often used, as the dictionary 
indicates, to mean “exacting in requirements or standards ... marked 
by, or demanding great or excessive precision and delicacy.” {MOL 
389.4}
Another word that has assumed a definition today that was not primary 
in the nineteenth century is “intercourse.” For hundreds of years 
“intercourse” meant “dealings between people,” or “the exchange of 
thoughts and feelings.” Today it is most frequently used in reference 
to sexual contact, a use that was never meant in the hundreds of 
occasions Ellen White employed this word. {MOL 389.5}
Rule Three: Understand the use of hyperbole. Hyperbole is the use of 
obvious exaggeration to make a point. John used hyperbole when he 
said that if all the acts of Jesus were written, “the world itself 
could not contain the books” (John 21:25). Hyperbole is a literary 
device used throughout the Bible. {MOL 389.6}
Ellen White used the ratio 1 in 20 at least five times, and 1 in 100 
at least twenty-one times. She did not say 1 in 13 or 1 in 99, etc. 
She may have used hyperbole when she wrote: “It is a solemn statement 
that I make to the church, that not one in twenty whose names are 
registered upon the church books are prepared to close their earthly 
history, and would be as verily without God and without hope in the 
world as the common sinner.” {MOL 389.7}
Rule Four: Understand the meaning of the phrase in which a word is 
used. In 1862 Ellen White wrote that Satan works through the channels 
of phrenology, psychology, and mesmerism. But does this mean that all 
psychology is evil? Obviously not, because in 1897 she pointed out 
that “the true principles of psychology are found in the Holy 
Scriptures.” Similarly, we might note that television can be a 
channel through which Satan works, but Satan’s use of television does 
not make television evil. Psychology, the study of the human mind and 
how it matures, is a proper study for Christians—if the 
presuppositions are Biblical and not humanistic. {MOL 389.8}
Rule Five: Recognize the possibility of imprecise expressions. In 
1861 Ellen White penned a thought that seems inconsistent with later 
statements on the same subject: “Phrenology and mesmerism are very 
much exalted. They are good in their place, but they are seized upon 
by Satan as his most powerful agents to deceive and destroy souls.” 
In an 1884 Signs article, she wrote: “The sciences which treat of the 
human mind are very much exalted. They are good in their place; but 
they are seized upon by Satan as his powerful agents to deceive and 
destroy souls.” {MOL 389.9}
Obviously, in this 1884 statement we have an editorial correction in 



the thought that Ellen White wanted conveyed regarding “the sciences 
which treat of the human mind.” Possibly the 1861 statement referring 
to phrenology and mesmerism was a printer’s error. More probably it 
was a general statement, corrected later, that reflected the commonly 
used terms for psychology in the mid-nineteenth century. Many books 
dealing with physical and mental health included chapters devoted to 
phrenology, psychology, and mesmerism, or advertised other works that 
focused on these modalities. {MOL 390.1}
Rule Six: Look carefully at the immediate context (that is, the same 
paragraph or page) for clarification of a statement that seems, at 
first glance, to be troublesome. For example, some people are 
confused about Ellen White’s admonition that we “should never be 
taught to say, or feel, that they are saved.” This caution was meant 
to warn of the erroneous doctrine of “once saved, always saved” that 
was, and is, prevalent among most evangelical Christians. {MOL 390.2}
But this warning was given within the larger context of explaining 
Peter’s self-confidence that led to His tragic denial of his Lord on 
that Thursday night. She wrote: “Never can we safely put confidence 
in self, or feel, this side of heaven, that we are secure against 
temptation. [Then comes the often misunderstood statement] This is 
misleading. Everyone should be taught to cherish hope and faith; but 
even when we give ourselves to Christ and know that He accepts us, we 
are not beyond the reach of temptation.... Our only safety is in 
constant distrust of self, and dependence on Christ.” {MOL 390.3}
Another example of the importance of context is found in Ellen 
White’s assertion that “God’s servants today could not work by means 
of miracles, because spurious works of healing, claiming to be 
divine, will be wrought.” This statement seems at variance with the 
Adventist position that “all” of the spiritual gifts given to the 
Christian church (1 Corinthians 12 and Ephesians 4) will continue to 
the end of time (1 Corinthians 1:7). Further, this statement seems to 
contradict Ellen White’s own comments that in the last days “miracles 
will be wrought, the sick will be healed, and signs and wonders will 
follow the believers.” How do we understand all this? {MOL 390.4}
The seeming contradiction arises when one does not read the whole 
page carefully. Ellen White made two points: First, she spoke to 
present conditions specifically: In referring to “miraculous works of 
healing,” she said that “we cannot now work in this way” (emphasis 
supplied). Further, “God’s servants today could not work by means of 
miracles” (emphasis supplied). {MOL 390.5}
Secondly, she was setting forth the Lord’s instruction for the 
present time: The “work of physical healing, combined with the 
teaching of the word” would be best done in the establishment of 
“sanitariums” where “workers ... will carry forward genuine medical 
missionary work.... This is the provision the Lord has made whereby 
gospel medical missionary work is to be done for many souls.” In 
other words, at the present time, distinguished by many instances of 
false miracles of healing, God’s work of healing can best be done 
within the sanitarium program of intelligent teaching regarding the 



cause and cure of disease. {MOL 390.6}
Another “misquote” asserts that it is a “sin to laugh,” using the 
quotation, “Christ often wept but never was known to laugh.... 
Imitate the divine, unerring Pattern.” From what we know of Jesus in 
the Bible, that statement sounds strange. After all, why would 
children surround Him enthusiastically! Then we notice the ellipsis. 
Something is missing. {MOL 390.7}
We check the passage and the context. Here Ellen White is counseling 
a church member who “has not seen the necessity of educating herself 
in carefulness of words and acts.... My sister, you talk too much.... 
your tongue has done much mischief.... Your tongue has kindled a 
fire, and you have enjoyed the conflagration....You sport and joke 
and enter into hilarity and glee.... Christ is our example.... Christ 
often wept but never was known to laugh. I do not say it is a sin to 
laugh on any occasion, but we cannot go astray if we imitate the 
divine, unerring Pattern.... As we view the world bound in darkness 
and trammeled by Satan, how can we engage in levity, glee, careless, 
reckless words, speaking at random, laughing, jesting, and joking?... 
Christian cheerfulness is not condemned by the Scriptures, but 
reckless talking is censured.” {MOL 391.1}
Here we note that the context puts a new cast on the misquote. 
“Laugh” in this context meant inappropriate recklessness of speech 
and behavior, a jesting and joking that had “shown a lack of wisdom 
in using the truth in a manner to raise opposition, arouse 
combativeness, and make war instead of possessing a spirit of peace 
and true humbleness of mind.” Ellen White was not condemning 
appropriate laughter, as she clearly noted, but she put her counsel 
in a balanced perspective. {MOL 391.2}
Rule Seven: Recognize that the meaning of a word can change when it 
is used in a new context. The term “shut door” meant several things 
to ex-Millerite Adventists. To Ellen White it meant something 
different. James White and Joseph Bates redefined their use of the 
term between 1844 and 1852. {MOL 391.3}
Other words that Ellen White used may seem obsolete today, such as 
“office,” which most often referred to the administrative offices of 
the publishing house, but sometimes to the General Conference 
headquarters. {MOL 391.4}
Rule Eight: Recognize that the challenge of semantics resides in all 
communication. Words mean different things to different people, 
because of personal differences such as education, age level, 
spiritual experiences, geographic location, and gender. Ellen White 
spoke to this problem: “There are many who interpret that which I 
write in the light of their own preconceived opinions.... A division 
in understanding and diverse opinions is the sure result. How to 
write in a way to be understood by those to whom I address important 
matter is a problem I cannot solve. When I see that I am 
misunderstood by my brethren who know me best, I am assured that I 
must take more time in carefully expressing my thoughts upon paper, 
for the Lord gives me light which I dare not do otherwise than 



