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The purpose of this article

This  article  is  written  in  response  to  the  ongoing  trinity  controversy  within  the
Seventh-day Adventist Church (hereon referred to as the SDA Church). The author’s
primary goal is to show the difference between (a) what this church was teaching
about Christ for the first 100 years or so of its existence, 71 of which was when Ellen
White was alive, and (b) what it is teaching today.

The author of this article has been a member of the SDA Church since 1975 – and is
now 80 years of age. He has been involved in this trinity controversy since the year
2000. Unfortunately, 20 years ago in 2003, because of his views concerning Christ,
also his views regarding the version of the trinity doctrine presently held by the SDA
Church, he was banned from preaching – the latter of which he previously had the
privilege of doing for over 25 years. 

This author believes that  what the SDA Church was teaching about Christ’s pre-
existence for around 100 years (using 1844 as a starting point) is Biblically true. In
other words, he believes it is in keeping with what God has revealed through His
written Word.  As we shall  see later,  Ellen  White,  a  lady whom the SDA Church
believes was given the gift of prophecy, endorsed this belief. We shall refer to this
belief as the ‘old theology’.

There can be no doubt that early SDA’s believed that what they were teaching about
Christ’s pre-existence was in keeping with Scripture. They were further confirmed in
this belief because of Ellen White’s endorsement of it. More than likely, this is why
this belief was so deeply embedded within the faith and teachings of early SDA’s,
also why it was taught within our denomination for such a long period of time. In fact
even during the 1950’s, this same belief, in our denominational publications, although
appearing far less frequently by then, was still acceptably taught. This was the time
when the new belief concerning Christ’s pre-existence was making its way amongst
both the ministry and the laity. We shall refer to this new belief as the ‘new theology’.

This new theology concerning Christ’s pre-existence was a most startling change to
the beliefs of SDA’s – and as can be imagined, it could not, and did not, take place
overnight. It took time and death to accomplish it.

Time was an obvious factor that was necessary in bringing about this change of
beliefs  (a  denomination  cannot  change the  beliefs  of  its  world-wide  membership
overnight), but death was also a necessary component. This is because those who
held on to the old theology, and who could not be persuaded to accept the new
theology, had to die off before the change could be considered effective - at least on
a worldwide denominational scale.

So it was that eventually, in our learning institutions, this new theology was accepted
and taught – and most importantly, those who were studying for the ministry were led
to accept it. They in turn passed it on to those under their pastoral care. These new
views, through our various denominational  publications,  including  Sabbath School
Lesson Quarterlies, the  Review and Herald, and the  Ministry magazine etc., were
gradually circulated amongst SDA’s. This change was slow but very sure. 
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In more recent years though, amongst SDA’s, there has been a reform movement (a
remnant if  you like) who believe that  the old theology is Biblical  – meaning they
believe that what we taught about Christ’s pre-existence, during the time of Ellen
White’s ministry, also for decades after her death, is in keeping with what God has
revealed in the Scriptures. Thus they reject the new theology that is taught today, by
the SDA ministry, through our official publications.

Before we give consideration to the major difference between the old and the new
theology, which is the entire aim of part one of this article, allow me first to mention
some of the main sources that will be used in establishing what the SDA Church is
teaching today about the pre-existence of Christ.  It  is important to recognise that
these are official sources.

Main sources

In this article, its author, in order to establish what the SDA Church is teaching today
regarding Christ, uses a number of sources. Amongst these are the SDA publications
of Understanding the Trinity (2001), written by a retired SDA minister by the name of
Max Hatton, also The Trinity (2002), co-authored by Woodrow Whidden PhD., Jerry
Moon PhD. and John Reeve PhD. This book is said to not only explain our current
Godhead beliefs, but is also said to explain how, why and when the aforementioned
change in beliefs took place. This author will also be citing the Handbook of Seventh-
day  Adventist  Theology.  This  was  published  in  the  year  2000.  According  to  the
Preface, written by its editor Raoul Dederen, the entire purpose of this volume is to
explain in detail the current fundamental beliefs held by the worldwide membership of
the SDA Church. These beliefs, for the very first time in our denominational history,
were voted in at the 1980 General Conference session held at Dallas, Texas. These
explanations therefore, as found in the above publications, are not just the opinions
of certain individuals. They are official explanations.  This is very important to keep in
mind.

In order to establish what the SDA Church is teaching today about Christ, we shall
also be taking a look at an article which at present can be found on the website of the
SDA Biblical Research Institute (BRI). More about that later.

In  2006,  Gerhard Pfandl,  then Associate Director  of  the BRI,  made the following
observations.  This  was  in  an  article  published  in  the  Journal  of  the  Adventist
Theological Society. It was called The Doctrine of the Trinity amongst Adventists.

“Because of a resurgence of anti-Trinitarian views within the church, two books
on  the  Trinity  have  been  published  in  recent  years:  Max  Hatton’s  book
Understanding the Trinity (Grantham: Autumn House, 2001) does not address
the Adventist  situation,  but  focuses on the biblical  material  and responds to
attacks  on  the  doctrine  of  the  Trinity.  W.  W.  Whidden,  J.  Moon,  and  J.  W.
Reeve’s  book  The  Trinity  (Hagerstown:  Review  and  Herald,  2002)  has  two
chapters by Jerry Moon dealing with anti-Trinitarianism in Adventism.” (Gerhard
Pfandl, The Doctrine of the Trinity amongst Adventists, Journal of the Adventist
Theological Society, 17/1 (Spring 2006): 160–179), page 160)
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Notice Pfandl says  “resurgence”  of anti-Trinitarian views within our church. This is
because early SDA’s, by reason of their Godhead beliefs, were not trinitarian. The
new theology though embraces the belief  that  God is a trinity (tri-unity)  of  divine
persons. This is as described in their Fundamental Belief No. 2. This view of God,
because it was deemed to be unscriptural, was rejected by early SDA’s.

We can see therefore that the SDA publications of Understanding the Trinity (2001)
and The Trinity (2002), were both published with the sole intent of refuting the beliefs
of  the growing number of  SDA’s who are presently  opposing what  the church is
teaching today about ‘the trinity’. One of the main objections of those who oppose the
new theology is what our church is currently teaching about Christ’s pre-existence.
 
Brief summaries

To enable the reader of this article to quickly identify the major difference between
the old and the new theology concerning Christ, we will be taking a look at two very
contrasting  statements.  The  first  is  from  E.  J.  Waggoner’s  Christ  and  His
Righteousness (1890), which aptly sums up the old theology (this is the belief about
Christ  that  was held  across the board by SDA’s for  around 100 years),  while  in
summary of the new theology, we will be taking a look at an article, written by Angel
Rodriguez,  who  from 2001-2011  was  the  Director  of  the  SDA Biblical  Research
Institute (BRI). His article more than adequately summarises the new theology.

A brief summary of the old theology

Here  is  the  statement  from  Waggoner’s  Christ  and  His  Righteousness.  It  was
published two years after the famous 1888 Minneapolis General Conference session.
This statement very briefly summarises the old theology . 

“It is true that there are many sons of God, but Christ is the “only begotten Son
of God,” and therefore the Son of God in a sense in which no other being ever
was or ever can be. The angels are sons of God, as was Adam (Job 38:7; Luke
3:38), by creation; Christians are the sons of God by adoption (Rom. 8:14, 15),
but  Christ  is  the  Son  of  God  by  birth.” (Ellet  J.  Waggoner,  Christ  and  His
Righteousness, ‘How shall we consider Christ’, page 12, 1890)

By early SDA’s, the pre-existent Christ was considered to be a real (natural) son, not
a son who had been adopted like a forgiven sinner, nor a son created like an angel or
like Adam. In keeping with Scripture, it was believed that Christ is the “only begotten”
Son of God (John 1:14, 18, 3:16, 3:18 and 1 John 4:9). This makes Him unique (one
of a kind). In the Bible, no other divine person is referred to as begotten of God,
neither is any other divine person described as the Son of God.

