
By Richard Rice

I once heard someone say you could outline the history of Christian 
thought by tracing the various interpretations of Romans down 
through the years. This certainly seems true if we recall the 

impact of Paul’s longest letter on the lives of M artin Luther, John 
Wesley and Karl Barth, to mention just a few. I suspect that biblical 
apocalyptic has played a similar role in Adventist history.

From their beginnings, as the commentaries 
of Uriah Smith and others show, Adventists 
have found in Daniel and Revelation a philoso
phy of history, a chronology of final events, and 
a mandate for our existence as a religious move
ment. More recently, a variety of Adventist 
scholars, including, among others, Roy Branson, 
Kendra Haloviak, John Paulien, Chuck Scriven, 
and Charles Teel, summon us to the ethical 
challenges they contain. By announcing the end 
of the present order, they expose the preten
sions of principalities and powers, and summon 
us to live as citizens of God’s kingdom, not the 
kingdoms of this world.

The cosmic struggle depicted in Revelation 
provided Ellen White with her most important 
theological concept. She employs the theme of 
the great controversy to interpret the essential 
elements of Christian faith, as well as the 
distinctive concerns of Adventists. She also 
applies it to the problem of evil.

According to the preface, one of her objec
tives in writing The Great Controversy, was to 
“present a satisfactory solution of the great 
problem of evil.”1 Our goal here is to examine 
the contours of Ellen White’s “theodicy.”12 What 
understanding of evil does she derive from bibli
cal apocalyptic? How does it compare to other 
types of theodicy? What questions does it raise?3

The Devil appears infrequently in contem
porary philosophical discussions of the problem 
of evil. Alvin Plantinga and, following him, 
Stephen T  Davis, describe the figure of Satan, 
the fallen angel Lucifer, as a potential explana
tion for natural evil.1 (The expression luciferous 
is that of Stephen Davis.) But their descriptions 
of Lucifer’s demonic activity are rather brief and 
incidental to the overall position they develop.

A recent discussion seeks to correct this 
lack of emphasis. In two lengthy books, G od a t 
W ar and Sa tan  and  the Problem o f  E v il, Gregory 
A. Boyd argues that a “warfare worldview”
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ov erco m es th e  sh o r tc o m in g s  o f  c lassica l th eo d ic ies .5 
B u t I sn o w  o f  n c  one  w h o  develops th e  idea m o re  
e x te n s iv e ly  th a n  E llen  W h ite .

An Overview of Ellen White's Theodicy
In  brief, E lle n  W h ite  in te rp re ts  evil w ith in  th e  fra m e 
w o rk  o f  a cosm ic  co n flic t in  w n ich  th e  f ig u re  o f  S a tan  
p lays a c e n tra l ro le . T h e  b a c k g ro u n d  o f  th e  con flic t is 
G o d ’s c rea tiv e  love an d  ins u ltim a te  re so lu tio n  w ill be 
th e  fu lfillm e n t of G o d ’s lo v in g  p u rp o se  fo r c rea tio n .

B ecause he  is in fin ite  love, G o d  c re a te d  b e in g s  w ith  
th e  cap a c ity  to  a p p rec ia te  h is c h a ra c te r  and  to  love h im  
free ly  in  r e tu rn .  T h is  ac tio n  invo lved  a risk , how ever, 
b ecause  c re a tu re s  w h o  a rc  free to  love a re  free  to  w ith 
h o ld  love and  re b e l a g a in s t th e ir  m aker. Sadly, th is  is 
w h a t h ap p en ed , and  th is  c re a m  re ly  re b e llio n  is th e  
cause  o f all su ffering . T h e  re b e llio n  is te m p o ra ry , h o w 
ever. E v e n tu a lly  s in  and  s in n e rs  w ill be e ra d ic a ted  and  
as a resen t o f  th is  “te r r ib le  e x p e r im e n t” w ith  evil no  
one  w ill ever aga in  q u e s tio n  G o d ’s love and  au th o rity . 
T h e  u n iv e rse  w ill be secu re  from  all fu r th e r  reb e llio n .

T h e  D ev il p lays a c e n tra l  ro le  in  e v e r v  p h a se  o f  
th is  scenario . A s EU en W h ite  d esc rib es  it, evil o r ig in a t
ed in  th e  u n iv e rse  so m e tim e  b efo re  th e  c rea tio n  o f  tine 
e a r th  w itn  th e  re b e llio n  o f  L ucifer, th e  h ig h e s t  c rea ted  
being . L ucifer w as th e  h e a d  o f  th e  an g e lic  h o s t  and  th e  
c o v e rin g  ch e ru b  w o o  se rv ec  in  th e  v e ry  p re se n c e  o f  
G od . G iv en  h is lo fty  p o s itio n  an d  g re a t  in te llig e n c e  he 
had  deep  in s ig h t  in to  th e  n a tu re  o f  G od .