communicate; and a great burden is upon me.” For a writer, the task 
of avoiding misunderstanding is more difficult than merely trying to 
be understood, because the writer must consciously be aware of 
semantic problems. {MOL 391.5}

*RULES OF INTERPRETATION—EXTERNAL
“Many men take the testimonies the Lord has given, and apply them as 
they suppose they should be applied, picking out a sentence here and 
there, taking it from its proper connection, and applying it 
according to their idea. Thus poor souls become bewildered, when 
could they read in order all that has been given, they would see the 
true application, and would not become confused.” {MOL 394.1}
Eight basic rules of interpretation that embrace a document’s wider 
context would include: {MOL 394.2}
Rule One: Include all that the prophet has said on the subject under 
discussion before coming to a conclusion. 2 {MOL 394.3}
This rule seems obvious; yet, it probably is the first reason why 
confusion reigns when people disagree. The reason: most people see 
only what they want to see. This simple fact influences most all 
research, whether in astrophysics, medicine, politics, or theology. 
Unfortunately, few people will admit it. We call this phenomenon, the 
paradigm fixation or the problem of presuppositions. Especially in 
studying the Bible, nothing seems more difficult for most people than 
to look at all the facts! This difficulty is not because a person’s 
capability to think is deficient. The difficulty that separates 
thinkers looking at the same information is that their 
presuppositions are different, presuppositions not only of the head 
but of the heart. {MOL 394.4}
Presuppositions most often steer students only to “see” what they 
want to see, thus they overlook the total range of what a writer has 
written on a particular subject. These paradigms control the mind in 
what it wants to see, and the heart in what it wants to believe. 
Earlier we called this phenomenon “attitude.” These deep, often 
unverbalized, attitudes most often determine one’s conclusions. {MOL 
394.5}
After recognizing this hovering cloud of presuppositions (paradigms 
or world-views) that every student should recognize, the next 
challenge is to examine all that a person has said or written on the 
subject under discussion. Only in this way can the writer (or 
speaker) be treated fairly. {MOL 394.6}
Many Biblical scholars through the centuries have accepted Isaiah’s 
principle: “But the word of the Lord was to them, ‘Precept upon 
precept, precept upon precept, Line upon line, line upon line, Here a 
little, there a little’” (28:13). Accepting this principle assumes 
that the Bible contains a unified, harmonious unfolding of God’s 
messages to human beings. But this principle does not teach that all 
texts are equally clear, or that the meaning of a verse can be 



understood apart from that verse’s context. The over-arching message 
of the Bible (or any other book or author) provides the final context 
for the meaning of any particular “precept” or “line.” {MOL 394.7}
The same principle applies to the writings of Ellen White. She wrote 
often: “The testimonies themselves will be the key that will explain 
the messages given, as scripture is explained by scripture.” 6 {MOL 
394.8}
She believed her writings to be consistent and harmonious from 
beginning to end, revealing “one straight line of truth without one 
heretical sentence.” That is a remarkable statement for any author to 
make, especially one who had been writing for more than sixty years. 
{MOL 395.1}
Rule Two: Every statement must be understood within ITS HISTORICAL 
CONTEXT. TIME, PLACE, AND CIRCUMSTANCES under which that statement 
was made must be studied in order to understand its meaning. {MOL 
395.7}
Although this rule seems obvious, it lies at the root of many deep 
disagreements. 
In 1875 she pointed out that that “which may be said in truth of 
individuals at one time may not correctly be said of them at another 
time.” Why did she say this? Because she was being criticized for her 
endorsement of certain leaders who later fell from grace or 
apostatized. {MOL 395.10}
In 1904 she appealed to the fact that God “wants us to reason from 
common sense. CIRCUMSTANCES ALTER CONDITIONS. CIRCUMSTANCES CHANGE 
THE RELATION OF THINGS.” {MOL 395.11}
In 1911 she emphasized that “REGARDING THE TESTIMONIES, NOTHING IS 
IGNORED; NOTHING IS CAST ASIDE; BUT TIME AND PLACE MUST BE 
CONSIDERED.” {MOL 395.12}
Here we have THREE FUNDAMENTAL CATEGORIES: TIME, PLACE, AND 
CIRCUMSTANCES—all of which must be considered when one seeks to 
understand the meaning of any statement. These categories are not 
synonymous. {MOL 395.13}
Time. Some Ellen White statements need to be understood in terms of 
when she made them. For instance, on January 16, 1898, she wrote: “We 
are still in probationary time.” Will these words always be true? 
Obviously not. The time will come when probation will cease (Daniel 
12:1; Revelation 22:11).
Place. Some statements may be true for one person or group while at 
the same time they may not be true for another person or group. James 
White spoke to this difficulty when two groups, in different places, 
would read his wife’s admonitions: “She works to this 
disadvantage ... she makes strong appeals to the people, which a few 
feel deeply, and take strong positions, and go to extremes. Then to 
save the cause from ruin in consequence of these extremes, she is 
obliged to come out with reproofs for extremists in a public manner. 
This is better than to have things go to pieces; but the influence of 
both the extremes and the reproofs are terrible on the cause, and 
brings upon Mrs. W. a threefold burden. Here is the difficulty: What 