During the time period of Ellen White’s ministry, Waggoner’s depiction of Christ was
the standard belief amongst SDA’s. This remained acceptably taught even through to
the 1950’s and beyond. In fact in 1936, by the General Conference, this same belief
was  said  to  be  the  official  belief  of  SDA’s.  This  shows  that  this  belief  was  still
steadfastly maintained, in the teachings of the SDA Church, for decades after Ellen
White’s death. Those who wish to read about how it came to be regarded as official,
can do so at the following link
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https://www.theprophetstillspeaks.co.uk/Articles_pdf/
1936_Sabbath_School_studies.pdf

For those who are interested, a decade-by-decade record of the beliefs taught by
SDA’s concerning Christ is available at the following link.

https://www.theprophetstillspeaks.co.uk/Articles_pdf/
Development_of_SDA_Trinity_Theology_2.pdf

The information contained in the above two articles would be far too much to include
here in this article, but they do show that during the time of Ellen White’s ministry,
also for decades after her death, Waggoner’s confession of faith that Christ was the
only begotten Son of God, was the belief held by the vast majority of SDA’s.

When Ellen White  was in  Australia  putting the finishing touches to  her  book the
Desire of Ages (1898),  she wrote an article, published in the Signs of the Times,
which confirmed to SDA’s that what they were teaching about Christ’s pre-existence
was the truth. This was in 1895. Notice the closeness between her words and that
written by Ellet Waggoner just 5 years earlier.

“A complete offering has been made; for "God so loved the world, that he gave
his only-begotten Son,"-- not a son by creation, as were the angels, nor a son
by adoption, as is the forgiven sinner, but a Son begotten in the express image
of the Father's person, and in all the brightness of his majesty and glory, one
equal with God in authority, dignity, and divine perfection. In him dwelt all the
fullness of the Godhead bodily.”  (Ellen G. White, Signs of the Times, 30th May
1895, ‘Christ our complete salvation’)

Ellen White said the same as Waggoner. This is inasmuch as Christ is not a son by
creation, nor a son by adoption, but is a son “begotten in the express image of the
Father's  person”.  As already has been said,  it  can easily  be seen why amongst
SDA’s, this Sonship belief existed for such a long period of time. Through the spirit of
prophecy it  had been confirmed as the truth. Six weeks later,  Ellen White further
endorsed the beliefs of SDA’s when she wrote in the Review and Herald

 “The Eternal Father, the unchangeable one, gave his only begotten Son, tore
from his bosom Him who was made in the express image of his person, and
sent  him down to earth to reveal  how greatly  he loved mankind."  (Ellen G.
White, Review & Herald 9th July 1895 ‘The Duty of the Minister and the People’)

Here, instead of using the word “begotten” to explain Christ’s source of being (as a
separate personality from the Father), Ellen White says that He was  “made in the
express image” of His Father’s person. Her previous statement had said “begotten in
the express image of the Father's person”. In her mind therefore, the word “begotten”
was closely linked with  “made”, but remember, she did make it very clear, as did
other SDA writers (like Waggoner), that Christ is not a created being. So what is the
difference between created like an angel, and “made” by being begotten of God?
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When Christ was begotten of God, nothing existed except for God. This means there
was  nothing  external  to  God.  It  could  be  said  therefore  that  when  Christ  was
begotten, everything was God, and God was everything. This also means that when
He  was  begotten  (brought  forth)  of  God,  He  was  brought  forth  of  God’s  own
substance (not created externally like an angel). This is what Ellen White would have
meant when she described Christ as  “made”.  These latter two statements of Ellen
White were quoted a number of times in SDA publications.

This was not the first time that Ellen White had openly confirmed SDA’s in what they
were teaching about Christ’s pre-existence. She had defended their beliefs two years
earlier  when she was in  New Zealand.  This  happened when the brethren there,
because the weather was not favourable to using tents, were seeking to hire a hall in
which to hold evangelistic meetings. Here is what she wrote of this experience (this
was after explaining that ministers of other denominations were not acting like honest
men because they were spreading falsehoods about what SDA’s believed without
first checking it out to see if what they were saying was true)

“For instance, an effort was made to obtain the use of the hall at a village four
miles  from  Hastings,  where  some  of  our  workers  proposed  to  present  the
gospel to the people; but they did not succeed in obtaining the hall, because a
school-teacher  there  opposed  the  truth,  and  declared  to  the  people  that
Seventh-day Adventists did not believe in the divinity of Christ.” (Ellen G. White,
Review and Herald, 5th December 1893, ‘An Appeal for the Australasian Field’)

This was an ongoing problem for SDA’s. The beliefs of our church concerning Christ
were often misunderstood and misrepresented. More than likely this was because we
were a non-trinitarian denomination The following is how Ellen White responded.

“This man may not have known what our faith is on this point, but he was not
left in ignorance. He was informed that there is not a people on earth who hold
more  firmly  to  the  truth  of  Christ’s  pre-existence  than  do  Seventh-day
Adventists.” (Ibid)

This  is  categorical.  Ellen  White’s  words  are  so  clear  that  they  cannot  be
misunderstood. Ellen White knew exactly what SDA’s were teaching about Christ’s
pre-existence. It would not be reasonable to believe otherwise. She had ministered
amongst God’s remnant people since 1844. This was now 1893. Throughout this
time period (almost 50 years), she had been at the forefront of what was taught by
our  church.  We can be sure  therefore  that  if  throughout  this  time we had been
teaching error, particularly error concerning Christ’s pre-existence, which involved His
Deity, then God would have led her to say so. After all, what the Bible says about
Christ’s  pre-existence is  considered by most  Christians to be the most  important
teaching of  the Scriptures,  and of  the Christian faith.  It  would not  be reasonable
therefore  to  conclude  that  throughout  all  these  years,  SDA’s  had  been  leading
countless numbers of people to believe error about the most important teaching of
the Bible, while at the same time, God had His own messenger in the church who
told them they were correct in what they were teaching. Would it be sensible to adopt
such reasoning?
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We need to remember too that Ellen White, in her own writings, was saying the same
as her fellow SDA’s. This is that in eternity, Christ was begotten of God.

In  a  letter  to  her  friend Judson Washburn,  Ellen White  explained (this  was after
saying it was infinite love for God to send His Son into the world)

“Though  sin  had  produced  a  gulf  between  man  and  his  God,  divine
benevolence provided a plan to bridge that gulf. And what material did He use?
A part  of  Himself. The brightness of  the Father’s  glory  came to  a  world  all
seared and marred with the curse, and in His own divine character, in His own
divine body, bridged the gulf and opened a channel of communication between
God and man.”  (Ellen G.  White,  Letter  36a,  1890,  to  Judson S.  Washburn,
September 18th 1890)

All of the above, written by Ellen White, was in keeping with what was then believed
and taught by SDA’s. No confession was made of knowing how this begetting was
achieved. This was regarded as a mystery (something not revealed by God). There
was no confession either of knowing exactly  when Christ was begotten, only that it
was  in  eternity  before  anything  was  created.  This  has  to  be  true  because  God
created  all  things  through  Christ  (John  1:3,  1  Corinthians  8:6,  Ephesians  3:9,
Colossians 1:17 and Hebrews 1:1-2). The prophet Micah describes Christ as One
“whose goings  forth  have been  from of  old,  from everlasting”  (Micah 5:2).  More
modern translations say “whose origins are in the distant past” (NET), whose origins
go back to the distant past, to the days of old” (NJB) and “whose origins are from of
old, from ancient times” (NIV), Other translations say very similar.

So  in  summary:  The  old  theology  concerning  Christ  was  that  He  was  neither  a
created son, nor an adopted son, but was a son, who in eternity before anything was
created, was begotten (brought forth) of God in the express image of God’s person.
This was the belief,  held by SDA’s,  not  only  throughout  the time period of  Ellen
White’s ministry, but also for decades after her death. This same belief – Christ’s
Sonship to the Father – confirmed to early SDA’s that Christ is God.