Yet at som e p o in t in  tim e, Lucifer m ysteriously  began  
to  re se n t G o d ’s authority . H e n u rse d  his d issatisfaction  
un til he w as convinced th a t G o d  w as unfair, and  th en  
decided th a t he could no  lo n g e r serve G od. L ucifer also 
aroused  the susp ic ions o f  Ms fellow angels. H e  po rtrayed  
G od  as a ty ra n t  'unw orthy  c f  th e ir  lcy a lty  and  eventually  
persuaded  one-th irc. o f th e  heavenly  h o st tc  jo in  h in t in 
re jec ting  G o d ’s authority . W h e n  th e ir  opposition  ripened  
in to  open revolt, th ey  w ere cast ou t o f  heaven.

W ith  th is  expu lsion , th e  c e n tra l s tag e  in th is  cosm ic 
d ram a sh ifted  to  th is  ea rth , w h e re  S atan  so u g h t to  spread
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his rebe llion  by g e tt in g  A dam  and E ve to  re jec t G o d ’s 
so v e re ig n ty  G o d  endow ed hum ans w ith  essen tia lly  the  
sam e freedom  th e  angels enjoyed, fo rb id d in g  th em  to  eat 
from  “th e  tre e  o f  k n ow ledge  o f  good  and  evil.”6

S p eak in g  th ro u g h  th e  se rp e n t in E den , S atan  p e r
suaded  E ve— and  th ro u g h  her, A dam — to q uestion  
G o d ’s benevo lence and  to  eat th e  fo rb idden  fru it. W ith  
th is  ac t o f  d is lo y a lty  to  G od, h u m an s lo s t th e ir  sover
e ig n ty  over th e  e a r th  to  th e  D evil. Since th en , Satan  and  
his an g e ls  have been busy  w re a k in g  havoc on th e  ea rth .

So th e  D ev il is u ltim a te ly  re sp o n s ib le  fo r e v e ry 
th in g  th a t  th re a te n s  h u m a n  life and  w ell-b e in g . H e is 
th e  o r ig in a l so u rce  o f  all su ffe rin g — from  n a tu ra l 
d is a s te rs  an d  o rg a n ic  d iseases to  p e rso n a l sin  in all its  
m an ifes ta tio n s , in c lu d in g  p ride , se lf-indu lgence , cruelty , 
crim e, an d  w ar. B enea th  th e  v en e e r o f  h u m an  activ ity , 
th e  e ssen ce  o f  h is to ry  co n s is ts  in th e  con flic t b e tw een  
G o d  an d  S a tan  as th e y  p u rsu e  th e ir  c o n tra s t in g  ob jec
tiv es  fo r th e  e a r th  and  each a tte m p ts  to  c o u n te ra c t  and  
u n d e rm in e  th e  w o rk  o f  th e  o ther.

An obv ious q u e s tio n  is w h y  G o d  allow ed  th e  
D ev il to  p e rs is t  in h is reb e llio n . W h y  d id n ’t 
G o d  d e s tro y  h im , o r  a t le a s t p re v e n t h im  from  

h a rm in g  o th e r  c re a tu re s?  W h y  w as he  p e rm itte d  to  
e x te n d  h is reb e llio n , to  fo m e n t d issa tis fac tio n  a m o n g  
o th e r  ange ls , to  te m p t A d am  and  E ve  and  w reak  havoc 
on  th e  n ew ly  c rea ted  e a r th ?

T h is  q u e s tio n  b r in g s  us to  th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  
a sp e c t E lle n  W h ite ’s lu c ife ro u s th eo d icy — th e  idea o f  
an  o n lo o k in g  un iverse . A s she  conceives it, th is  e a r th  is 
an  a re n a  w h e re  G o d  an d  th e  D evil a re  v y ing , n o t  ju s t  
fo r th e  so u ls  o f  h u m a n  b e ings, b u t fo r th e  a lleg ian ce  o f  
th e  e n tire  u n iv erse . T h e  u n iv e rse  c o n ta in s  a g re a t  
n u m b e r  o f  m o ra l b e ings. T h e  un fa llen  a n g e ls  and  
in h a b ita n ts  o f  o th e r  w o rld s  a re  ca re fu lly  w a tc h in g  th e  
co n flic t b e tw e e n  g o o d  an d  evil in h u m an  h is to ry  in 
o rd e r  to  d e te rm in e  w h e th e r  o r  n o t  G o d  d ese rv es  th e ir  
c o m p le te  loyalty .