she may say to urge the tardy, is taken by the prompt to urge them 
over the mark. And what she may say to caution the prompt, zealous, 
incautious ones, is taken by the tardy as an excuse to remain too far 
behind.” {MOL 397.1}
The “place” consideration will help those who have been confused 
about whether Ellen White’s writings should be quoted in public. On 
one occasion Mrs. White wrote that “the words of the Bible, and the 
Bible alone should be heard from the pulpit.” The next two quotations 
speak to Seventh-day Adventist evangelists: “In public labor do not 
make prominent, and quote that which Sister White has written.” “The 
testimonies of Sister White should not be carried to the front. God’s 
word is the unerring standard.” {MOL 397.2}
Do these statements prohibit ministers from quoting the writings of 
Ellen White publicly, especially in a church service? The first 
quotation speaks to the Christian world generally, comparing “an 
imaginary religion, a religion of words and forms,” with the “words 
of the Bible and the Bible alone [which] should be heard from the 
pulpit.” The whole page (context) is emphasizing that “those who have 
heard only tradition and human theories and maxims [should] hear the 
voice of Him who can renew the soul unto eternal life.” {MOL 397.3}
Adventist evangelists should prove their doctrines from the Bible, 
not from the writings of Mrs. White. The second reason for this 
caution is obvious: those who are not acquainted with the authority 
of Ellen White would not be persuaded by her statements, and might 
react negatively. In summary, Mrs. White never said that her writings 
should not be quoted in the Seventh-day Adventist church pulpit. {MOL 
397.4}
Rule Three: The principle underlying each statement of counsel or 
instruction must be recognized in order to understand its relevance 
for those in different times or places. {MOL 397.10}
Whenever prophets speak they are either conveying truth as a 
principle or as a policy. Principles are universal, in the sense that 
they apply to men and women everywhere; they are eternal, in the 
sense that they are always relevant, always applicable. {MOL 397.11}
Policies, however, are the timely applications of eternal, universal 
principles. Principles never change but policies do, depending on 
circumstances. Thus policies may apply a principle in a way that the 
prophet never envisioned. {MOL 398.1}
Ellen White was well aware of the difference between universal 
principles and policies that are determined by changing 
circumstances: “That which can be said of men under certain 
circumstances, cannot be said of them under other circumstances.” Her 
contemporaries recognized that Mrs. White appealed to the 
intelligence of her readers more often by citing principles than by 
spelling out the answers to local issues. {MOL 398.2}
Understanding the basic difference between principles and policies 
will help one avoid misusing either the Bible or the writings of 
Ellen White. The following topics illustrate the need to place Mrs. 
White’s counsel in the context of time, place, and circumstances. 



{MOL 398.3}
Teaching girls to harness and drive horses. In outlining a school 
curriculum, Ellen White wrote that “if girls ... could learn to 
harness and drive a horse, and to use the saw and the hammer, as well 
as the rake and the hoe, they would be better fitted to meet the 
emergencies of life.” Is this a principle or a policy? Obviously, the 
principle is clear: girls should be “fitted to meet the emergencies 
of life.” {MOL 398.4}
When this counsel was given in the early years of the twentieth 
century, most Americans still lived on farms. For many practical 
reasons, including safety, this principle could be best applied by 
girls learning how to “harness and drive a horse” and not leave such 
things for boys only. 
The bicycle craze. At the beginning of the twentieth century, “the 
American people were swept with a consuming passion which left them 
with little time or money for anything else.... What was this big, 
new distraction? For an answer the merchants had only to look out the 
window and watch their erstwhile customers go whizzing by. America 
had discovered the bicycle, and everybody was making the most of the 
new freedom it brought.... The bicycle began as a rich man’s toy.... 
The best early bicycle cost $150, an investment comparable to the 
cost of an automobile today.... Every member of the family wanted a 
‘wheel,’ and entire family savings often were used up in supplying 
the demand.” {MOL 399.1}
With that background we may be better able to understand Ellen 
White’s counsel at that time when she wrote that “money expended in 
bicycles and dress and other needless things must be accounted for.” 
She went further than the principle of exorbitant cost; she cautioned 
regarding the spirit of “bewitching” competition and the desire to 
“be the greatest.” {MOL 399.2}
Thus, her policy on bicycles was based on clear-cut Biblical 
principles. The wise and balanced expenditure of funds and the 
avoidance of the competitive spirit are principles that should impact 
on decisions in all ages. If Mrs. White were alive today, she might 
apply the principle of accountability to the way people spend money 
on luxury items, automobiles, sports equipment, electronic gadgets, 
or clothing. {MOL 399.3}
Rule Four: We must use common sense and sanctified reason as we 
analyze the difference between principles and policies. {MOL 400.7}
During Ellen White’s comments at the St. Helena school board meeting 
in 1904, she again emphasized a principle of hermeneutics that would 
help them and others when trying to apply principle to policy. She 
noted that church members were taking her words legalistically, 
unthinkingly: “Why, Sister White has said so and so, and Sister White 
has said so and so; and therefore we are going right up to it.” {MOL 
401.1}
Her response: “God wants us all to have common sense, and He wants us 
to reason from common sense. Circumstances alter conditions. 
Circumstances change the relation of things.” {MOL 401.2}



Christianity is a reasonable religion. God implanted within men and 
women not only the ability to respond to His grace (and the ability 
not to respond) but also the capacity to reason from cause to effect. 
On many occasions Ellen White said, “God has given us powers to be 
used, to be developed and strengthened by education. We should reason 
and reflect, carefully marking the relation between cause and effect. 
When this is practiced ... they may fully answer the purpose of God 
in their creation.” 54 {MOL 401.3}
She did not make reason the final arbiter of right and wrong. Reason, 
for her, is the capacity to understand the reasonableness of God’s 
counsel and the ability to reflect on the results of obeying or 
disobeying that counsel. She described this relationship between 
God’s will and human reasoning powers: “We are to be guided by true 
theology and common sense.” For her, sanctified reason and common 
sense are virtually synonymous. {MOL 401.4}
Reason and extremes. Every subject, whether it be in theology, law, 
ethics, music, graphic art, or constitutional law, is beset with 
those who tend to go to extremes. We call those groups Pharisees or 
Sadducees, conservatives or liberals, literalists or symbolists, 
indifferent (cool) or fanatics (hot), etc. In philosophy and 
religion, we call the one group objectivists, the other, 
subjectivists. {MOL 401.5}
Truth (as principle) is not some kind of balance between two errors. 
Truth transcends errors of both extremes by recognizing the truths 
that each extreme wants to guard. But truth does not incorporate the 
spirit or the errors that each extreme holds to. When people 
recognize the element of truth in their opposition, a remarkable 
event happens—peace prevails, conciliation happens, and real unity 
develops. Real unity is not the result of administrative appeal or a 
committee vote; unity rests on commonly accepted principles of 
interpretation. {MOL 401.6}
At the same time, matters dealing with policy (not principle) require 
a different approach. For example, dealing with dress Ellen White 
wrote: “There is a medium position in these things. Oh, that we all 
might wisely find that position and keep it.” Speaking of diet, she 
counseled: “Take the middle path, avoiding all extremes.” 58 {MOL 
401.7}
But avoiding extremes is more than an intellectual matter. Some 
people may understand intellectually the correct linkage between 
principle and policy, but emotionally they tend to extremes. Even 
when they promote correct policy, they may be either extremely hot or 
cold. Ellen White put her finger on their problem, even when their 
policy is correct: “We have found in our experience that if Satan 
cannot keep souls bound in the ice of indifference, he will try to 
push them into the fire of fanaticism.” {MOL 401.8}
A respected Adventist theologian of an earlier generation recalls how 
he unintentionally exercised “the fire of fanaticism” in applying one 
of Ellen White’s health principles. While selling religious books in 
his youth, M. L. Andreasen lived on granola. He carried it with him, 