A most startling change

In the Review and Herald of January 6th 1994, the late, and much respected, William
G.  Johnsson  (1934-2023),  its  long-time  editor  (1982-2006),  published  an  article
explaining how, over the years, the beliefs of SDA’s had changed. This he said was
because the church was ‘walking in the light’,  and that what we believe today is
‘present truth’. The most startling change, according to William Johnsson, concerned
our Godhead beliefs. He made the following observation

“Some Adventists today think, that our beliefs have remained unchanged over
the years, or they seek to turn back the clock to some point we had everything
just right. But all attempts to recover such “historic Adventism” fail in view of the
facts of our heritage.” (William G. Johnsson, Adventist Review, January 6th 1994
Article ‘Present Truth - Walking in God’s Light’)

Johnsson then enlightened his readers by explaining
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 “Adventists beliefs have changed over the years under the impact of “present
truth”. Most startling is the teaching regarding Jesus Christ, our Saviour and
Lord.” (Ibid)

These two sentences are crucial to understanding the present Godhead controversy
within the SDA Church. This is particularly with respect to the pre-existence of Christ.
The editor further explained

“Many of the pioneers, including James White, J. N. Andrews, Uriah Smith and
J. H. Waggoner held to an Arian or semi-Arian view - that is, the Son at some
point in time, before the Creation of our world, was generated by the Father.”
(Ibid)

Johnsson is here referring to the Sonship (begotten) belief of early SDA’s. This is the
belief that in eternity, Christ was begotten of God therefore He is truly the divine Son
of God. William Johnsson then said of this belief

“Only gradually did this false doctrine give way to the Biblical truth, and largely
under the impact of Ellen White’s writings in statements such as “In Christ is life,
original,  unborrowed,  underived.  (Desire  of  ages  p  530).  Likewise,  the
Trinitarian understanding of God, now part of our fundamental beliefs, was not
generally held by the early Adventists. Even today, a few do not subscribe to it”
(Ibid)

Johnsson refers to the Sonship (begotten) belief as “false doctrine”, yet it was taught
in our publications for over 100 years – 71 of which was when Ellen White was alive.
Despite what Johnsson says, the publication of the Desire of Ages in 1898 did not
bring about any change to the beliefs of early SDA’s. Our denominational history
reveals this to be true. As noted above, almost 40 years later in 1936, by the General
Conference, this same begotten (Sonship) belief was declared to be the official belief
of  the  SDA Church.  Notice  Johnsson  said  that  it  was  “Only  gradually” that  this
Sonship belief gave way to what he refers to as “Biblical truth”. This is only the same
as saying that what early SDA’s believed about Christ was not Biblical truth, Where
Johnsson’s statement is true is that it did take time before the new theology could be
considered to be the denominational view – so I agree, it was a gradual change.

Johnsson’s remarks are the admittance that over the years there has been a radical
(drastic)  change  to  the  Godhead  beliefs  of  SDA’s.  This  is  especially  concerning
Christ  and  His  pre-existence.  All  of  this  of  course  is  integrally  tied  in  to  our
denominational beliefs concerning the trinity.

We now need to consider the new theology. This is the theology that is currently
taught through our official  publications to the members of our church, also to those
who are  not  members.  This  new theology  constitutes  the  “startling  change” that
William Johnsson referred to in his 1994  Review and Herald article. When this is
done, we will then be in a position to make an informed intelligent decision as to
which theology is correct, meaning of course, the theology that is in keeping with
what  God  has  revealed  in  the  Bible.  First  though,  a  brief  summary  of  the  new
theology.

 9



A brief summary of the new theology

At the very beginning of an article called A question of Sonship, found today on the
website of our Biblical Research Institute, which was also published in the November
2015 issue of the Adventist World that many SDA’s and non-SDA’s would have read,
its author, Angel Rodriguez, who was once the Director of the Institute (2001-2011),
asks a very important question. That question is

“What does the Bible mean when it refers to Jesus as “the Son of God”? (Angel
Rodriquez, article, ‘A Question of Sonship’)

The answer Rodriguez gives to this question constitutes the new theology that the
SDA ministry are teaching today about Christ. After explaining that in the Bible there
are sons of God through creation, also sons of God through redemption, which is
only the same as we have seen was said by Ellet Waggoner and Ellen White (see
pages 5 and 6), Rodriguez went on to say (my emphasis hereon in red)

“Metaphorical Significance: In our humanity the image of a child conveys some
obvious ideas.  First, it indicates that a child is of the same nature as that of the
parents; they are human beings. When Christ is called “Son of God,” we are being
told  that  He,  like  the Father,  is  a  divine being (John 5:18).  Second,  a  child  is
distinguishable from their parents.  The metaphor of sonship means that although
Christ and the Father have the same nature, they are different persons, implying a
plurality of persons within the Godhead.  Third,  the relationship between parents
and children is  unique.  Their  union is  practically  indissoluble. The metaphor  is
therefore a good symbol for the deep unity that exists within the members of the
Godhead  (John  17:5).  Fourth,  a  human  child  comes  from  its  parents  through
natural birth. In the case of the Godhead, however, the Son proceeded from the
Father, not as a divine emanation or through natural birth, but to perform a work of
creation and redemption (John 8:42; 16:28). There is no biblical support for the
eternal generation of the Son from the Father.  The Son came from God but was
not generated by Him.” (Ibid)

Rodriguez  claims  that  the  word  “Son”,  as  applied  to  Christ,  is  only  a  metaphor
(figurative, not reality). He says that the person we know as the Son of God was “not
generated” of God, meaning He was not begotten of God. Christ therefore, according
to Rodriguez, is not a real (natural) son. As noted above though, Ellen White, after
saying as did Rodriguez that Christ is not a created or an adopted Son, said exactly
the opposite. She said that Christ was begotten of God. Rodriguez continued

“Fifth, the father-son image cannot be literally applied to the divine Father-Son
relationship within the Godhead. The Son is not the natural, literal Son of the
Father.  A natural child has a beginning, while within the Godhead the Son is
eternal. The term “Son” is used metaphorically when applied to the Godhead. It
conveys the ideas of distinction of persons within the Godhead and the equality
of nature in the context of an eternal, loving relationship.” (Ibid)

This is simply confirming what he previously had reasoned. This is that Christ is not
the natural  Son of God but that the terminology of  “Son”  is only a metaphor.  He
concluded
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“Ellen White wrote: “The Lord Jesus Christ, the divine Son of God, existed from
eternity, a distinct person, yet one with the Father.” This statement summarizes
the main purpose of the metaphor.” (Ibid)

Certainly Ellen White did not regard the word  Son,  as applied to Christ, as being
metaphorical. She regarded Christ as a real Son. We noted this above (see pages 6
and 7). Here though we can see that through the Adventist World, also through our
Biblical Research Institute, SDA’s and non-SDA’s throughout the world are being led
to believe that Christ is not really a son. This would also mean of course, if true, that
God is not really a father.  The designation  “Son of God”  therefore,  as applied to
Christ,  as well  as the designation  “the Father”,  as applied to God, is  considered
today, by the SDA ministry, only to be a “metaphor” (figurative, not reality).

The article by Rodriguez can be found on the SDA Biblical Research website here

https://adventistbiblicalresearch.org/materials/godgodhead-jesus-christ/
question-sonship

The  magazine  Adventist  World that  contained  the  article  by  Rodriguez  can  be
downloaded from this link

https://issuu.com/adventistworldmagazine/docs/november_2015_nad

This article by Rodriguez more than adequately sums up the new theology.  This
theology is that the terminologies of Father and Son, as applied in the Bible to God
and Christ, are only metaphors. This stands in stark contrast to the belief of early
SDA’s, who, as we noted above, accepted these terminologies as being literal. This
constitutes the “startling change” referred to by William Johnsson (see above).

Max Hatton’s book Understanding the Trinity

We shall now turn our attention to one of the books that Gerhard Pfandl said was
especially written in order to repudiate the beliefs of the growing number of SDA’s
who are presently opposing the current Godhead beliefs of the SDA Church. This
book was written by Max Hatton, a retired SDA minister living in Australia. It is called
Understanding the Trinity. It was published in the UK in 2001.