So L u c ife r’s re b e llio n  h ad  fa r - re a c h in g  c o n se 
q u en ces . H e  n o t  o n ly  su cceed ed  in  g e t t in g  m an y  o th 
e rs  to  jo in  h is  re v o lt , h is  c h a rg e s  a g a in s t G o d  h ad  a 
p o w e rfu l effec t on  th o s e  w h o  d id  n o t. T h o u g h  n o t 
o u tw a rd ly  reb e llio u s , th e y  h a rb o re d  l in g e r in g  d o u b ts  
a b o u t G o d ’s c h a ra c te r . P e rh a p s  L u c ife r  w as r ig h t ,  
th e y  w o n d e re d , a n d  G o d  re a lly  is a ty r a n t .  P e rh a p s  
th e y  w e re  s e rv in g  G o d  o n ly  b ecau se  th e y  d id n ’t k n o w  
a n y  b e tte r . P e rh a p s  h u m a n  m is e ry  w as th e  r e s u l t  o f

d iv in e  m ism a n a g e m e n t or, w o rse , d iv in e  c r u e l ty
E ven  th o u g h  L u c ife r’s d ire c t a s sa u lt  on  G o d  failed, 

he ach ieved  a v ic to ry  o f  s o r ts  anyw ay. H is accu sa tio n s 
p u t  G o d  in a b ind . I f  G o d  su m m a rily  d e s tro y e d  him , 
th is  w ou ld  co n firm  L u c ife r’s accusa tions. G o d  w o u ld  
th e n  ap p e a r to  be ju s t  w h a t L ucifer c la im ed  he w as, a 
d e sp o t w h o  keeps h is c re a tu re s  su b m issiv e  by  co n cea l
in g  his tru e  c h a ra c te r. So in s te a d  o f  d e s tro y in g  L ucifer, 
G o d  had  to  le t  h im  live. T h e  o n ly  w ay  to  re lieve  th e  
d o u b ts  o f  th e  o n lo o k in g  u n iv e rse  w as to  allow  th e  
p rin c ip le s  o f  reb e llio n  to  r ip en  u n til th e ir  se lf -d e s tru c 
tive  co n seq u en ces  w ere  c lea r fo r all to  see.

T h e  c e n tra l issue  in  th e  g re a t  co n tro v e rsy , th e n , is 
th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  G od , or, m o re  precisely , th e  c re a tu re ly  
p e rc e p tio n  o f  G od . T o  b r in g  th e  c o n tro v e rsy  to  an  end , 
G o d  m u s t n o t  o n ly  e ra d ic a te  evil, he  m u s t do  i t  in  a 
w ay th a t  is c lea rly  c o n s is te n t w ith  love. W h a t  th e  
o n lo o k in g  u n iv e rse  needs, th e n , is a v iv id  d isp lay  o f  th e  
n a tu re  o f  sin  and  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  G od.

W h e n  th e  h o s t  o f  u n fa llen  b e in g s  finally  sees th a t  
L u c ife r’s c h a rg e s  a re  u n fo u n d ed , th a t  G o d  is su p re m e ly  
lo v in g  and  w o r th y  o f  w o rsh ip , S a ta n ’s cause  w ill lose 
all its  sy m p a th iz e rs  an d  G o d  can  fina lly  d e s tro y  it. In  
o rd e r  to  p ro v id e  “an e te rn a l  basis  o f  secu rity ,” G o d  
gave S atan  tim e  to  develop  h is p rin c ip les , “th a t  th e y  
m ig h t be seen  by th e  h eaven ly  u n iv e rse .”7

T h e  plan  o f  salvation  rep re sen ts  G o d ’s response  to  
S a tan ’s charges. T h e  incarna tion  and th e  crucifixion o f 
G o d ’s ow n Son clearly  m anifest G o d ’s love and  show  th a t 
S a tan ’s charges aga in st G od  are  a lie. I t  is his dom inion  
th a t rests  on c ru e lty  and ty ranny. H is accusations aga in st 
G od  are  b u t th e  pro jection  o f  his ow n qualities.

F o r E llen  W h ite , th e  c ro ss  w as th e  tu r n in g  p o in t in 
th e  g re a t  con troversy , and  it b enefits  th e  e n tire  u n i
verse. B efore C h r is t’s dea th , S a ta n ’s d ecep tio n s w ere  so 
effective th a t  n o n e  o f  th e  c re a tu re s  fu lly  u n d e rs to o d  th e  
n a tu re  o f  h is rebe llion . B u t h is h o s til i ty  to  C h r is t  to re  
aw ay S a ta n ’s d isg u ise  and  revea led  h im  as a m u rd e re r.

W h e n  he shed  th e  b lood  o f  G o d ’s Son , “T h e  la s t 
link  o f  sy m p a th y  b e tw een  S a tan  and  th e  h eaven ly  
w o rld  w as b ro k e n .” So, “A ll heaven  tr iu m p h e d  in  th e  
S a v io u r’s v ic to ry . S a tan  w as defeated , and  k n ew  th a t  
h is k in g d o m  w as lo s t.” E v en  w ith  th is, how ever, th e  
o n lo o k in g  u n iv e rse  had  th in g s  to  le a rn , so th e  c o n tro 
v e rsy  co n tin u es . “T h e  a n g e ls  d id  n o t  even  th e n  u n d e r
s ta n d  all th a t  w as invo lved  in  th e  co n tro v e rsy .”8 A s 
h u m an  h is to ry  ru n s  it  co u rse , how ever, th e  n a tu re  o f  
reb e llio n  w ill be fu lly  u n d e rs to o d , an d  w h en  th a t  h a p 
pens, G o d  w ill e ra d ic a te  sin  forever. “S a tan  an d  all w h o



have joined him in rebellion will be cut off. Sin and sin
ners will perish, root and branch.”9