mixed it with water, and ate it twice daily. {MOL 401.9}
Then someone read from one of Ellen White’s books that people “eat 
too much.” He looked around and found sufficient verification of that 
statement. So, to be faithful to new light, he cut his daily ration 
in half. Some time later he read the statement himself in 
Testimonies, volume 2, page 374: “You eat too much.” That caused him 
to think again. “Should he cut his daily ration in half again?” {MOL 
402.1}
Then it dawned on him. He was honest and wanted to do right but he 
now thanked God for “a little good sense.” {MOL 402.2}
Because Ellen White said on several occasions that “two meals [daily] 
are better than three,” some families made it a rule for everyone, 
including those in the sanitariums. In reference to sanitariums she 
showed how to link principle with policy and circumstances: “If, 
after dispensing with the third meal in the sanitarium, you see by 
the results that this is keeping people away from the institution, 
your duty is plain. We must remember that while there are some who 
are better for eating only two meals, there are others who eat 
lightly at each meal, and who feel that they need something in the 
evening.... [Eliminating the third meal may] do more harm than good.” 
{MOL 402.3}
In 1867 Mrs. White answered some prevalent questions regarding health 
reform. One of the questions was: “Is there not danger of brethren 
and sisters taking extreme views of the health reform?” She answered: 
“This may be expected in all stirring reforms.... It is God’s plan 
that persons who are suited to the work should prudently and 
earnestly set forth the health reform, then leave the people to 
settle the matter with God and their own souls. It is the duty of 
those every way qualified to teach it to make people believe and 
obey, and all others should be silent and be taught.” 63 {MOL 402.4}
In summary, this fourth principle of hermeneutics appeals to common 
sense in linking principle with policy. This requires both soundness 
in thought and emotional evenness. Ellen White well said: “There is a 
class of people who are always ready to go off on some tangent, who 
want to catch up something strange and wonderful and new; but God 
would have all move calmly, considerately, choosing our words in 
harmony with the solid truth for this time, which requires to be 
presented to the mind as free from that which is emotional as 
possible, while still bearing the intensity and solemnity that it is 
proper it should bear. We must guard against creating extremes, guard 
against encouraging those who would either be in the fire or in the 
water.” {MOL 402.5}
Rule Five: We must be certain that supposed quotations are indeed 
written by the author to whom they are attributed. {MOL 402.6}
Every public figure has had the problem of facing people who were 
adamant about what they “know” the speaker or author had said. The 
“belief” may be as wild as one’s imagination, but still the speaker 
or author must try to defend himself against the error or distortion. 
Obviously, the contending person does not have the reference for what 



he is “quoting.” Most of the time he/she got his information from a 
third or fourth party. We often call these distorted memories and 
flat errors “apocryphal statements.” {MOL 402.7}
This problem plagued Ellen White from the beginning of her early 
ministry, and even today. Included in statements that have been 
incorrectly attributed to her are topics such as: 
- Inhabitants of other planets are now gathering fruit for a Sabbath 
stopover of the redeemed on the way to heaven; 
- She saw an angel standing by Uriah Smith inspiring him as he wrote 
Thoughts on Daniel and the Revelation;
- the Holy Spirit is, or was, Melchizedek; 
- She designated certain mountain spots as safe hideouts in the time 
of trouble; 
- She named specific cities, etc., that would be destroyed by coming 
earthquakes, fires, floods, etc.; (6) Christ will return at midnight; 
- She would be a member of the 144,000; 
- Christ’s last mediatorial work before probation closes will be for 
children who have wandered away from the church; 
- We should live as though we had 1,000 years to live, and as we 
would if we were to die tomorrow; 
Rule Six: Though not contradicting themselves, we must allow for the 
maturing experience of authors, even prophets, in that truth is 
unfolded to them only as fast as they are able to understand it. {MOL 
403.2}
This rule helps students who are concerned about certain portions of 
a prophet’s life or writings that fall into a category other than 
“time, place, and circumstances,” addressed in Rule Three above. {MOL 
403.3}
Ellen White clearly taught that God leads His people along as fast as 
they are able to receive further truth. The history of Israel is a 
splendid example of how He works with people where they are, not 
where they will be in the future. The prophets were also part of this 
divine plan to unfold truth as fast as people are ready for it. They 
themselves experienced the process. Paul not only knew more about the 
plan of salvation than did Joel or David, he experienced the 
“unfolding” in his own life. {MOL 403.4}
But some may say, “A prophet should be different. What prophets said 
when they were twenty years old should not need ‘clarification’ or 
‘expansion’ when they are fifty-five!” This view arises out of a 
verbal-inspiration framework. We must not forget that God speaks to 
men and women who “differ widely in rank and occupation, and in 
mental and spiritual endowments.” 70 This “wide” spread of individual 
differences includes the “wide” spread of a person’s grasp of truth 
between his/her youth and the mature years. {MOL 403.7}
Though the core of truth remains the same, one’s insights are 
enlarged. Maturing skills of insight and communicating skills may 
express the core message differently in later years. In 1906 Ellen 
White reflected on her learning experience: “For sixty years I have 
been in communication with heavenly messengers, and I have been 