In this article we shall focus our attention on what Hatton says in his book about
Christ. We will not touch on what he says about the trinity doctrine itself. This would
be far too much to comment upon here. On page 97 of his book Hatton explains

“Jesus was not begotten, neither was he created. Many who say Jesus was a
literal Son of God make claims for one or more of these ways He is said to have
come into being. If  people want to follow this line of  literalness they should
explain how it is possible to be absolutely literal when there was no mother. The
terms Father and Son, when related to Jesus, can hardly be literal really.” (Max
Hatton, Understanding the Trinity, page 97, 2001)

Hatton attempts to limit God to the level of human functions (that without a mother,
there can be no begetting),  but  God is not limited as we are limited (Luke 1:37,
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18:27). The things that we can accomplish in our sphere, by the means that God has
granted us, God can also accomplish in His sphere, albeit not necessarily by the
same means. God is not devoid of the ability that we possess to accomplish things.

Again we can see it said that Christ is not begotten of God therefore He is not really
the Son of God. Hatton says that when referring to the persons of the Godhead, the
terminologies of “Father” and “Son” can “hardly be literal really”.

So if  these terminologies of Father and  Son are not  literal,  then what  are  they?
Hatton explains

“The  Father-Son  relationships  in  the  Godhead  should  be  understood  in  a
metaphorical sense, not in a literal sense.” (Ibid)

This needs no further explanation. It is the same as said in the article A Question of
Sonship written by Angel Rodriguez. This is the new theology that is taught today, by
our ministry, through our official publications. This is to SDA’s and non-SDA’s alike.

The SDA publication The Trinity

As  noted  above,  the  other  publication  said  by  Gerhard  Pfandl  to  have  been
especially written to counter the growing opposition to the current SDA Godhead
theology is the book The Trinity.  This book was co-authored by Woodrow Whidden
PhD., Jerry Moon PhD. and John Reeve PhD. It was published in 2002. This was the
year following the publication of Hatton’s book, Understanding the Trinity.

In  the  book  The  Trinity,  the  theology  of  the  Godhead  was  dealt  with  mostly  by
Woodrow Whidden. He wrote such things as

“Another important consideration involves how we interpret the Bible. Here the
issue  pertains  to  whether  we  should  interpret  some  passages  literally  or
whether we may treat them more figuratively. Maybe we could illustrate it this
way.  While  we often refer  to  Jesus as  the Son and frequently  call  the  first
person of the Godhead the Father, do we really want to take such expressions
in a totally literal way? Or would it be more appropriate to interpret them in a
more  metaphorical  way  that  draws  on  selective  aspects  of  sonship  and
fatherhood?”  (Woodrow Whidden, The Trinity, page 94, ‘Biblical Objections to
the Trinity’, 2002)

Whidden  suggests,  as  was  concluded  by  both  Rodriguez  and  Hatton,  that  the
terminologies of  Father  and the  Son,  as applied in  the Bible to God and Christ,
should not be taken literally but metaphorically. This really does come down to the
question of the methodology used when interpreting the Bible. He later said

“Far from suggesting that the Father generated or begat the Son as some sort
of derived or created semigod, the imagery of Father and Son points to the
eternal and profound intimacy that has always existed between the first and
second persons of the Godhead as divine “equals” through all eternity (past,
present, and future)” (Ibid, page 97)
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Here Whidden denies the begotten concept. He therefore denies that Christ really is
the pre-existent Son of God. This of course is a denial of what was believed by early
SDA’s, also what was confirmed as true through the spirit of prophecy (see pages 5
and 6).

To be fair though, the early SDA’s who held to this begotten belief did not regard
Christ as  “some sort of derived or created semigod”. If they are accused of this, it
really would constitute a grossly unfair allegation. From my own personal study of
their  writings,  I  have concluded that early SDA’s believed that  because the Bible
describes Christ as the only begotten of God, this means He is God. To early SDA’s,
Christ’s Sonship to God established His Deity.  Notice Whidden also refers to the
designations of “Father” and “Son” as “imagery”. He later commented

“Is it not quite apparent that the problem texts become problems only when one
assumes  an  exclusively  literalistic  interpretation  of  such  expressions  as
“Father,”  “Son,”  “Firstborn,”  “Only  Begotten,”  “Begotten,”  and so forth?  (Ibid,
page 106)

In other words, says Whidden, if the designations “Father” and “Son”, also the words
“begotten” and  “Only  Begotten” etc.  are  taken  literally,  it  causes  problems.  The
question must be asked though: Why shouldn’t these expressions be taken literally?
What reason could we offer for not doing so, and why should taking them literally
cause problems? Whidden continues

“Does  not  such  literalism  go  against  the  mainly  figurative  or  metaphorical
meaning that  the  Bible  writers  use  when  referring  to  the  persons  of  the
Godhead? (Ibid)

This reasoning is very seriously flawed. This is because the words Father and Son
(referring to God and Christ) were not only words chosen by those who wrote the
Bible, but were also those that others, including God and Christ, had actually spoken.
Through the Holy Spirit, so that we may know of these words, God inspired the Bible
writers to report them. Thus we have them written in our Bibles. In part 2 of this
article, I will further elaborate on that point. It would be far too much to do so here.

It is true that the Bible refers to the persons of the Godhead as Father, Son and Holy
Spirit but Whidden says that these designations are not literal but  “figurative” and
“metaphorical”. He concludes

“Furthermore, what proves to be quite ironic is that some of the most compelling
evidence for  the equality  of  the Father and the Son occurs in contexts  that
employ the very metaphors of “Father” and “Son” (especially John 5:16-23).”
(Ibid, pages 106 and 107)

Here again the terminologies  “Father” and  “Son” are said to be only  “metaphors”.
When reasoned through, if the Father is not really a father, and if the Son is not really
a son, then the terminologies of Father and Son would only be metaphors. What else
could they be? Whidden had written earlier
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“It is obvious that “begotten” in Hebrews 1:5 refers to Christ's appointment by
the Father to the office of high priest of the heavenly sanctuary. Once more the
context strongly suggests that Scripture is not using “begotten” in any sense of
the Father God generating a Son who is a lesser God, but with the connotation
of Christ being made the divine/human high priest.” (Ibid page 102)

I  find  nothing obvious about  Whidden’s  conclusion.  I  cannot  see how the words
“Thou art my Son, this day have I begotten thee?” and, “I will be to him a Father, and
he shall be to me a Son”, as used by Paul in Hebrews 1:5, are with reference to
Christ  being  appointed by the Father  to  the  ”office of  high priest”.  How can this
application of the verse be “obvious”? Certainly the SDA Bible Commentary (1957)
does not interpret this verse that way (see Volume 7 pages 398-399).

On the other hand, Whidden’s conclusion that the “context” of Hebrews 1:5 “strongly
suggests  that  Scripture  is  not  using  “begotten”  in  any  sense  of  the  Father  God
generating a Son” is not one that appears to be valid. The primary context of this
verse (1:5) is the first chapter of Hebrews itself. This chapter says that God has a
Son, a begotten Son, who is “the express image of His person”, and that through this
Son, He not only made the worlds but also upholds them. This is the immediate and
correct context of Hebrews 1:5, not something that the apostle Paul wrote elsewhere.
Read Hebrews chapter 1 for yourself and see what you make of it. That is the acid
test.

Certainly the early SDA’s who held to this begotten belief did not regard Christ as a
“lesser God”. If this is what Whidden is implying here, it  would be a very serious
misrepresentation of  what  they believed.  What  we see though is  Whidden again
denying that  Christ  is  begotten of  God,  therefore concluding He is not  really  the
divine Son of God. Thus Whidden, along with others who promote the new theology,
conclude that the terminologies of Father and Son, as applied to God and Christ, are
only metaphors.

The Handbook of SDA Theology

So what exactly is the Handbook of Seventh-day Adventist Theology?

