
26 In a letter officially approved by Mrs. White, her son wrote: "Mother has never 
claimed to be an authority on history. The things which she has written out, are 
descriptions of flash-light 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 rela­
tion 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." (Arthur White, Ellen G. 
White as an Historian, appendix, p. 4 .)

The “Spirit of Prophecy”

RICHARD B. LEW IS

W hile I was a book editor at the Pacific Press, I eliminated from manu­
scripts the expression Spirit o f Prophecy as applied to Ellen G. W hite or to 
her writings, and I continue to refrain from this usage in all personal dis­
course. Here are the reasons.

The expression commonly used to mean the writings of Ellen White, as 
in "W e study the Bible and the Spirit of Prophecy," is a logical anomaly in 
that the words for cause or source are used for the result. That is, the Spirit 
of Prophecy, the Holy Spirit, which inspires prophetic utterance, is not the 
books; it is the cause or source of the books. At times we err in associating 
the expression with Ellen White as a person. Obviously Ellen W hite was 
not the Spirit of Prophecy but was inspired by it.

Again, the expression "Bible and writings of the Spirit of Prophecy" is 
ambiguous and confusing, because the Spirit of Prophecy, the Holy Spirit 
which inspires the prophet, did not confine this animation to Ellen White 
alone but included Moses, Malachi, John, and all the rest. Thus, the writ­
ings of the Spirit of Prophecy include the Bible and the works of Ellen 
W hite —  in short, the literary products of all inspired writers.

If we are after precision of expression, we must use the term Spirit of 
Prophecy to refer to the Holy Spirit or, by a sort of metonymy, to the Spirit-



inspired writings —  all of them. The only precise and clear way to refer to 
the writings of Ellen White is simply to say "the writings of Ellen W hite" 
—  "I  read the Bible and the writings of Ellen W hite" or "My ideas of re­
ligion come from the Bible and Ellen W hite."

It is true that Ellen White herself applied the term Spirit o f Prophecy 
to her writings, that is, to some of them —  specifically to the four volumes 
that were an enlargement of the original four volumes of Spiritual Gifts 
and that ultimately became the Conflict of the Ages series. But this title was 
of editorial origin, the same as were Messages to Young People and The 
Triumph o f God’s Love, book titles that Ellen White never saw. It is now 
evident that the Spirit o f Prophecy title was a poor choice. It is fortunate 
that the volumes, though available in facsimile, are no longer in general 
circulation. [ find no example of Ellen W hite’s use of the term for her writ­
ings except as just mentioned.

In addition to the reasons which have been given, there is another, more 
powerful reason why the title was unfortunate as applied to the old four- 
volume set, and doubly unfortunate as applied to all the writings of Ellen 
White. This stronger reason lies in the opening we thus give adversaries for 
accusation of, at best, verbal trickery and, at worst, theological chicanery.

Consider the following sequence:
Revelation 14:12: "Here is the patience of the saints: here are they that 

keep the commandments of God and the faith of Jesus."
Revelation 12:17: "And the dragon was wroth with the woman, and 

w.ent to make war with the remnant of her seed, which keep the command­
ments of God and have the testimony o f Jesus Christ.” Here we have a 
"last event’ which ends one of the prophetic cycles of the Book of Revela­
tion and coincides with the similar passage in chapter 14 quoted above. The 
expression "testimony of Jesus," coupled with "keep the commandments," 
is obviously parallel to "faith of Jesus." But what does "faith of Jesus" or 
"testimony of Jesus" mean?

Revelation 19:10: "I  am thy fellow servant, and of thy brethren that 
have the testimony o f Jesus; . . .  for the testimony o f Jesus is the spirit o f 
prophecy”

How much more clearly could it be said ? The testimony of Jesus is the 
spirit of prophecy. Who, then, are the remnant people of God ? Why, those 
who have the spirit of prophecy. W ho have this ? The Adventists, of course, 
in the persen of Ellen G. White.

Now let the adversaries have a word.
Again, the Adventists use a specious exegesis to prove themselves the
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remnant people of God. By use of the so-called Authorized Version of 
Revelation (12 :17 ; 14:12; 19:10) they equate the term "remnant" to 
"have the testimony of Jesus" and the latter term to "spirit of prophecy," 
claiming not only ( l )  that their "prophet," Ellen White, is here proved 
indeed to be a prophet but also, by a question-begging circularity, (2 ) that 
here is the proof that the Adventists are the remnant people. To crown the 
trickery, they show how they have long referred to the writings of their 
revered leader as in verity the spirit of prophecy.

How wrong they are can be exposed in a moment by reading the key 
texts in other, more modern translations.

Revelation 14:12: (New English Bible) "in keeping God’s commands 
and remaining loyal to Jesus."

Revelation 12:11: (Revised Standard Version) "who keep the command­
ments of God and bear testimony to Jesus;" (Phillips) "who keep the com­
mandments of God and bear their witness to Jesus."

Revelation 19:10: (Phillips) "This witness to Jesus inspires all prohecy;" 
(New English Bible) "Those who bear testimony to Jesus are inspired like 
the prophets;" (Weymouth) "For the truth revealed by Jesus is the inspira­
tion of all prophecy."

If adversaries were to enunciate such a statement —  as far as I know, no 
one has —  they would by no means have a perfect case. But they would 
have shown the precariousness of a theological argument based on the term 
"spirit of prophecy."

If the translations of these Revelation passages refer to an attitude toward 
Jesus and the gospel, no reference to a modern prophet is implied. If the 
term "spirit of prophecy" refers to the agency of the Holy Spirit in instruct­
ing the prophets, no exclusive reference to a modern prophet is implied.

The application of the term "spirit of prophecy" to the writings of Ellen 
White is an intruding habit that has no bearing whatever on the identifica­
tion of a "remnant." That is, assuming that the "remnant" has the "spirit 
of prophecy" in the sense of a modern prophet, only our own post facto 
application of the term "spirit of prophecy" to the writings of Ellen White 
is available for identification —  and that is no reason at all.

Precise use of terms —  Spirit o f Prophecy to mean the Holy Spirit or the 
prophecies which the Spirit inspires, all of them; Ellen White to mean 
Ellen W hite; testimonies or writings of Ellen White to mean any of her 
writings obviously intended for counsel to the church or its members —  
would improve communication with Adventists and others alike. College 
courses might be entitled "Writings of Ellen W hite" or "Testimonies to
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the Church,” rather than "G ift of Prophecy” or "Spirit of Prophecy,” un­
less the latter terms referred to courses dealing with the prophetic gift to 
the church throughout the ages, in some proportional fashion. In conversa­
tion and in the pulpit, the speaker should say, "Ellen White says —  ” or 
"W e read from Ellen White —  ”

I believe that the terms I recommend come naturally from a realistic as­
sessment of Ellen W hite’s work and place. She received messages from God 
in the same manner as did the ancient prophets. Presumably God commu­
nicated to her, by the prescribed methods, messages as true and as divine as 
those he communicated to the biblical prophets. As a human being at first 
quite uneducated, Ellen White wrote out the messages as best she could, 
but with no more infallibility than that exhibited by the biblical writers. 
She was a person, a minister, no more nor less perfect or infallible than 
Elijah or Peter.

W e rely on the Holy Spirit to teach us truth from all the sacred writings. 
W e must have a consuming desire for truth and a willingness to forfeit ev­
ery personal desire in order to find it if we are to read any of the inspired 
writings accurately.
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