The concept of the great controversy thus explains 
the final judgment. It shows that the destruction of the 
wicked “is not an act of arbitrary power on the part of 
God,” “but the inevitable result of sin.” “The rejecters 
of His mercy reap that which they have sown.”10 The 
final judgment is not a display of divine vengeance, but 
the natural destiny of those who remove themselves 
from the source of all life.

God could not destroy Satan and his followers

nated in a historical fall from perfection, indeed, from 
the highest level of creaturely perfection. Another is 
the idea that sin is inexplicable and incomprehensible. 
“Sin is an intruder,” she asserts, “for whose presence no 
reason can be given. It is mysterious, unaccountable.”14 

We find a third Augustinian element in the value 
Ellen White places on creaturely freedom. A universe 
containing morally free beings, she maintains, is supe
rior to one without it. “God desires from all His crea
tures the service of love—homage that springs from an 
intelligent appreciation of His character. He takes no

One Augustinian element is the idea that evil originated in a historical fall from 
perfection, indeed, from the highest level of creaturely perfection.

when the controversy began without leaving doubts in 
the minds of the unlooking universe. But when the 
plan of redemption is complete, God’s character will be 
revealed to all created intelligences, and then “the 
extermination of sin will vindicate God’s love.”11

We have in Ellen White, then, an emphatically 
luciferous theodicy.12 The figure of the Devil is not just 
one feature in her response to the problem of evil, it is 
central to it. He instigated a conflict of cosmic propor
tions, and he bears final responsibility for all evil and 
suffering. He is to blame for all the ills we experience. 
At the same time, human suffering serves an important 
purpose: It contributes to the cosmic drama that will 
eventually vindicate the character of God and insure 
the eternal security of the universe.

What does the great controversy represent as a 
theodicy? How does this sweeping account of the 
world’s history compare to other responses to the 
problem of evil? To etch its contours a bit more 
sharply, it may be helpful to view it in relation to the 
familiar types of theodicy that John Hick develops.13

Ellen G. W hite’s Theodicy Compared
Ellen White’s views on evil resemble both Augustinian 
and Irenaean theodicies in certain ways. On the 
Augustinian side, she affirms the absurdity of sin and 
attributes its origin to the exercise of creaturely free
dom. On the Irenaean side, she places great emphasis 
on character development and construes evil as the 
occasion for a valuable learning experience.

One Augustinian element is the idea that evil origi-

www.spectrummagazine.org

pleasure in a forced allegiance, and to all He grants 
freedom of will.”15

There are also elements in Ellen White’s account 
that resemble John Hick’s “Irenaean” or “soul-making” 
theodicy. As she describes it, human beings were creat
ed sinless, but not mature. They needed a period of 
time to develop their characters and become every
thing they were meant to be. “God made [them] free 
moral agents, capable of appreciating ... His character 
and ... with full liberty to yield or to withhold obedi
ence.... Before they could be rendered eternally secure, 
their loyalty must be tested.”16

For Irenaean theodicy, according to Hick, the fall 
was inevitable. Instead of a catastrophic catapult from 
perfection to perdition, the fall was more like a learn
ing experience, an important step in growing toward 
maturity. As we have seen, Ellen White condemns sin 
as inexcusable and rejects the notion that God is in any 
way responsible for it. But she maintains that the fall of 
Adam and Eve was different from that of Lucifer. It 
was disastrous, but not quite as disastrous.

Lucifer enjoyed a full revelation of God’s character. He 
knew the full depth of God’s love and goodness, so his 
rebellion was irreversible. There was nothing God could 
do for him. But Adam and Eve did not know God in the 
same way. Furthermore, their picture of God was clouded 
by Satan’s deceptions. So for them there was hope. A fuller 
revelation of God’s love could win them back.17

Another Irenaean feature in Ellen White’s theodicy

THE PRO BLEM  OF EVIL 49

http://www.spectrummagazine.org


is th e  c o n tr ib u tio n  th a t  a c h a lle n g in g  e n v iro n m e n t can 
m ake  to  m o ra l d ev e lo p m e n t. F o r  h e r  as fo r Jo h n  H ick, 
c h a ra c te r  d e v e lo p m e n t w as e sse n tia l to  G o d ’s d e s ig n  
fo r h u m a n  b e in g s .18 T h o u g h  th e  fall w as n o t  in e v it
able, i t  r e s u lte d  in  an  e n v iro n m e n t th a t  w as benefic ia l 
to  m o ra l g ro w th . W h e n  A d am  a n d  E ve  y ie ld ed  to  
te m p ta tio n  h u m a n  n a tu re  w as d ep rav ed , and  th e y  
n eed ed  th e  d isc ip lin e  th a t  o n ly  h a rd sh ip  cou ld  p rov ide. 
F ille d  w ith  so r ro w s  as i t  is, th is  w o rld  is a “vale  o f  
so u l-m a k in g .” 19