This book, now Volume 12 of the SDA Bible Commentary series, was published in
the year 2000. It  was produced under the direction of the SDA Biblical Research
Institute (BRI). In its Forward, George W. Reid, then Director of the BRI (1984-2001),
explains that at the 1988 Annual Council held in Nairobi, Kenya, the leaders of the
SDA Church “wrestled with the challenge of how to strengthen unity among a body of
believers diffused through more than 220 countries”. He then explained

“The council authorized preparation of a volume to review carefully the biblical
teachings undergirding the dynamic Adventist movement. This is that volume.
Under the direction of the Biblical Research Institute, the project has been more
than 10 years in the making. As the editor notes in his preface, its purpose is to
provide for both believers and enquirers a faith-centered, reasoned exploration
of these truths as seen by Seventh-day Adventists” (George Reid, Handbook of
Seventh-day Adventist Theology, ‘Forward’, page ix, January 2000)
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In the Preface of the book, its editor, the late Raoul Dederen (1925-2016), Professor
Emeritus Andrews University  (he  retired  in  1991 as  Professor  of  Systematic  and
Historical  Theology  and  Dean  of  the  Seminary)  began  by  explaining  that  “the
leadership of the [SDA] church decided to make available to church members and
the general public a basic handbook setting forth the main doctrines and practices of
Seventh-day Adventists” (Ibid, ‘Preface’, page x).

He also said that the need for such a book had been recognized 20 years earlier.  As
this was written in the year 2000, 20 years earlier would have been 1980. This was
the year  when for  the very  first  time in  the history  of  the SDA Church,  a  trinity
doctrine was voted into its fundamental beliefs. This was also when our fundamental
beliefs were completely re-written.

In  the  next  paragraph,  Dederen  noted  that  the  1988  Annual  Council  “made  the
Biblical Research Institute (BRI) responsible for its preparation and overall content.
Raoul  Dederen  was  appointed  to  serve,  under  the  auspices  of  BRI,  as  project
director and editor of the volume”  (Ibid).  After saying that the book could not have
been  written  overnight  but  had  been  10  years  in  the  making,  its  editor,  Raoul
Dederen, very importantly explained

“Although  each  article  is  signed,  it  was  agreed  from  the  start  that  all
contributions  would  be  subject  to  review  and  suggestions  from  the  Biblical
Research Institute Committee (BRICOM), a group of 40 persons predominantly
scholars but including a few administrators. With its international composition
BRICOM  was  called  to  function  as  an  efficient  sounding  board.”  (Raoul
Dederen, Ibid, Preface, page x)

Dederen continues

“In other words, many shared in the task of planning and writing this book, from
consultation on the outline through the writing and revision of successive drafts.
This book is  not  simply a collection of  parts written separately by individual
contributors. In fact, no part of it is the work of a single author.” (Ibid, x-xi)

The above makes it clear that the leadership of the SDA Church regard the theology
contained in this handbook as official. As the editor goes on to say

“The aim of the editorial staff and contributors has been to produce a work of
reference written in a spirit of unqualified loyalty to the Scriptures as the written
Word of God, in the hope that these pages will be fruitful for personal reflection
in faith and practice. It is not intended as an exercise in speculative theology.”
(Ibid, xi)

The editor therefore concludes

“We are not arguing a point of view peculiar to a small avant-garde school of
Adventist  thinking.  What  is  presented  here  is  broadly  representative  of
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mainstream Adventist theology and biblical scholarship as they are practiced
throughout the worldwide Adventist Church.” (Ibid)

So bearing all the above in mind (especially that last statement), we shall now take a
look at the theology contained in this handbook, particularly that which pertains to
Christ and His pre-existence. This is found in a treatise called  Doctrine of God –
which originally was written by Dr. Fernando Canale. On page 125 it states

“The  preeminence  of  God  the  Father  over  God  the  Son  suggested  by  the
analogy to the human father-son relationship seems to be sustained by some
passages that appear to teach that the Son is generated by the Father, and that
the Son is subordinated to the Father.”  (Dr. F. Canale, Handbook of Seventh-
day Adventist Theology, page 125, ‘Doctrine of God’)

Notice  first  of  all  that  the  father-son  relationship  is  said  to  be  an  “analogy”.
Interestingly though, it is admitted that some passages of Scripture do suggest the
pre-eminence of the Father. It is also said that other passages “appear to teach that
the Son is generated by the Father”. Even so, on the same page of the article it says

“The generation of the Son from the Father cannot be analogically deduced
from the process of  human generation. Such a  deduction would  produce a
speculative  theory  without  any  ground in  revelation.  However,  some biblical
expressions seem to suggest some kind of generation; for instance, when God
the son is called the “first-born” (prototokos), Col. 1:15; Romans 8:20; Heb 1:6:
Rev 1:5) and “only-begotten” (monogenes), John 1:14, 18; 3:16, 18, 1 John 4:9
[KJV]). However, prototokos is also used in a metaphorical sense (LXX of Ex.
4:22;  Ps  89:27  and  when  applied  to  Christ  expresses  superiority  and  pre-
eminence.” (Ibid)

It would be grossly misrepresentative to say that early SDA’s, because they believed
that Christ was begotten of God, believed that Christ was brought forth of God like a
human baby is brought forth of his or her mother. They maintained, quite rightly, that
God had not revealed how this was achieved. This is where we should leave it.

Notice  it  is  admitted,  “some biblical  expressions  seem to  suggest  some kind  of
generation”. If these, like “only begotten” (Gr. monogenes) were accepted as literal,
and not  metaphorical,  it  would not  be a  “speculative theory”.  Rather,  it  would be
accepting the Bible as it reads.

Notice too it is not mentioned here how monogenes is used in the Bible. This is even
though it  is used with reference to a person who is the only-born into a family -
someone without siblings (see Luke 7:12, 8:42, and 9:38). Why should we say it
means something different when applied to Christ? The article continues though

“In a similar vein, monogenes does not contain the idea of begetting but rather
of uniqueness and, when applied to Christ, emphasizes His unique relationship
with the Father.” (Ibid)
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Five times the gospel writer John uses the word monogenes (μονογενής) to describe
Christ (John 1:14, 1:18, 3:16, 3:18 and 1 John 4:9,).  Each time, in the KJV, it  is
translated  as  “only  begotten”.  It  is  important  to  remember  here  that  the  entire
purpose of John writing his gospel was to show that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of
God (John 20:31). John’s use of monogenes therefore is highly significant. As noted:
Luke uses it to denote an only-born into a family (Luke 7:12, 8:42, and 9:38). Used in
this context, this word must contain the idea of begetting. It cannot do anything else.

Max Hatton, in his book Understanding the Trinity, has this to say about monogenes.

“Do not let  this point escape you – the words “only begotten”  do not rightly
belong in the English translation! They only found a place there because of the
tampering  of  Jerome  with  the  facts  and  the  apparent  willingness  of  some
subsequent scholars to follow in his footsteps. It has been suggested that they
do  this  for  theological  rather  than  linguistic  reasons.”  (Max  Hatton,
Understanding the Trinity, pages 96-97’)

I thoroughly disagree, but it would be far too much to explain here. As I am sure you
realise though, how the word monogenes (μονογενής) was used in Greek literature,
prior to the time of Christ, is of vital importance. For those who are interested, an in-
depth study of this word, revealing how it was used during that time, can be found at
the following link. It shows that when demanded by the context, it was used to mean
an only-born into a family. This is the way it was used by Luke in his gospel.

https://www.theprophetstillspeaks.co.uk/Articles_pdf/Monogenes_intro.pdf

A “begotten Son” only from the incarnation?

This is a question that may cross people’s minds as they study this concept of Jesus
being the begotten Son of God. They may ask if this terminology (begotten Son) only
has reference to His incarnation? In other words, did Jesus  become the begotten
Son of God only when He was born (begotten) as a child at Bethlehem, or does it
refer  to  His  pre-existence?  This  is  a  valid  question,  and  it  does  need  to  be
addressed.