constantly learning in reference to divine things, and in reference 
to the way in which God is constantly working to bring souls from the 
error of their ways to the light in God’s light.” Prophets are humble 
people who have seen, to some degree, the glory of the Lord. Humble 
prophets easily recognize indebtedness to God for their fresh 
perspective, “like the shining sun, that shines ever brighter unto 
the perfect day” (Proverbs 4:18). {MOL 403.8}
The growth principle pervades all creation. It explains Paul’s appeal 
to the Corinthians: “We all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a 
mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same 
image from glory to glory, just as by the Spirit of the Lord” (2 
Corinthians 3:18). This text lies behind the rule: “It is a law of 
the human mind that by beholding we become changed.” 73 Thus, the 
more young Ellen Harmon studied her Bible and prayed for divine 
guidance as she faced life’s choices, she became “transformed,” and 
“changed” she grew in knowledge of God’s character and His ways. 74 
{MOL 404.1}
Rule Seven: In some instances, a person must understand the 
experience of an event, either directly or vicariously, before 
understanding the truth of the event. {MOL 404.4}
This rule may sound contrary to sound reasoning. But such was the 
situation when the apostles faced the unbelieving world after 
Christ’s resurrection. Who would believe them unless the apostles had 
seen the empty tomb or had seen Jesus during the next forty days 
before His ascension? In a similar sense, early Adventists in the 
late 1840s and early 1850s “experienced” the growing connection 
between the supernatural visions of Ellen Harmon-White and the voice 
of authority for their growing community. {MOL 404.5}
In late 1896 while in Australia, Mrs. White had to respond to John 
Bell who was promoting a divisive message regarding the time when the 
three angels’ messages of Revelation 14 would be fulfilled. In 
essence, he was placing it in the future. She wrote insightfully, in 
terms of this seventh rule of interpretation: “The peculiar views he 
holds are a mixture of truth and error. If he had passed through the 
experience of God’s people as He has led them for the last forty 
years, he would be better prepared to make the correct application of 
Scripture. The great waymarks of truth, showing us our bearings in 
prophetic history, are to be carefully guarded, lest they be torn 
down, and replaced with theories that would bring confusion rather 
than genuine light.” {MOL 404.6}
She ended her five-page response by noting this seventh rule: “Many 
theories were advanced, bearing a semblance of truth, but so mingled 
with Scriptures misinterpreted and misapplied that they led to 
dangerous errors. Very well do we know how every point of truth was 
established, and the seal set upon it by the Holy Spirit of God.... 
The leadings of the Lord were marked, and most wonderful were His 
revelations of what is truth. Point after point was established by 
the Lord God of heaven. That which was truth then, is truth today.” 
78 {MOL 404.7}



Later Ellen White wrote out a more extended response on this 
“futurism” that was being taught in Australia. Again she emphasized 
the role of experience that should be respected by Adventists: “The 
Lord will not lead minds now to set aside the truth that the Holy 
Spirit has moved upon His servants in the past to proclaim.... The 
Lord does not lay upon those who have not had an experience in His 
work the burden of making a new exposition of those prophecies which 
He has, by His Holy Spirit, moved upon His chosen servants to 
explain.” {MOL 404.8}
Living through the experience when truth is revealed becomes a rock-
solid foundation not only for those who first experience it but also 
for those who later want to “re-experience” it in their own truth 
system. Truth, whenever found, “fits” previous truth as a tree limb 
“fits” its trunk. Truth is coherent. {MOL 405.1}
Rule Eight: Not everything in the Bible or in the writings of Ellen 
White can be understood at first glance, or even after years of 
study. {MOL 405.2}
True Christians practice the principle of suspended judgment when 
they and their colleagues reach the limit of understanding. 
Especially when they ponder the Biblical story (and Ellen White’s 
writings) on such subjects as the nature of God, why sin developed, 
how Christ could become a human being, how regeneration works—they 
acknowledge that these “are mysteries too deep for the human mind.” 
They remember that we are not “to doubt His Word because we cannot 
understand all the mysteries of His providence.” {MOL 405.4}
To force an interpretation because one feels everything must be 
understood is surely to lead to a misinterpretation. Or to dismiss or 
disregard any portion of the Bible or the writings of Ellen White 
simply because some passages are not easily understood also damages 
one’s understanding of truth. {MOL 405.5}

*CHARACTERISTICS SHARED BY BIBLICAL WRITERS AND ELLEN WHITE
“Little heed is given to the Bible, and the Lord has given a lesser 
light to lead men and women to the greater light.” {MOL 408.1}
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.” {MOL 408.2}
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.” 3 {MOL 
408.3}
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.” {MOL 408.4}
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. {MOL 408.5}
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.” {MOL 408.6}
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.” 5 {MOL 408.7}
*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.” {MOL 
409.5}
*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. {MOL 
409.7}
*The telescope analogy. {MOL 409.8}
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 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. 
{MOL 409.9}
*No Difference in Degrees of Inspiration
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. 
{MOL 410.1}
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. {MOL 410.2}
*No Differences in Authority Between Canonical and Noncanonical 
Prophets
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. {MOL 411.2}
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. {MOL 411.3}
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). 14 {MOL 411.4}

*COMMON LITERARY CHARACTERISTICS—ERRORS OF FACTS AND GRAMMAR
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. {MOL 412.2}
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.” {MOL 412.3}
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. {MOL 412.4}
But the Holy Spirit does not correct the prophets’ human finiteness 
in the use of their communication skills. {MOL 412.5}

*BIBLICAL MODELS OF INSPIRATION CORRELATE WITH ELLEN WHITE’S MINISTRY
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. {MOL 412.6}
*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). {MOL 412.7}
Often visions and dreams are so graphic that the prophet has 
difficulty distinguishing them from normal reality. Isaiah 
confidently could say, “I saw the Lord.... I heard the voice of the 
Lord” (Isaiah 6:1, 8). {MOL 412.8}
Ellen White had many visions and dreams where the “reality” of the 
dream/ vision experience overwhelmed her, as it did for Daniel or 
Ezekiel. {MOL 412.9}
*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 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. {MOL 412.10}
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. {MOL 412.11}
*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. {MOL 413.1}
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.) {MOL 413.2}
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. 
Ellen White, at times, reflected the historian model, especially in 
the Conflict of the Ages Series. {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.” {MOL 413.5}
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.” {MOL 413.6}
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. {MOL 413.7}
*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 413.8}
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. {MOL 414.1}
*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. {MOL 414.2}
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. {MOL 414.3}
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.” {MOL 
414.4}
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 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. {MOL 414.5}



In four ways Jesus is the best example of how true prophets perform 
their responsibilities: {MOL 414.6}
1. He is the Messenger, the Revealer, of the mind of God. {MOL 414.7}
2. He amplified the meaning of previously written Scripture. {MOL 
414.8}
3. He applied the Scripture to current circumstances. {MOL 414.9}
4. He clarified the meaning of previously written Scripture. {MOL 
414.10}