E llen  W h ite  com es 
c lo se s t to  an Ire n a e an  
th eo d icy  w ith  h e r  v iew  
th a t  evil lead s to  b en efits  
th a t  w o u ld  n o t  o th e rw ise  
have been  rea lized . A n d  
th e  p r im a ry  b en efit 
invo lves th e  o n lo o k in g  
un iverse . A s a re s u lt  o f  
th e  g r e a t  co n tro v e rsy , she 
m a in ta in s , G o d ’s c re a tio n  
ach ieves c o m p le te  se c u ri
ty. O n ce  sin  has been  
tr ie d , and  ev e ry o n e  can  
see how  te r r ib le  it  is, G o d  
w ill d e s tro y  it  w ith  e v e ry 
o n e ’s app ro v a l, an d  no  
one  w ill ev er be foo lish  
e n o u g h  to  t r y  it  again .

A t th e  sam e tim e, 
how ever, she never says 
th a t evil is inev itab le— th a t 
in a un iverse  o f  m ora lly  
free c rea tu res , som eone is 
b o und  to  rebel so o n er o r 
later. N o r does she say th a t 
th e  n e t effect o f  evil is pos
itive, th a t th e  gains o u t
w eigh  th e  losses in the  
final analysis. I t  is n o t h e r 
view  th a t evil is som ehow  
“w o rth  it,” no  m a tte r  how  
bad it is. (She co n sis ten tly  
re fers to  it as a “te rrib le  
e x p e rim en t.”) N o r does 
she say th a t th e  un iverse  
could  n o t have achieved 
secu rity  in any  o th e r  way. 

A ll sh e  says is th a t  
th e  u n iv e rse  is im m u n e  to  re b e llio n  n o w  in a w ay  th a t  
it w as n o t before: T h e  p lan  o f  re d e m p tio n  “vindicateQs(] 
th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  G o d  b e fo re  th e  u n iv e rse .”20 A n d  “a 
te s te d  and  p ro v e d  c re a tio n  w ill n e v e r ag a in  be tu rn e d  
fro m  a lle g ia n c e  to  H im  w h o se  c h a r a c te r  h as  b een  
fu lly  m a n ife s te d  . . as f a th o m le s s  lo v e  a n d  in f in ite  
w isd o m .”21

E lle n  W h i te ’s th e o d ic y  a lso  d iffe rs  fro m  Ire n a e a n  
v e rs io n s  in se v e ra l im p o r ta n t  w ays. F o r  her, th e  fall 
w as n o t  in e v ita b le  a n d  G o d  is in no  se n se  re sp o n s ib le
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fo r sin . M o re o v e r, n o t  e v e ry o n e  w ill be  saved . T h e  
u n iv e rse  w ill e v e n tu a lly  be p o p u la te d  w ith  b e in g s  
w h o  se rv e  G o d  freely. B u t u n lik e  H ic k ’s a c c o u n t, th is  
is n o t  b ecau se  G o d  f in a lly  w in s  e v e ry o n e  over. I t  is 
b ec a u se  he  d e s tro y s  a ll o p p o s itio n . A s w e have  seen , 
he  can  do th is  w ith o u t  a ro u s in g  su sp ic io n  b ecau se  he 
w a its  u n til  th e  lo y a l fo llo w e rs  have  n o  s y m p a th y  le ft 
fo r re b e llio n .

L ike m o s t C h ris tia n  theod ic ies, E lle n  W h ite ’s co m 
b ines th e  n o tio n  o f  a fall th a t  o rig in a te s  in  c re a tu re ly  
freed o m  w ith  th e  idea th a t  evil c o n tr ib u te s  to  th e  
a c h iev em en t o f  s o m e th in g  good . W h a t  d is tin g u ish e s  
h e r  th eo d icy  is th e  w ay  she  seem s to  e x p a n d  th e  th re a t  
th a t  evil p o ses  to  th e  u n iv e rse  w h ile  n a r ro w in g  th e  
likelihood  o f  its  o ccu rren ce .