In  the  book  The Trinity,  Woodrow Whidden suggests  that  this  is  the  case.  After
saying “it is the literary context of Hebrews 5:5-10 that provides the clue that Christ is
“begotten” in the sense of being made man” he wrote (referring to Hebrews 5:5-10)

“It is in this sense of total, prayerful dependence and intimate relationship to the
Father that Scripture can describe Jesus as a “begotten” “Son” of the Father
(verses 5, 8). It clearly portrays a dependent subordination of Christ functioning
as the human “Son,” not some subordination of Christ’s divine nature to that of
the Father.” (Woodrow Whidden, The Trinity, page 103).

He then explains

“In other words, Scripture terms Jesus as “begotten Son” in the sense of His
incarnate  humanity  and  His  intimate,  dependent,  relationship  to  His  Father
during this period of His human vulnerability” (Ibid)
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Max Hatton, in similar fashion said (this is in his book, Understanding the Trinity)

“Jesus became the Son of God at His human birth as mentioned under the first
point above.” (Max Hatton, Understanding the Trinity, page 34)

Is  this  true  though?  Did  Jesus  become  the  Son  of  God  only  at  His  birth  in
Bethlehem? The reason I ask this is because John tells us that everything he had
written shows that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God (John 20:31), and 5 times in
his writings he describes Christ as the “only begotten (monogenes)” of God (John 1:14,
18, 3:16, 3:18, 1 John 4:9).  Did John mean that everything he had written showed Jesus
to be the “begotten” Son of God by reason of the incarnation (His birth at Bethlehem)?

I most certainly would not think so. In fact it would be very strange if he did. This is
because in his gospel he doesn’t  mention anything about the events surrounding
Christ’s earthly birth (e. g. the visitation of angels to Joseph and Mary, the miraculous
conception of a baby in Mary’s womb, the virgin birth, the visit of the shepherds and
the magi, also Simeon’s blessing of Jesus in the temple etc., etc.). In fact he doesn’t
mention anything at all about Christ’s child-life. If John meant this begotten concept
to only refer to Christ’s birth in Bethlehem (that he only wanted to show Christ to be
the Son of God because of the incarnation), then why didn’t he mention any of these
things? So to say that Jesus is only called a “begotten Son” (as John referred to Him
as being) only because of the incarnation, could not have been what the Holy Spirit
led John to convey to his readers. John’s gospel reveals Christ’s divinity. It is the very
first  systematic  theology concerning Christ’s  relationship to  God.  This  is  a  divine
theology, revealing Christ to be the divine Son of God (the only begotten of God).

Everything John wrote in his gospel was to show that Christ is divine. In fact the
opening words of his gospel say that the pre-existent Christ (the Word) is God (John
1:1). Every incident he reported pointed to Christ’s divinity (Christ’s divine Sonship to
God – not His human Sonship). It was to show that Christ was the divine begotten
Son of God before He came to earth. As John wrote

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God….And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his
glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth.”
John 1:1, 1:14

That Christ was the pre-existent Son of God is a theme that runs through the entirety
of Ellen White’s writings. It is something she emphasised from the beginning of her
ministry until the end. As she said in 1906, which was 8 years after the publication of
her book Desire of Ages (this was in an article called The Word made flesh – which is
really saying God was made flesh. See John 1:1, 14)

“But while God’s Word speaks of the humanity of Christ when upon this earth, it
also  speaks  decidedly  regarding  his  pre-existence.  The  Word  existed as  a
divine being,  even as the eternal Son of God, in union and oneness with his
Father...“The Word was with  God,  and the Word was God.”  Before men or
angels were created, the Word was with God, and was God.” (Ellen G. White,
Review and Herald, 5th April 1906, ‘The Word made Flesh)
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Here we are told that from eternity, the Word (the pre-existent Christ), was the divine
Son of God. This refutes the belief that He only became the Son of God at His birth
at Bethlehem. The year previous (1905), Ellen White had written of Christ 

“In His incarnation He gained in a new sense the title of the Son of God. Said
the angel to Mary, "The power of the Highest shall overshadow thee: therefore
also that holy thing which shall be born of thee shall be called the Son of God”
While the Son of a human being, He became the Son of God in a new sense.”
(Ellen G. White, Signs of the Times August 2nd 1905, 'Christ our only hope')

If Jesus, in the incarnation, became the Son of God in a  “new sense”, then before
coming to earth, meaning in His pre-existence, He must have been the Son of God in
an old sense. That much should be reasonably obvious. This old sense is that He is
the divine begotten Son of God.

We noted on page 6 that Ellen White wrote in 1895 that Christ was not a son by
creation, nor a son by adoption, but was “a Son begotten in the express image of the
Father's person”. Five years later in 1900, she explained to the SDA youth

“Before Christ came in the likeness of men, he existed in the express image of
his Father”. (Ellen G. White, Youth’s Instructor, 20th December 1900 ‘Christ’s
humiliation”)

If Christ, in His pre-existence, ”existed in the express image of his Father”, and “was
a Son begotten in the express image of the Father's person”, then He must have
been begotten in His pre-existence -  and because God created all things through
Christ,  this  must  have  taken  place  before  anything  was  created.  Note  here  the
comparison. In the incarnation, Christ is said to have been ”in the likeness of men“
but in His pre-existence it is said  ”he existed in the express image of his Father”.
Again to the youth of her day she explained

“Who is Christ?—He is the only begotten Son of the living God. He is to the
Father  as a word that  expresses the thought,—as a thought  made audible.
Christ is the word of God.” (Ellen G. White, Youth’s Instructor, June 28th 1894}

Throughout the entirety of Ellen White’s writings, Christ is spoken of as a begotten
Son before He came to earth. This of course is a repudiation of the belief that Christ
being begotten only has its application to His birth at Bethlehem. Huge amounts from
Ellen White’s writings could be quoted where she says exactly the same, but it would
be far too much to quote here.

The nature of Christ’s subordination to God

Returning our thoughts to the  Handbook of Seventh-day Adventist Theology, there
are, in the sub-section called  The nature of the Son’s Subordination, a number of
texts that are said to suggest the Son to be subordinate to the Father. This book says

“These statements clearly testify to the existence of a relation of subordination
between  God  the  Son  and  God  the  Father.”  (Dr.  F.  Canale,  Handbook  of
Seventh-day Adventist theology, page 126, ‘Doctrine of God’)

 19



This is clear enough. The conclusion is though (according to the article)

“The  subordination  expressed  in  these  texts  must  not  be  understood  in  an
ontological sense, as if the reality of God the Son were dependent on the reality
of God the Father. The Biblical idea of the subordination of God the Son to God
the Father belongs, not to the inner structure of divine reality, but rather to the
sphere of the accomplishment of the plan of salvation.” (Ibid)

In  other  words,  according  to  this  reasoning,  the  texts  that  depict  Christ  as
subordinate to the Father must not be understood to describe the ontological pre-
existent relationship of Christ to God, but apply rather to the Sonship role, adopted
by Christ, in order to fulfil the plan of redemption. Putting this another way; These
subordination texts must not be taken as though they are saying that the Son is
begotten  of  God  in  eternity,  but  instead  should  only  be  understood  as  having
application to His mediatorial role between God and fallen humanity. As the article
had previously concluded (after saying that monogenes does not contain the idea of
begetting, also that Hebrews 1:5 “gives no idea of physical or spiritual generation”)

“There is, therefore, no ground within the biblical understanding of the Godhead
for the idea of a generation of the Son from the Father.” (Ibid, page 125)

This is only another way of saying there is no Biblical evidence for believing Christ to
be begotten (brought  forth)  of  God:  therefore concluding there is  no evidence of
Christ truly being the divine Son of God. This is exactly the opposite of what was
believed by SDA’s for over 100 years – 71 of which was when Ellen White was alive.

Early SDA’s believed and taught that Christ really is the Son of God, begotten of God
in eternity. Today though, the SDA Church teaches that the Father-Son relationship,
as depicted in the Bible, is purely metaphorical. This is the major difference between
the  old  and  new  theology.  One  is  literal;  the  other  is  figurative  (symbolic  or
metaphorical). This difference has its roots in the contrast of thinking between the
antiochene perspective of interpreting Scripture, which was mainly literalistic, and the
Alexandrian  perspective,  which  was  very  much  allegorical.  This  though  goes  far
beyond the scope of this article so I will leave that one for the reader to explore.

