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From its very inception, the Adventist church has claimed to be carrying the 
torch of Protestantism, fully sharing the Protestant Christian tradition. We 
trace our ancestry through Wesley, Luther, and the Waldenses, to the 
earliest Christian Church and to Jesus himself. Therefore Adventists dislike 
very much being classified among the cults on the fringes of Christianity. 
In the 1950s the church put forth a serious effort to refute once and for all 
the charge of "cultism” that had bothered us for some time. The dialogue 
with ''evangelicals” at that time may not have convinced them of the Ad­
ventist claim to be the unique inheritors of the Reformation; but it suc­
ceeded, at least to some degree, in defending the authenticity of our Chris­
tian heritage. The legitimacy of the church’s mission was recognized and the 
possibility of genuine dialogue with other Christians was established on a 
more solid foundation.

We Adventists see ourselves as reformers who, not quite satisfied with 
what the Reformation of the sixteenth century accomplished, wish to ex­
tend the spirit of the Reformation to its logical limits in order to prepare a 
people for the Second Coming of Christ. But reformers must keep in mind 
that they must remain inside the tradition while they wish to reform. Those 
who attack from outside are not reformers but invaders. In the zeal for re­
form, it can happen that a person or a group goes beyond the limits estab­
lished by the foundations for reform. It is indeed legitimate to carry out a 
reformation to its logical conclusions, but that must be done standing on the 
foundations originally set forth. If we wish to see ourselves as carrying out 
the Protestant Reformation, we Adventists must remain true to the axioms 
of that reformation. Otherwise, no claim can be made to be working from 
within.



It is no idle pastime, therefore, to review the axioms of the Reformation 
of the sixteenth century. Protestantism stands squarely on four affirmations: 
"Faith alone," "Grace alone," "Christ alone," "Scripture alone." These are 
the criteria by which Protestantism has historically been measured. Any of 
the four has veto power over any claim to belong to Protestant Christianity. 
In this essay I would like to concentrate on one of these criteria, because I 
believe that, while no Adventists would openly challenge any of these 
axioms today, in practice some are denying their Protestant heritage. There 
was a time when, in practice and even in theory, some Adventists stood in 
judgment under the axiom "Faith alone." But the battles over "righteous­
ness by faith" and "grace and law" are over; the ghost of the "Galatian 
heresy" has been laid to rest.

Today the church must face up to the challenge of "Scripture alone." 
This confrontation has become unavoidable because of the way in which 
some Adventists misuse the writings of Ellen G. White. I am convinced that 
Mrs. White herself would rise to the challenge if she knew of the role her 
writings are being forced to play in the church.

I

In order to put this challenge in perspective, we must first establish what 
"Scripture alone" meant as a basic axiom in the Reformation. And this in­
cludes understanding what "tradition" meant as that to which "Scripture 
alone" was opposed. It is easy on a superficial basis to dismiss the word 
"tradition" as non-Protestant, and to react negatively at the very mention of 
the term. But it has different meanings in different contexts. Some historical 
considerations, therefore, are in order.

First of all it must be said that until the time of the Renaissance no clear 
distinction had been made between Scripture and tradition/* the possibility 
that the two could be in tension had not been conceived. The early Christian 
fathers wrere aware of the existence of apostolic tradition in Holy Scripture 
and in oral form, but the matter was not a serious concern. From the fathers, 
the medieval Church inherited a theological understanding in which "sacred 
page" and "sacred doctrine" were seen as one indivisible whole. Either 
could serve equally well to establish truth, for the Scriptures meant what 
the Church believed. It was the Reformation that made it necessary to for­
mulate with some precision the relationship between Scripture and tradi­
tion. This was done by the Roman Catholic church when it formally defined 
the canon of Scripture for the first time at the Council of Trent.2

But tradition did not become a Catholic monopoly. The Reformers also
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used tradition and in turn created several variants. Some of these took a 
rather definite configuration when they were embedded in the Protestant 
Confessions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Melanchthon 
showed great concern for tradition and allowed it to play an important role 
in the formation of what he viewed as Protestant orthodoxy.3 When con­
troversies arose between Reformers, the legitimacy of a particular view was 
defended by appeals to the early Church. This clearly indicates that it is a 
misunderstanding to think that those who affirm the priority of Scripture 
thereby deny the value of tradition. "Scripture alone” is not in itself hostile 
to tradition. It cannot be. But it must be understood that in this context 
"tradition” means the form taken by the faith when it is expressed in terms 
of the ongoing cultural development of Western man. History conditions 
the expression of the Christian faith. And these various expressions are not 
only valid for their own time but may also play a legitimate role in inform­
ing future expressions of the faith.