F o r m an y  theo d ic ies  it  is u n d e rs ta n d a b le , if  n o t 
excusab le , fo r evil to  a rise  in  a u n iv e rse  w h e re  th e re  is 
freedom . S o o n e r o r  la te r  reb e llio n  is b o u n d  to  o ccu r 
som ew here , and  m an y  peop le  th in k  it w as p a r t  o f  G o d ’s 
p lan  th a t  it  do  so. B u t th e  con seq u en ces o f  evil a re  
“m an ag eab le .” E ith e r  all evil is u ltim a te ly  redeem ed , o r 
th e re  is a t le a s t a g u a ra n te e d  p re p o n d e ra n c e  o f  g ood  
over evil.22

F o r E llen  W h ite , in  c o n tra s t, un iv e rsa l c a ta s tro p h e  
w as a rea l possib ility : conceivably, c rea tio n  cou ld  re je c t 
G o d ’s so v e re ig n ty  en tirely , jo in  in rebe llion , and  leave 
G o d ’s p lan s  in ta tte rs . I f  w e ask w h y  G o d  w o u ld  go  
ahead  an d  c rea te  in  th e  face o f  th is  possib ility , th e  
an sw er m ay  be th a t  th e  o rig in a l likelihood  o f  evil w as 
v e ry  sm all. G o d  c rea ted  b e in g s w ith  a cap ac ity  to  love, 
G o d  k n ew  th a t  th e y  could  rebel, b u t it  w as n e v e r G o d ’s 
p lan  th a t  th e y  ac tu a lly  w ou ld , and  G o d  did  e v e ry th in g  
he cou ld  to  p re v e n t it, s h o r t  o f  e lim in a tin g  freedom .

Ellen White and the Book of Revelation

E lle n  W h ite ’s lu c ife ro u s th eo d icy  ra ise s  a v a r ie ty  o f  
in te re s t in g  q u e s tio n s— biblical, h is to ric a l, and  p h ilo 
soph ical. O n e  o bv ious q u e s tio n  is th e  re la tio n  o f  h e r  
ap o ca ly p tic  v is io n  to  th e  v is io n  o f  th e  A pocalypse  
itself. F o r  b o th , h u m a n  h is to ry  is th e  s ta g e  fo r a 
d iv in e -d em o n ic  co n flic t o f  cosm ic p ro p o rtio n s . T h e  
final p h a se  o f  th is  s t ru g g le  w ill b r in g  h u m an  h is to ry  to  
an end  and  e s ta b lish  G o d ’s re ig n  on  th e  e a r th  forever. 
B u t E lle n  W h ite ’s in te rp re ta t io n  o f  th e  co n flic t d iffers 
fro m  th e  book  o f  R evela tion  in  som e in te re s t in g  w ays.

T o  th e  o r ig in a l re a d e rs  (h ea re rs )  o f  R evela tion , as 
to  th e  b ib lical co m m u n itie s  o f  fa ith  in  g e n e ra l, G o d ’s

v e ry  so v e re ig n ty  a p p ea rs  to  be a t stake. T h e ir  q u e s tio n  
w as w h e th e r  G o d  h as th e  p o w e r to  o v erco m e th e  evil 
fo rces th a t  d o m in a te  h u m a n  life an d  w re a k  havoc w ith  
G o d ’s people. T h e  b o o k ’s a n sw er is a re so u n d in g  Yes! 
G o d  w ill defea t h is foes in a c lim ac tic  b a ttle  an d  u tte r ly  
d e s tro y  th e m  in a lake o f  fire.

A  re la te d  q u e s tio n  is why, i f  G o d  h as th e  p o w e r 
to  d e s tro y  th e  w icked , he  d o e s n ’t g o  ah e a d  an d  do  it. 
H o w  m u ch  lo n g e r  can  he  to le ra te  th e  p e rs e c u tio n  
of h is  p e o p le ? 23 F o r  E lle n  W h ite , in  c o n tr a s t ,  th e  c r u 
cial q u e s tio n  is n o t  w h e th e r  o r  w h e n  G o d  w ill 
d e s tro y  th e  w icked , b u t  w h y  G o d  d e s tro y s  th e m  a t 
all. H o w  can  a G o d  o f  love e n d  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a n y  
o f  h is  c r e a tu re s ? 24

F ro m  E lle n  W h ite ’s p e rsp ec tiv e , th e re  is no  q u e s
tio n  th a t  G o d  is in fin ite ly  su p e r io r  to  h is  o p p o n en ts . 
S ince G o d ’s p o w e r is th e  u ltim a te  so u rce  o f  e v e ry  c re a 
tu r e ’s life, th e  fu n d a m e n ta l fo rce  th a t  u p h o ld s  e v e ry 
th in g , he cou ld  end  a n y o n e ’s e x is te n c e  in  an  in s ta n t.
F o r her, th e  fu n d a m e n ta l issue  o f  th e  g re a t  c o n tro v e rsy  
is n o t  G o d ’s p o w e r a t all, b u t G o d ’s c h a ra c te r , o r  m o re  
precisely , G o d ’s re p u ta tio n .