*AUTHORITY AND RELATIONSHIP TO THE BIBLE
“The Spirit of God rests upon me with power, and I cannot but speak 
the words given me. I dare not withhold one word of the testimony.... 
I speak the words given me by a power higher than human power, and I 
cannot, if I would, recall [retract] one sentence. In the night 
season the Lord gives me instruction in symbols, and then explains 
their meaning. He gives me the word, and I dare not refuse to give it 
to the people.” {MOL 416.1}
Seventh-day Adventists have believed for more than a century that 
Ellen White was inspired in the same manner and to the same degree as 
Biblical prophets. At the same time, they do not make her writings 
another Bible—her writings differ in function and scope, not in 
authority. {MOL 416.2}
But how did Ellen White understand her authority? From her teenage 
years to her final days, she was clear about her divine assignment. 
Hundreds of times she prefaced her messages with “I was shown,” or 
“The Lord showed me.” She reflected on those early moments: “When the 
Lord first gave me messages to deliver to His people, it was hard for 
me to declare them, and I often softened them down and made them as 
mild as possible for fear of grieving some. It was a great trial to 
declare the messages as the Lord gave them to me.” {MOL 416.3}
The usual response to all prophets, even to Jesus Himself, has been 
to ask several basic questions: “By what authority are You doing 
these things? And who gave You this authority?” What is your work? 
Who sent you? {MOL 416.4}
Ellen White answered these questions often. The Lord sent her “for 
the comfort of His people and to correct those who err from Bible 
truth.” {MOL 416.5}
Mrs. White often felt rejected. During the dark hours of Dr. 
Kellogg’s 1902 confusion in theology, she wrote to her brother-in-
law, S. T. Belden: “I am not to be depressed, but am to speak the 
words of the Lord with authority, and leave with Him all the 
consequences. I am instructed by the Great Physician to speak the 
word that the Lord gives me, whether men will hear or whether they 
will forbear.” {MOL 416.6}
To her son, W. C. White, she wrote: “The awful sense of my 
responsibility takes such possession of me that I am weighted as a 
cart beneath sheaves. I do not desire to feel less keenly my 
obligation to the Higher Power. The Presence is ever with me, 



asserting supreme authority and taking account of the service that I 
render or withhold.” {MOL 416.7}
During the Ballenger confrontation in the early 1900s, she reflected: 
“The question is asked, How does Sister White know in regard to the 
matters of which she speaks so decidedly, as if she had authority to 
say these things? I speak thus because they flash upon my mind when 
in perplexity like lightning out of a dark cloud in the fury of a 
storm. Some scenes presented before me years ago have not been 
retained in my memory, but when the instruction then given is needed, 
sometimes even when I am standing before the people, the remembrance 
comes sharp and clear, like a flash of lightning, bringing to mind 
distinctly that particular instruction. At such times I cannot 
refrain from saying the things that flash into my mind, not because I 
have had a new vision, but because that which was presented to me 
perhaps years in the past, has been recalled to my mind forcibly.” 
{MOL 417.1}
To Evangelist W. W. Simpson, serving in southern California in 1906, 
she wrote: “I am thankful that the instruction contained in my books 
established present truth for this time. These books were written 
under the demonstration of the Holy Spirit.” {MOL 417.2}

*ELLEN WHITE’S RELATION TO THE BIBLE AND TO BIBLE STUDY
We have elsewhere noted Ellen White’s undeniable submission to the 
Bible as the test of faith and practice. She understood herself as “a 
lesser light to lead men and women to the greater light [Bible].” She 
made it clear that her testimonies would not have been needed if 
people were studying earnestly to understand the Bible. She urged 
people to “cling” to their Bibles, and stated that none who believe 
and obey the Bible would be lost. {MOL 417.3}

*NOT ANOTHER BIBLE.
Neither Ellen White nor the pioneers of the Advent movement ever 
considered her writings another Bible. No one made that clearer than 
she herself. No writer ever exalted the Bible more! {MOL 417.4}
Bible study precedes inspired confirmation. A real life incident 
occurred in 1888 when thoughtful leaders were in conflict over the 
law in Galatians. Some remembered a position that Ellen White was 
supposed to have taken some years before—and they wanted to find that 
manuscript! Ellen White indeed tried to find the manuscript, but with 
all her many moves it could not be located. She was troubled by its 
absence. {MOL 417.5}
But in her last spoken message to the 1888 General Conference session 
she referred to the incident: “Why was it that I lost the manuscript 
[on the law in Galatians 3] and for two years could not find it? GOD 
HAS A PURPOSE IN THIS. HE WANTS US TO GO TO THE BIBLE AND GET THE 
SCRIPTURE EVIDENCE....THIS INVESTIGATION MUST GO FORWARD. All the 
object I had was that the light should be gathered up, and let the 
Saviour come in.” {MOL 417.6}
In other words, even as in 1848 when Adventist Bible students 



grappled with salient Biblical teachings, Ellen White emphasized the 
Adventist principle of BIBLE STUDY FIRST, and then, when needed, the 
CONFIRMATION OF PROPHETIC REVELATION. IN THAT ORDER! No prophet since 
Enoch and Moses has had a complete understanding of truth. All 
prophets have had to wait for the Lord to reveal His mind, NOT ONLY 
THROUGH VISIONS BUT ALSO THROUGH BIBLE STUDY. When God wants truth 
confirmed, He makes His mind known to His messengers.

*The 1888 Edition of “The Great Controversy”
Now was the time to examine the book in light of its appeal to the 
general public. Ellen White realized that the 1884 edition of The 
Great Controversy contained terms and some content that only 
Adventists in North America would completely understand. Also, while 
she was in Europe, 1885-1887, her mind had expanded with fresh 
insights into Reformation history as she visited sites in Italy, 
Switzerland, Germany, France, England, and Scandinavia. {MOL 447.6}
Another aspect that would help in the revision would be to use terms 
that could be translated easily into other languages. While in Basel, 
Switzerland, the Whites worked closely with the French and German 
translators of The Great Controversy. They discovered that many 
familiar English phrases were difficult to translate. In a letter to 
C. H. Jones, W. C. White wrote: “Mother has given attention to all of 
these points, and has thought that the book ought to be so corrected, 
and enlarged, as to be of the most possible good to the large number 
of ... readers to whom it is now being offered. And she has taken 
hold with a remarkable energy to fill in some parts that are rather 
too brief.” {MOL 447.7}
Responding to these requests, especially to one asking for more pages 
devoted to John Huss and Jerome, Mrs. White hastily prepared a 
handwritten manuscript of eighty-nine pages devoted to these two 
noble reformers, drawing heavily on Wylie’s History of Protestantism 
for historical details. Before leaving for her last visit to 
Scandinavia, she left the manuscript with Marian Davis for editing. 
{MOL 448.1}
Speaking later of his mother’s development of those chapters on 
Reformation events, W. C. White wrote: “When we reached those 
chapters relating to the Reformation in Germany and France, the 
translators would comment on the appropriateness of the selection of 
historical events which Sister White had chosen, and in two instances 
which I remember, they suggested that there were other events of 
corresponding importance which she had not mentioned. {MOL 448.2}
“When this was brought to her attention, she requested that the 
histories be brought to her that she might consider the importance of 
the events which had been mentioned. The reading of the history 
refreshed to her mind that which she had seen, after which she wrote 
a description of the event.” 35 {MOL 448.3}