In a different context, one could ask the question, "What is Scripture it­
self, if not a form of tradition?” By their appeals to Scripture, Protestants 
have correctly emphasized the exclusive authority of the original tradition: 
the body of information and teaching contained in the Old and the New 
Testaments. It is original and irreplaceable. The gospel reaches man today 
in the form of a history at the center of which is Jesus the Christ; and if that 
history is to serve as a guide to the lives of men today, not only the shaping 
of the original tradition but also the transmission of that tradition till this 
day must be given serious consideration.

At times it has been claimed that concentrating on "Scripture alone” 
gives undue weight to the letter of Scripture, without regard for the fact 
that before the written word there was the oral word. Biblical scholarship 
today is very much aware indeed of the historical priority of oral transmis­
sion carried on by living witnesses. Even the Reformers, when they spoke of 
"Scripture alone,” knew of the oral as well as the written transmission of 
the word.4 It is impossible to think that Christianity began with the New 
Testament. It cannot be repeated enough that the fundamental fact of reve­
lation is not a book. The New Testament is the deposit of previous preach­
ing; it is the result of revelation. The whole pattern of the New Testament 
makes clear that its origin was in oral tradition. In the middle of the second 
century, Papias spoke of the written gospels as second best to the oral re­
ports of the disciples of those who had been disciples of the Lord.5 The 
"word of the Lord” was originally the word of preaching and only sec­
ondarily the written word.
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At the time of the Reformation a controversy arose as to the nature and 
the function of the living word. At issue was the question of whether the 
word could transmit to believers more than mere conceptual information. 
There was no question that the word could give instruction, orders, exhorta­
tions, understanding. But could it transmit the Holy Spirit ? Could it trans­
mit grace? The Catholic hierarchy claimed that for the transmission of grace 
the sacraments were the only means. The Reformers challenged this, espe­
cially because the Church claimed a monopoly over the sacraments on the 
basis of apostolic succession. To the Reformers "Scripture alone" meant to 
oppose the claim that the living activity of grace, operative in the sacraments 
of the Church, was what gave the Roman hierarchy its authority. They were 
not denying the historical priority of oral tradition or setting up the written 
over the oral tradition. They were denying that the activity of grace operat­
ing through the sacraments gave the Church its authority. They found 
authority for themselves in the gospel, in the power of the word, so that 
even Scripture was to be submitted to the exclusive authority of the gospel. 
It was on this basis, for example, that Luther could judge the Epistle of 
James to be "a rather strawy epistle"6 in comparison to the more substantial 
letters of Paul; Christ is not in it with as resplendent a force as he is in Ro­
mans. This means that the authority of Holy Scripture rests, paradoxically, 
on the gospel — that is, essentially on the living, the spoken, word.7

It was only later (in the seventeenth century, when Protestantism experi­
enced a hardening of the arteries) that, in order to buttress itself against 
the advances of historical research on the biblical traditions, Protestant or­
thodoxy carved out the doctrine of verbal inspiration. But this timid at­
tempt to safeguard the word of God by freezing it in the words of a book, 
seen from today’s perspective, only serves as a further indication of the loss 
of vitality suffered with the passage of time. To be sure, verbal inspiration 
was a doctrine developed in order to defend the principle of Sola Scriptura. 
But defend this principle, it could not. In fact, it quite soon became a threat 
to it. Thus before historical science could affect the word of God, it finished 
with the doctrine of verbal inspiration.8 Protestantism thus returned to its 
historical position of not identifying the word of God with letters on a 
page, be these even the letters written by the hand of Paul himself on the 
original parchment that had his signature.

After these preliminary considerations it may now be understood clearly 
what the Reformers were denying when they affirmed "Scripture alone." 
They were not denying the fact of tradition, nor were they denying the im-



portance of tradition in either of the two contexts discussed above. Im­
plicitly they recognized the origin of Scripture in tradition, and explicitly 
they took recourse to the historical tradition of the faith. What they were 
denying was the right of tradition to set forth the meaning of Scripture. 
They were denying to tradition hermeneutical mastery over Scripture. They 
were defending the right of Scripture to be its own interpreter.

For Scripture to be the only source of revelation it must also be the only 
source for its own interpretation. When in his debates with representatives 
of the Roman hierarchy Luther insisted that he be proved wrong from 
Scripture, his opponents insisted that the fathers they were quoting were 
rightly interpreting the Scriptures. And there is where Luther planted his 
flag and refused to recant: he denied the authority of any tradition that sets 
itself up as the interpreter of Scripture. Historically speaking, it cannot be 
said that Luther’s appeal to Scripture was his desperate attempt to save face 
after all other foundations had crumbled under his feet.9 It was not the case 
that between 1517 and 1520 Luther suffered a collapse of authority and 
then as a last resort made his appeal to Scripture. Luther had been con­
strained by the Scriptures under the influence of his Augustinian teacher, 
Trutvetter, who had already used the "Scripture alone" principle, even if 
not in the same way Luther later employed it. It was because Luther was 
apprehended by Scripture and its power that he found himself free from all 
other authorities and was able to consider them as subordinate to Scripture.