A role-playing Father and Son

One of the ways that the ministry of the SDA Church have undertaken to explain why
the Bible describes God and Christ as a Father and a Son (in an effort to invalidate
the belief that Christ is begotten of God and is therefore truly the Son of God) is the
role-playing idea.  This  again  results  in  saying that  the latter  two terminologies  –
Father and Son - are only metaphorical.

In 1981, the year after the trinity doctrine was first voted in as part of the fundamental
beliefs of the SDA Church, a reader of the SDA publication These Times, asked an
interesting question. He began by saying

“I  am a  fledgling  Christian  and am mystified  by  the  doctrine  of  the  Trinity.”
(These Times, June 1st 1981, ‘Frank answers’)
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It is quite likely that many Christians, even those who are experienced in matters of a
spiritual  nature,  would  make  this  same  confession,  but  what  was  it  about  this
teaching that mystified this particular person? The reader asked

“To whom should I address my prayers?” (Ibid)

Pastor Holbrook, a contributing editor of These Times, replied 

“It may be inferred from the Scriptures that when the Godhead laid out the plan
of salvation at some point in eternity past, They also took certain positions or
roles to carry out the provisions of the plan.” (Ibid)

The reason why Holbrook was compelled to say  “It  may be inferred” is  because
nowhere in Scripture does it actually say such a thing.

In the Week of Prayer readings for 1996, which was read by countless thousands of
SDA’s and non-SDA’s throughout the world, its readers were encouraged to believe
that in eternity

“A plan of  salvation was encompassed in  the covenant  made by the Three
Persons of the Godhead, who possessed the attributes of Deity equally. In order
to eradicate sin and rebellion from the universe and to restore harmony and
peace, one of  the divine Beings accepted, and entered into,  the role of  the
Father,  another  the  role  of  the  Son.”  (Gordon  Jenson,  Adventist  Review,
October 31, 1996, Week of Prayer readings, ‘Jesus the Heavenly Intercessor’)

The person who wrote this was Pastor Gordon Jenson (1924-2017).  At the time of
its publication in 1996, he was President of Spicer Memorial College, Pune, India. He
had served the church for over 50 years. Here he says that in order to put into action
the plan of redemption, one divine being accepted the role of the Son, and another
the  role  of  the  Father.  Jenson  does  not  say  exactly when  this  role-playing  was
supposed to have begun but he does say the agreement to take on these roles was
before the outbreak of sin in Heaven. As he explained

“The remaining divine Being, the Holy Spirit, was also to participate in effecting
the plan of salvation. All of this took place before sin and rebellion transpired in
heaven ….As sin progressively developed in heaven and later, on earth, so the
plan to deal with it was progressively revealed—the divine Beings entered into
the roles they had agreed upon before the foundations of the world were laid
(see 1 Peter 1:20).” (Ibid)

In response to what was said by Gordon Jenson, an observation was made in the
Review and Herald (this was under the heading of More Than Role-playing). It was
sent in by email, and was signed by Herman J. Smit who was then the President of
the Greek Mission.  Smit  said (referring to Jenson’s remarks about  a role-playing
Godhead) 
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“That's like writing a dramatic theater play,  for  which some persons take on
specific roles and then, after the performance, change clothes and look as they
did  before  entering  the  dressing  rooms.”  (Herman J.  Smit,  President  Greek
Mission, Review and Herald, Adventist Review, December 26th 1996) 

This role-playing idea also came to the fore in a Sabbath School lesson study in
2008. In this study it said

“But imagine a situation in which the Being we have come to know as God the
Father came to die for us, and the One we have come to know as Jesus stayed
back in heaven (we are speaking in human terms to make a point). Nothing
would have changed,  except  that  we would have been calling Each by the
name we now use for the Other.  That is what equality in the Deity means.”
(Seventh-day Adventist Sabbath School Quarterly, page 19, Thursday April 10th

2008, ‘The Mystery of His Deity)

I  wonder how many SDA’s actually  realised what they were being led to believe
here? In this reasoning, which is only another way of promoting the role-playing idea,
the personal identity of each of the divine persons is completely lost. This is because
it is said that any one of the three divine persons could have taken on any of the
roles of Father, Son or Holy Spirit. It is also saying that whichever of these divine
persons came to earth, He would still be called the Son of God. If this were true, it
would mean there would be no such person who has the personal identity of the
divine Son of God. This reasoning also leaves us wondering as to who these divine
persons were before they took on these roles. Obviously they were not a father, son
and holy spirit. If they had been, they would not have needed to role-play these parts.

In the book The Trinity, Woodrow Whidden, in similar fashion, subscribes to this role-
playing idea.

“While the three divine persons are one,  They have taken different  roles or
positions  in  the  Godhead‘s  work  of  creation,  redemption,  and  the  loving
administration of the universe. The Father has assumed overall leadership, the
Son has subordinated Himself to the leadership of the Father, and the Spirit is
voluntarily subordinate to both the Father and the Son.”  (Woodrow Whidden,
The Trinity, page 243, ‘Why the Trinity is important – part 1‘)

This same type of role-playing reasoning can also be found in Max Hatton’s book
Understanding the Trinity.

“Because the Bible requires us to believe that God is a Trinity we can accept
that, for the purposes of the plan of redemption, the Father, the Son, and the
Holy Spirit decided in the Councils of the Godhead, to accept various positions
in conducting the plan. The Father accepted what we might call the position of
‘Managing-Architect’. Jesus accepted the position of ‘Mediator-Redeemer’ and
the  Holy  Spirit  accepted  the  position  of  ‘Comforter-Sanctifier’”  (Max  Hatton,
Understanding the Trinity, pages 76-77, 2001)

 22



We now need to take a look at a very importance admittance that was made in the
SDA publication  The Trinity. It really is the bottom line in this controversy over the
Godhead.

The bottom line of the controversy

The SDA Church today freely admits that there can be no compromise between the
old theology and the new theology. In other words, the admittance is made, by our
church,  that  the  two theologies  are  diametrically  opposed to  each other.  This  of
course is unmistakably true, and in the book The Trinity, this is duly recognised.

Jerry Moon PhD, one of the authors of  The Trinity, after saying that Erwin Gane’s
1960’s  thesis  on  the  history  of  the  SDA Church  and  its  Godhead  theology  had
revealed  that  “most  of  the  leading  SDA pioneers  were  non-Trinitarian  in  their
theology”, explained 

“More recently, a further question has arisen with increasing urgency: was the
pioneers’ belief about the Godhead right or wrong?  (Jerry Moon Ph.D., ‘The
Trinity’,  page  190,  ‘Trinity  and  Anti-Trinitarianism  in  Seventh-day  Adventist
History’)

This  really  is  a  very  important  question  –  and it  is  one that  needs very  serious
consideration.  Unfortunately  though,  Moon’s  use  of  the word  “pioneers’” is  very
misleading. This is because the old theology was not held only by a small group of
people we regard as our pioneers, but by SDA’s for around 100 years. This was far
beyond the time of the pioneers.

Moon  followed  on  by  saying  (and  this  really  is  the  bottom  line  of  the  present
Godhead controversy within our denomination)

“As one line of reasoning goes, either the pioneers were wrong and the present
church  is  right,  or  the  pioneers  were  right  and  the  present  Seventh-day
Adventist Church has apostatized from biblical truth.” (Ibid)

Jerry Moon’s reasoning is absolutely correct. If the explanations we have seen above
of our current denominational Godhead beliefs are Biblical, then the beliefs we have
discarded (the beliefs of early SDA’s) are not Biblical. Conversely, if the beliefs we
have  discarded  (the  beliefs  of  early  SDA’s)  are  Biblical,  then  it  can  only  be
concluded, as Jerry Moon admits,  “the present Seventh-day Adventist Church has
apostatized from biblical truth”. The only question that remains to be answered is
which way is  it?  You will  need to  answer  for  yourself  on that  one.  That  is  your
decision to make.