Special attention was given to matters that Ellen White thought 
either should be deleted from the revised edition of The Great 
Controversy or be reprinted elsewhere. In 1911, reporting to the 
General Conference Council, W. C. White explained how his mother had 
always been conscious of selecting and adapting material to fit her 
various public audiences. When the time came to publish books for the 
general public, she believed that “the best judgment should be shown 
in selecting that which is best suited to the needs of those who will 
read the book.” {MOL 448.4}
Therefore, when the 1884 Great Controversy was being refined to meet 
the various kinds of people in America and other lands, about twenty 
pages of material that were “very instructive to the Adventists of 
America, but ... not appropriate for readers in other parts of the 
world,” were deleted. {MOL 448.5}
One such item was the first part of the chapter, “The Snares of 
Satan,” wherein Ellen White described her view of Satan holding a 
council meeting with his angels as to how to mislead God’s people. 
This material later was placed in Testimonies to Ministers. {MOL 
448.6}
In developing the 1888 revised edition, she used additional materials 
from J. H. Merle D’Aubigné, J. A. Wylie, and others in fulfilling her 
purpose of tracing “the unfolding of the great testing truths” during 
the Protestant Reformation. In the interest of precision and 
convenience, some of their materials were quoted exactly, some were 
paraphrased, and some she summarized in her own words to provide 
background. At times, this historical background was used without 
specific credit, although the material was enclosed within quotation 
marks. {MOL 448.10}
W. C. White recalled how his mother coordinated divine inspiration 
with historical sources: “The great events occurring in the life of 
our Lord were presented to her in panoramic scenes as also were the 
other portions of The Great Controversy. In a few of these scenes 
chronology and geography were clearly presented, but in the greater 
part of the revelation the flashlight scenes, which were exceedingly 
vivid, and the conversations and the controversies, which she heard 
and was able to narrate, were not marked geographically or 
chronologically, and she was left to study the Bible and history, and 
the writings of men who had presented the life of our Lord, to get 
the chronological and geographical connection.” {MOL 449.1}
W. C. White stated further that Ellen White made no claim to being a 
“standard” by which all other historians were to be measured. Her 
purpose in quoting historians “was not to make a new history, not to 
correct errors in history, BUT TO USE VALUABLE ILLUSTRATIONS TO MAKE 
PLAIN IMPORTANT SPIRITUAL TRUTHS.” {MOL 449.2}

*The 1911 Edition of “The Great Controversy”
With the hope of appealing to the general public, the 1888 edition 
included twenty-six full-page illustrations and twenty-six pages 
devoted to general notes and biographical notes. {MOL 449.3}



After twenty years of constant reprinting, the plates in both 
publishing houses were badly worn. Experience in selling the books to 
the general public suggested that the book should be reillustrated. 
Further consideration was given to historical quotations and to an 
appendix of references used. {MOL 449.4}
When Ellen White studied the suggestions, she promptly responded, as 
she recalled after receiving her copy of the 1911 revised edition: 
“When I learned that Great Controversy must be reset, I determined 
that we would have everything closely examined, to see if the truths 
it contained were stated in the very best manner, to convince those 
not of our faith that the Lord had guided and sustained me in the 
writing of its pages.” {MOL 449.5}
But the idea of “revising” a prophet’s work raised many questions 
among Seventh-day Adventists, ministers and lay-people. Much of the 
concern arose because of an unclear understanding of how God 
communicates through His prophets. The fact that Ellen White worked 
closely with the revisions helped to clarify the issue. {MOL 449.6}
On July 24, 1911, W. C. White wrote a letter to the managers of the 
two publishing houses and to the literature evangelism leaders in 
which he reviewed the refinements of the 1911 edition of The Great 
Controversy (some of which are noted above). Among the alterations 
were: the improvement in noting historical references, especially in 
adding more modern historical sources that had even greater force, 
harmonizing spelling, punctuation, etc., with the other four volumes 
of the Conflict set, adjusting time references slightly in view of 
the passing of time, modifying some phrases to avoid giving offense 
(such as “Romish” to “Roman”), modifying some phrases in the interest 
of precision (such as “divinity of Christ” to “deity of Christ,” 
“religious toleration” to “religious liberty,” the rise and fall of 
the papacy in 538 A.D. and 1798, changed to “supremacy” and 
“downfall,” instead of its “establishment” and “abolition”), changing 
slightly some passages that Roman Catholics had strongly disputed, by 
referring to references that are easily accessible to all. {MOL 
449.7}
Ellen White was pleased with her copy of the 1911 revised edition of 
Great Controversy. In a letter to F. M. Wilcox, editor of the church 
paper, she wrote: “While writing the manuscript of ‘Great 
Controversy,’ I was often conscious of the presence of the angels of 
God. And many times the scenes about which I was writing were 
presented to me anew in visions of the night, so that they were fresh 
and vivid in my mind.... These changes I have carefully examined, and 
approved. I am thankful that my life has been spared, and that I have 
strength and clearness of mind for this and other literary work.” 
{MOL 449.8}
One of the interesting sidelights to these revisions of The Great 
Controversy focused on its inappropriate use when used as the final 
authority on historical details. W. C. White wrote in 1912 that in 
relating to the general public, Adventists should use “references and 
quotations from those historians which will be accepted by the 



readers as authority.” In other words, we should not use 
denominational publications as authority when dealing with people 
outside the church—it would be “a very poor policy.” {MOL 450.1}