Luther was the first one to make it clear that the question of the authority 
of Scripture in relation to other theological authorities is dependent on the 
question of the interpretation of Scripture. Although he was indeed defend­
ing the uniqueness of the word of God in Scripture, his appeal to "Scripture 
alone" was not primarily a battle cry to defend inspiration or revelation. 
Luther was denying that anybody or anything outside Scripture could ex­
ercise hermeneutical control over Scripture. He was determined to test the 
prevalent ecclesiastical attitude toward Scripture, which in effect was driv­
ing people’s attention away from Scripture and toward the authorized inter­
pretation of it. If the people are told that the meaning of Scripture can be 
gotten immediately from an authorized interpreter of Scripture, the in­
evitable result is the neglect of Scripture. It does not take long before the 
Scriptures are no longer able to speak with their own voice.

The Church buttressed its position by claiming that Scripture cannot be 
privately interpreted. It was generally agreed that the willful interpreta­
tion of Scripture by one individual was the root of heresy. One man’s inter­
pretation was the affirmation of one’s own will, and Luther as a monk had
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renounced his own will when he took monastic orders. Luther knew all this, 
of course; and the possibility that his theological battles were only a battle 
for the affirmation of his own self never ceased to torture him. But soon he 
became aware that the danger of individual interpretation was not avoided 
by acceptance of a traditional interpretation.

If one were to accept the interpretation of Saint Augustine, who guaran­
teed that Saint Augustine had not been guilty of individual interpretation ? 
Besides, even if one were to accept Saint Augustine’s interpretation as au­
thoritative, how could one be sure that he was not interpreting Saint Augus­
tine in his own individual way ? Luther insisted that the tradition could not 
guarantee the meaning of Scripture. Rather, Scripture was to exercise au­
thority over the meaning of the tradition. The only way to safeguard one­
self against Saint Augustine’s individual interpretation was to interpret 
Saint Augustine according to Scripture, and not Scripture according to Saint 
Augustine.

So if there is danger in individual interpretation of Scripture, the thing 
to do is to turn to the text of Scripture itself and not to other writings. It is 
only in Scripture that one may draw upon the Holy Spirit in order to judge 
all other commentaries, pagan or Christian.

What is at issue is the nature of Scripture itself. If Scripture is considered 
a difficult, strange, ancient, opaque book that lets itself be understood only 
stingily, then it might be argued that other lights are needed in order to 
throw light upon it for its treasures to become more easily accessible. In the 
process, however, these other lights will attract attention to themselves, since 
the nature of their light becomes important. But if Scripture is a true light 
itself, if it is lucid and transparent, then its light is what illumines every 
other source of light. Then the study of the text of Scripture itself becomes 
imperative because all others are to be judged on the basis of it.

“ Scripture alone’’ means that Scripture is its own only interpreter. It 
speaks for itself. It does not need to seek elsewhere for sources of under­
standing. The word of God is in Scripture. The Holy Spirit and grace are 
not an ecclesiastical monopoly. The word of God is the subject of Scripture 
and is illumined by it.

In the search for God’s word, all other sources are subordinate, and under 
the judgment of Scripture. For the study of Scripture all the tools of re­
search are to be used conscientiously and with the rigor the discipline de­
mands. But no preconceived ideas may be brought to Scripture in order to 
validate it, or to be validated by it. Methods of research may be brought to 
it, but Scripture must be allowed full control over its own meaning. It must



have full sway in its own interpretation. The interpreter must surrender all 
his own notions to the mind of Scripture so that the Holy Spirit may work.

Ill

There is no question that Ellen G. White stands squarely in agreement 
with this classic Protestant understanding of “Scripture alone.” Her appre­
ciation of the Scriptures as the only source of Christian access to the word of 
God is well documented throughout her writings. Her understanding that 
the Scriptures are their own best interpreter is amply demonstrated.10 It 
would be preposterous to suggest that she considered herself the one called 
upon to exercise hermeneutical control over Scripture. Never did she wish 
to become the one who stands over the word of God and judges it as to 
what it means. Her words in these matters are quite explicit. In no way did 
she envision becoming a distraction from the study of the word of God. She 
never claimed that her writings were a shortcut to the meaning of Scripture.