E llen  W h ite ’s re lu c ta n c e  to  a t tr ib u te  ju d g m e n t  to  
G o d  also  a p p ea rs  in  h e r  a c c o u n t o f  h u m an  su ffe rin g  a t 
th e  end  o f  tim e. A c c o rd in g  to  R eve la tion  16, a n g e ls  
s e n t from  G o d  p o u r  o u t th e ir  v ia ls  on  an  u n re p e n ta n t  
w o rld . B u t in h e r  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  th e  tim e  o f  tro u b le , 
E lle n  W h ite  a s se r ts  th a t  “S a tan  w ill th e n  p lu n g e  th e  
in h a b ita n ts  o f  th e  e a r th  in to  o n e  g re a t , final tro u b le .”25

Ellen W hites Cultural Context
I t  w o u ld  also  be in te re s t in g  to  e x p lo re  th e  re la tio n  
b e tw een  E lle n  W h ite ’s co n c e p t o f  th e  g re a t  c o n tro v e r
sy  and  th e  social an d  re lig io u s  e n v iro n m e n t in  w h ich  
she  lived  and  th o u g h t. W ith o u t  su g g e s tin g  d e riv a tio n , 
w e n o te  c e r ta in  s im ila ritie s  b e tw een  h e r  c o n c e rn s  and  
th o se  o f  o th e rs  in  h e r  tim e.

In  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  A m erica  th e  im ag e  o f  a 
v iv id , w e ll-p o p u la ted  sp ir itu a l re a lm  p layed  a p ro m i
n e n t ro le  in a n u m b e r  o f  e m e rg in g  re lig io u s  m ove
m en ts . F o r S p ir itu a lis ts , th e  dead  su rv iv e  as sp ir its  
w h o  so m e tim es  c o n ta c t th e  liv ing . F o r M o rm o n s , 
h u m a n s  e x is t  as s p ir it  b e in g s  be fo re  th e ir  life on  e a r th  
and  w ill c o n tin u e  th e ir  jo u rn e y  a fte r  d e a th  in  o th e r  
p a r ts  ot th e  u n iv erse . F o r C h ris tia n  S c ien tis ts , h u m a n s
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a re  e sse n tia lly  s p ir it  be ings; physica l e x is te n c e  is an 
illu sion . L ike m a n y  a ro u n d  her, th e n , E llen  W h ite  
be lieved  th a t  sp ir its  p o p u la te  th e  un iverse .

A s im ila r  in q u iry  in v o lv es  th e  c o n to u rs  o f  E lle n  
W h i te ’s S a ta n o lo g y , o r  d iab o lo g y . T h e r e  a re  som e 
s t r ik in g  s im ila r it ie s  b e tw e e n  h e r  v iew  o f  th e  D ev il 
a n d  th e  p o r t r a i t  o f  S a ta n  in  M il to n ’s Paradise Lost. In  
each  case , th e  D e v il is a m a g n if ic e n t b e in g  w ho, 
th o u g h  fa llen , r e ta in s  a g r e a t  d ea l o f  h is  o r ig in a l 
m a je s ty  a n d  in te llig e n c e , an d  w h o  is e n g a g e d  in a 
lo n g  s t r u g g le  to  d e fam e G o d ’s c h a ra c te r  a n d  u n d e r 

in  sp ite  o f  its  n e g lig ib le  p h ilo so p h ic a l in flu en ce , th e  
idea  d e se rv e s  c o n s id e ra tio n .

S om e e x am p les  o f  su ffe rin g  a re  o f  such  d u ra tio n , 
in ten sity , o r  m a g n itu d e  th a t  th e y  re q u ire  a cau se  o f  
su p e rh u m a n , indeed , n e a r-c o sm ic  p ro p o r tio n s  to  be 
re m o te ly  co m p reh en sib le . T h e  H o lo c a u s t has m ad e  th e  
idea o f  th e  D ev il p lau sib le  fo r m an y  in  th e  tw e n tie th  
cen tu ry . F o r re c e n t exam ples , w e have o n ly  to  th in k  o f  
th e  th o u sa n d s  w h o  p e rish e d  on  S e p te m b e r 11, e th n ic  
c le a n s in g  in th e  fo rm e r  Y ugoslav ia , th e  m a ssac re  o f  
m illio n s in R w an d a  and  o th e r  A frican  co u n tr ie s , and

If, indeed, God is love and the sufferings of this world are the 
consequences of abandoning God, it is hard to understand why it should take 

superior minds thousands of years to reach this conclusion.

m in e  G o d ’s a u th o r ity . J u s t  w h e re  h e r  p e rsp e c tiv e  fits  
in  th e  lo n g  h is to r y  o f  d iab o lica l im a g e s  is an  in q u iry  
fo r  a n o th e r  o cc a s io n /26

The Great Controversy as a Theodicy
F ro m  a p h ilo so p h ica l p e rsp ec tiv e , th e  c ru c ia l q u e s tio n s  
fo r a n y  p ro p o sa l c o n c e rn  its  p la u s ib ility  and  coherence. 
W h a t  h a p p e n s  w h en  w e app ly  th e se  c r ite r ia  to  E llen  
W h ite ’s lu c ife ro u s  th eo d icy ?