Truth does not change, but a person’s appreciation for, and 
understanding of, truth does. Even prophets experience a deeper 
understanding of truth as time passes. In His humanity, “Jesus 
increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men” (Luke 
2:52). When we study Peter’s life, we have a clear picture of a 
maturing prophet after Pentecost. {MOL 457.4}
In 1906 Ellen White testified that for “sixty years I have been in 
communication with heavenly messengers, and I have been constantly 
learning in reference to divine things, and in reference to the way 
in which God is constantly working to bring souls from the error of 
their ways to the light in God’s light.” (Emphasis supplied.) {MOL 
457.5}
Mrs. White understood this human matrix through which the Word of God 
must pass in God’s communication system. In her Introduction to The 
Great Controversy she alerted readers to the “diversity” of Biblical 
writers, not only in style but in the unique insights of a writer who 
“grasps those points that harmonize with his experience or with his 
power of perception and appreciation.” {MOL 457.6}
When Mrs. White spoke of “constantly learning,” she was not thinking 
in evolutionary terms “that leaves God out of consideration, but 
rather a process of spiritual growth that is directly under the 
guiding hand of God.” The same principle of growth is emphasized 
throughout Christ’s parables and the New Testament epistles. The 
principle of growth underlies the wonder and excitement of the 
redeemed—the process begun on earth will be unending: “As knowledge 
is progressive, so will love, reverence, and happiness increase. The 
more men learn of God, the greater will be their admiration of His 
character.” {MOL 457.7}
The principle of growth affected Ellen White’s ministry in two ways: 
(1) Prophets can lead people only as fast as they can comprehend 
instruction. This may mean that God will lead the prophet with His 
instruction only as fast as people would understand the prophet’s 
message; or (2) God will speak to prophets only in terms that can be 
understood by the prophet. As prophets grow in knowledge, Christian 
discipline, and experience, their capacity to understand more about 
God’s plans increases proportionately. {MOL 457.8}
In reference to Ellen White’s central theme—the great controversy 
story—we have found an expanding, more insightful unfolding of that 
theme from 1858-1911, through the various publications as noted 
above. Something like a pencil sketch in 1858, the “theme-picture” 
was outlined in about 219 small pages. The picture was filled in with 
further details in the larger, 1,600-page, four-volume Spirit of 
Prophecy series. 



*What About Plagiarism?
The legal aspect of the charge that Ellen White plagiarized was 
reviewed by Attorney Vincent L. Ramik of the law firm of Diller, 
Ramik and Wight, Washington, D.C. In his August 14, 1981 report, 
after spending more than 300 hours researching about 1,000 relevant 
cases in American legal history, he concluded that “Ellen G. White 
was not a plagiarist and {MOL 458.8}
her works did not constitute copyright infringement/piracy.” {MOL 
459.1}
Ramik observed: “Nowhere have we found the books of Ellen G. White to 
be virtually the ‘same plan and character throughout’ as those of her 
predecessors. Nor have we found, or have critics made reference to, 
any intention of Ellen White to supersede ... [other authors] in the 
market with the same class of readers and purchasers.” {MOL 459.2}
Continuing, Ramik pointed out that Mrs. White “modified, exalted, and 
improved” the writings of others in an ethical, as well as legal, 
manner. {MOL 459.3}
Ramik came to his conclusions after many hours of reading Ellen 
White’s books, as well as those used in her writing. Further, he read 
the material written by critics, from D. M. Canright to the present. 
He began his study with a prejudiced mind, due to certain newspaper 
articles of the late 1970s and early 1980s. But he turned 180 degrees 
after reading her own books, those of critics, and case law: “It was 
reading her messages in her writings that changed my mind.... I 
believe that the critics have missed the boat badly by focusing upon 
Mrs. White’s writings, instead of focusing upon the messages in Mrs. 
White’s writings.... Mrs. White moved me! I am a Roman Catholic; but, 
Catholic, Protestant, whatever—she moved me. And I think her writings 
should move anyone, unless he is permanently biased and is 
unswayable.” {MOL 459.4}
When asked what he meant by “message,” Ramik replied: “The message is 
what is crucial. The critic reads a sentence, and receives no meaning 
from it—he may, and often does, even take it out of context. But read 
the entire message. What is the author’s intent? What is the author 
really saying—where the words come from is really not that important. 
What is the message of this? If you disregard the message, then even 
the Bible itself is not worth being read, in that sense of the word.” 
{MOL 459.5}

Probably the lack of discussion among Seventh-day Adventists 
regarding Ellen White’s indebtedness to certain literary sources was 
due, in part, to a lack of understanding of how inspiration worked, 
both in Bible writers and in the ministry of Ellen White. The 
prevailing concept among conservative Christians in the nineteenth 
century (as it is among many modern conservative Christians) was that 
prophets were verbally inspired and not thought inspired. To think 
otherwise probably never occurred to most ministers and church 
members. But only an unconscious half step separates verbal 
inspiration from the greater error that “inspiration” means no human 



input—that the prophet speaks only “divine” words. {MOL 460.5}

Mrs. White’s use of literary sources is evident in almost all of her 
books. {MOL 461.8}
Her literary sources enriched all phases of her writing, including 
historical and geographical details, theological concepts, and even 
insights into extra-Biblical matters such as activities of God, 
Satan, and the angels. {MOL 461.9}
By promoting books by D’Aubigné, and Conybeare and Howson, it is 
obvious that Ellen White did not attempt to conceal her use of 
literary sources. {MOL 461.10}

Ellen White’s later writings, especially as the Conflict of the Ages 
series developed, were more complete than her earlier writings. 
Apparent discrepancies exist, as they do in the Bible, revealing the 
human touch—but the larger purpose is always clear. {MOL 462.2}

A prophet may quote from an uninspired source because of a certain 
insight that has particular value in enriching a prophet’s message. 
HOWEVER, THE PROPHET’S INSPIRED PURPOSE DOES NOT PROTECT AGAINST 
POSSIBLE ERROR, SUCH AS IN MISSTATING A HISTORICAL DATE. {MOL 462.7}

*CRITICISM THAT DOES NOT RECOGNIZE THAT PROPHETS MAY MAKE MISTAKES IN 
DETAILS
As we discovered, prophets at times misquote Scripture and make 
mistakes in minor details, such as dates and places. For instance, 
Ellen White once wrote “Melbourne, NSW,” instead of “Melbourne, 
Victoria.” Prophets are not infallible. {MOL 470.5}
Until one understands the nature of revelation/inspiration, any 
discrepancy in details appears to him/her as evidence of a lack of 
divine inspiration. From earliest times, discrepancies have appeared 
in prophetic writings. Anyone who says that discrepancies should not 
appear in Ellen White’s writings does not understand how God speaks 
through prophets. Those who base their confidence in Matthew or Mrs. 
White on the fact that prophets never make mistakes are heading for 
disappointment, perhaps even complete loss of faith. {MOL 470.6}