Regarding our denominational Godhead beliefs, this really does sum up our present
situation.  Both  sets  of  beliefs,  meaning  the  old  theology  (now discarded  by  our
denomination  as  false  doctrine),  and  the  new  theology  (our  present  Godhead
beliefs),  cannot  be correct.  This  is  because the two theologies are incompatible.
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Certainly the new theology is not a modification of the old. The differences cannot be
reconciled. They depict two entirely different concepts.

As has been said, this really is the bottom line of our present Godhead controversy -
and Jerry Moon recognises the seriousness of it. So too should every Seventh-day
Adventist. This is why every member of the SDA Church should regard this Godhead
debate  as  being  of  the  utmost  importance.  We need  to  understand  who  in  this
controversy is  right,  and who is  wrong.  This  should be of  vital  importance to  all
church members. After all, we are dealing here with the most important teaching of
the Scriptures. It is concerning the personal identity of Jesus, our Lord and Saviour.

In summary

In the Bible we are instructed to study the Scriptures so that we may show ourselves
“approved unto God”, workmen “that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the
word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15). We are also told to “Prove all things” and “hold fast
that which is good” (1 Thessalonians 5:21).  In the light of this, I would ask you, the
reader, two very important questions. 

First of all; what evidence could you provide, either from the Bible or the writings of
Ellen White, for believing that the terminologies of Father and  Son,  as applied in
Scripture to God and Christ, are only metaphors? Can you think of any?

Secondly; what evidence would you provide, either from the Bible or the writings of
Ellen White, for believing that prior to anything being created, three unnamed divine
beings entered into a council together, and decided that for the sake of all future
created beings, one divine being should role-play a father, another should role-play
the son of the father, while the other should role-play the part of a holy spirit? Does
anything come to mind?

I ask this because as we have seen in this article, this is exactly what is taught today
through our official publications. This is by our ministry, our theologians, and by our
church leadership etc. If you believe you can provide this evidence, please share it
with me. I would gladly read it. My email address is on the opening and the final
pages of this article.

If such evidence is lacking in both the Bible and the spirit of prophecy, then surely
these  metaphorical  and  role-playing  beliefs  are  nothing  more  than  intellectual
philosophy (philosophical speculation). This reminds me of a warning that was given
to SDA’s in the early 1900’s. This was in a booklet called Testimonies for the Church
Containing Messages of Warning and Instruction to Seventh-day Adventists. Ellen
White warned

“The  enemy  of  souls  has  sought  to  bring  in  the  supposition  that  a  great
reformation was to  take place among Seventh-day Adventists,  and that  this
reformation would consist in giving up the doctrines which stand as the pillars of
our faith, and engaging in a process of reorganization.” (Ellen G. White, Special
Testimonies Series B, No.2, Testimonies for the Church Containing Messages
of Warning and Instruction to Seventh-day Adventists’)
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There is no doubt that since the time of Ellen White’s ministry a “great reformation”
has taken place to the fundamental beliefs of the SDA Church. This concerns our
beliefs about both God and Christ – and to the best of my knowledge, our Godhead
beliefs are the only fundamental beliefs that since her time have changed.

So let’s reason together for a moment. Why would Satan suggest a reformation was
needed to our fundamental beliefs? Surely it would only be because these beliefs are
the truth. If they had been error, then why would he suggest they needed changing?
After  all,  he  is  the  great  deceiver.  He  delights  in  deception.  This  is  especially
deception regarding God and Christ. Ellen White continued

“Were this reformation to take place, what would result?—The principles of truth
that God in His wisdom has given to the remnant church would be discarded.
Our religion would be changed. The fundamental principles that have sustained
the work for the last fifty years would be accounted as error.” (Ibid)

Is not this what has happened regarding the changeover of our Godhead beliefs?
Has not  our  church  “discarded” what  was once considered a major  fundamental
belief? Is not this now “accounted as error” (not Biblical)? This is exactly what has
happened. It is even said to be “false doctrine”. God’s servant also warned

“A new organization would be established.  Books of  a  new order  would be
written.  A system of intellectual philosophy would be introduced. The founders
of this system would go into the cities and do a wonderful work. The Sabbath, of
course,  would be lightly  regarded,  as also the God who created it.  Nothing
would be allowed to stand in the way of the new movement. The leaders would
teach that virtue is better than vice, but God being removed, they would place
their  dependence on human power,  which,  without  God,  is  worthless.  Their
foundation would be built on the sand, and storm and tempest would sweep
away the structure.” (Ibid)

Ellen White then asked

“Who has authority to begin such a movement? We have our Bibles. We have
our experience, attested to by the miraculous working of the Holy Spirit.  We
have a truth that admits of no compromise. Shall we not repudiate everything
that is not in harmony with this truth? (Ibid)

Concerning the pre-existence of Jesus, Ellen White saw no problem with what was
being taught by early SDA’s. In fact as we have seen above (see pages 6 and 7), she
gave it her stamp of approval. She also said in the above testimony that we had “a
truth that admits of no compromise”. Ellen White therefore saw nothing wrong with
what were then, in the early 1900’s, our fundamental beliefs.

Did you notice that  she said that  if  this so-called ‘reformation’ did take place, “A
system of intellectual philosophy would be introduced”, also that this would take the
place of the truth that was being taught then by the SDA Church? As mentioned
above; if something is being taught that cannot be substantiated, either by the Bible
or the spirit of prophecy, is this not simply “intellectual philosophy”?
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One threat to the early Christian church came from a group of people known as the
Gnostics. These were the ‘intellectuals’ of that time. They did not deny what was
written in the Scriptures, and they did not hold to one doctrine of belief, but they were
those who, apart from anything else, supposedly possessed a knowledge of spiritual
things not obvious from a simple reading of the Scriptures. The Gnostics therefore
professed to have a hidden knowledge - a knowledge that was said to be beyond the
understanding  of  those  who  were  not  so  intellectually  enlightened.  This  secret
knowledge was often with respect to God and Christ. I wonder if Ellen White had the
intellectuals of her time in mind when she made the following observation

“The truths most plainly revealed in the Bible have been involved in doubt and
darkness by learned men, who, with a pretense of great wisdom, teach that the
Scriptures  have  a  mystical,  a  secret,  spiritual  meaning  not  apparent  in  the
language employed. These men are false teachers. It was to such a class that
Jesus declared: “Ye know not the Scriptures, neither the power of God.”  Mark
12:24.” (Ellen G. White, The Great Controversy, page 598, 1911)

She then went on to say

“The  language  of  the  Bible  should  be  explained  according  to  its  obvious
meaning, unless a symbol or figure is employed. Christ has given the promise:
“If any man will do His will, he shall know of the doctrine.”  John 7:17. If men
would but take the Bible as it reads, if there were no false teachers to mislead
and  confuse  their  minds,  a  work  would  be  accomplished  that  would  make
angels  glad  and  that  would  bring  into  the  fold  of  Christ  thousands  upon
thousands who are now wandering in error.” (Ibid)

This is  well  worth thinking about,  especially  in the light  of  the fact  that  the SDA
Church is teaching today that the terminologies of  Father and  Son,  as applied in
Scripture to God and Christ, should not be taken literally (not taken as it reads).

So where do you, the reader, stand? Will you take your stand with early SDA’s who
believed and taught that Christ really is the Son of God, also that God really is His
father, or will you take your stand with those who say that the terminologies of Father
and Son are only metaphors? The choice is yours. As Ellen White wrote in an article
called Study the Bible for Yourselves

“Jesus said to all,  Search for yourselves. Allow no one to be brains for you,
allow no one to do your thinking, your investigating, and your praying. This is
the instruction we need to take to heart today.  (Ellen G. White, Review and
Herald, September 11th 1894, ‘Study the Bible for Yourselves’)

May you prayerfully make your decision. God bless you as you do so.

Terry Hill

Email: terry_sda@blueyonder.co.uk

Proceed to part 2 - Doubting the Scriptures
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