Thoughtful investigation and earnest, taxing study are required in order for this 
word to be understood. . . . The evidence of the truth of God’s word is in the word it­
self. Scripture is the key that unlocks scripture. The deep meaning of the truths of 
God’s word is unfolded to our minds by His Spirit.11

Mrs. White did not see herself as a guarantor of the meaning of Scripture, 
in this way drawing people away from Scripture to her own writings, where 
the meaning of Scripture, supposedly, could be obtained more easily. On 
the contrary, she insisted on the necessity to study the Bible, because only 
there are the treasures of God available. She said: “There are truths in the 
word which, like veins of precious ore, are hidden beneath the surface/ ’12 
“These Scriptures are a treasure-house of precious pearls, and all need 
them.’’13 “Precious treasure will be secured by those who study God’s Word 
with earnestness, for heavenly angels will direct the search.’’14

Anyone familiar with her writings knows Mrs. White’s position on the 
principle of “Scripture alone.’’ It is ironic, therefore, that her writings have 
come to be used by some as a means of drawing students away from the 
Scriptures and of establishing the meaning of a certain passage. “Scripture 
alone’’ demands, rather, that the meaning of the writings of Mrs. White be 
determined by the biblical word.

There is no shortage of people who feel that if Mrs. White has interpre­
ted a text of Scripture in a particular way, that is the only meaning of the 
text, and that anyone who interprets the text differently is thereby challeng­
ing the authority of Mrs. White. Nothing could be more contrary to her
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own spirit and practice, and nothing could paralyze Seventh-day Adventism 
more effectively. At no time did Mrs. White think that when she comment­
ed on a passage of Scripture she was declaring its meaning once and for all. 
This is clear from the fact that she gave different interpretations to the same 
passage on different occasions. An example of this practice is her interpre­
tation of the parable of the ten virgins (Matthew 25:1-13) : in Christ's Ob­
ject Lessons she interprets it in terms of the Second Coming of Christ;15 but 
in The Great Controversy she applies it to the period before the 1844 dis­
appointment, saying that it ‘‘illustrates the experience of the Adventist 
people.” 16 This indicates that as far as she was concerned the application of 
a passage of Scripture she had made at one time in no way was to be consid­
ered the only meaning of the passage.17

Mrs. White repeatedly encouraged students of the Scriptures to dig deep­
er in order to find further meaning. She promised that earnest students 
would be further illumined by the Holy Spirit and given a deeper view into 
the mysteries of God.

Those who dig beneath the surface discover the hidden gems of truth. The Holy 
Spirit is present with the earnest searcher. Its illumination shines upon the Word, 
stamping the truth upon the mind with a new, fresh importance. . . . The precious­
ness of truth is realized as never before. A new, heavenly light shines upon the Word, 
illuminating it as though every letter were tinged in gold. God Himself has spoken to 
the mind and heart, making the Word spirit and life.18

The worship of the living God is to be continually assisted by an ear that is 
open to the words "Holy, Holy, Holy,” when these are spoken in a new 
voice. The Scriptures themselves already said it well: ‘‘Every scribe who has 
been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like a householder who brings 
out of his treasure what is new and what is old” (Matthew 13:52). This 
means that there can be no conflict between what Mrs. White may have 
brought out of a passage of Scripture in her time and what an earnest stu­
dent of the Scriptures may bring out today. And if with the tools of scholar­
ly research a biblical student establishes the meaning of a passage of Scrip­
ture in its original setting, he is in no way contradicting or challenging the 
meaning that Mrs. White may have given to the same passage. Nor was 
Mrs. White contradicting herself when she gave a second meaning to a 
passage of Scripture by considering it from a different perspective.

IV

It is imperative for the church that wishes to carry the Protestant Refor­
mation to its logical limits to strictly enforce in its practice the principle of
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"Scripture alone." The Adventist church must therefore insist that Mrs. 
White is to play the legitimate role for which she was called of God. She 
was not called to draw people away from an earnest study of the Scriptures, 
or to offer herself as a shortcut to its meaning. Rather she was a witness to 
the necessity of earnest and prayerful Bible study so that new meaning, new 
veins of precious ore, may be tapped to the glory of God. She is in no way to 
be considered the guarantor of the meaning of Scripture that makes all fur­
ther searching unnecessary, and that exercises hermeneutical control over 
the Bible. No book, in either black covers or red covers, can control the 
word of God.

The Holy Spirit is still active to energize the mind and the heart of one 
who diligently searches the mysteries of God’s word. The Spirit alone can 
guide a man to the presence of the Eternal. As Mrs. White herself said it: 
"Only by the aid of the divine Teacher can we understand the truths of 
God’s Word.’’19
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