D o es  th e  g re a t  c o n tro v e rsy  c o n c e p t m ake sense  
to d ay ?  Is th e  u n iv e rse  p o p u la ted  w ith  in te llig e n t 
b e in g s?  A re  w e su r ro u n d e d  by  inv is ib le  p e rso n a litie s?  
In  th e  th in k in g  o f  m an y  peo p le  to d a y  th e  a n sw er is 
Yes. A n g e ls  have g ro w n  in p o p u la r ity  in re c e n t years. 
T h e y  have been  fe a tu re d  in  n a tio n a l n ew s m agazines, 
m a jo r  m o tio n  p ic tu re s , an d  n e tw o rk  te lev is io n  series.

M illio n s  o f  p eo p le  a lso  believe in th e  D evil. H e is a 
fa m ilia r  c h a ra c te r  in m ovies an d  novels. H e fig u res  
p ro m in e n tly  in  a w ide  ra n g e  o f  re lig io u s  p h en o m en a , 
e v o k in g  v a ried  resp o n ses , fro m  fear, rev u ls io n , and  
defiance  to  a d m ira tio n  and  even w o rsh ip . H e  has even 
m ad e  an  ap p e a ra n ce  in  p o p u la r  p sy ch o lo g y .27

In  c o n tr a s t ,  m o s t  p h ilo so p h ic a l t r e a tm e n ts  o f  evil 
to d a y  do  w ith o u t  th e  D ev il. In  h is  e x te n s iv e  w r it in g s  
o n  th e o d ic y  Jo h n  H ick  m akes n o  use  o f  th e  id ea  o f  a 
p re h u m a n  a n g e lic  fall o r  th e  n o tio n  th a t  th e  w o rld  is 
in  th e  g r ip  o f  d e m o n ic  p o w e rs .28 S im ilarly , in  h e r  
w r i t in g s  on  “h o r re n d o u s  ev ils ,” w h ich  sh e  ca lls  “th e  
d e e p e s t o f  re lig io u s  p ro b le m s ,” M a rily n  M c C o rd  
A d a m s d o es n o t  c o n s id e r  th e  f ig u re  o f  th e  D e v il.29 Y et

th e  c o n tin u in g  b lo o d sh ed  in th e  M id d le  E ast.
C o m in g  c lo se r to  hom e, w e can  all re c a ll in s ta n c e s  

o f  c ru e lty  and  v io lence  to  th o se  w e k n o w  and  ca re  
a b o u t th a t  c ry  o u t  fo r so m e s o r t  o f  cosm ic c o n d e m n a 
tion . C e r ta in  in s ta n c e s  o f  su ffe rin g  a re  such  th a t  w e 
c a n n o t b eg in  to  ac c o u n t fo r th e m  in  an y  p ro x im a te  
c o n te x t  o f  m ean in g . T h e ir  in sp ira tio n  m u s t  com e fro m  
s o m e th in g  o th e r  th a n  h u m an . T h e  D ev il p ro v id e s  a 
w ay  o f  c o m in g  to  te rm s  w ith  such  p h en o m en a . In d eed , 
g iven  th e  c u r re n t  s ta te  o f  h u m a n  affairs, a lu c ife ro u s 
th eo d icy  m ay  be so re ly  needed .

A p h ilo soph ica l p o s itio n  m u s t be c o h e re n t as w ell 
as p lausib le , and  th is  is w h e re  tw o  im p o r ta n t  
q u e s tio n s  ab o u t E llen  W h ite ’s th eo d icy  arise. 

T h e  f irs t c o n c e rn s  th e  D ev il’s re la tio n  to  G od . T h e  idea 
o f  a b e in g  w hose  re v o lt a g a in s t G o d  en g u lfs  th e  e n tire  
u n iv e rse  and  se rio u sly  th re a te n s  G o d ’s g o v e rn m e n t 
conflic ts w ith  tra d itio n a l v iew s o f  d iv ine  sovereign ty .

In  fact, it a lm o st looks like a v e rsio n  o f  dualism .
F o r o r th o d o x  C hristian ity , e v e ry th in g  ow es its  ex is ten ce  
to  G od , w ho  alone is a ll-pow erfu l and  se lf-ex is ten t.
G o d  b ro u g h t all c re a tu re s  in to  being, and  G o d ’s p o w er 
su s ta in s  th em  m o m e n t by  m o m en t.30 E llen  W h ite  
accep ts th is  concept. “A ll c rea ted  b e in g s live by  th e  w ill 
and  pow er o f  G o d ,” she asserts . “T h e y  a re  d e p e n d e n t 
rec ip ien ts  o f  th e  life o f  G o d .”31

B u t if  e v e ry th in g  ow es its  e x is te n c e  to  G od , w h y  
does th e  D evil en joy  such  en o rm o u s  p o w er in  th e  g re a t  
c o n tro v e rsy  schem e? H ow  cou ld  an y  c rea ted  b e in g



becom e a c red ib le  riv a l to  G od?  W h a t  w o u ld  in te llig e n t 
b e in g s  hope  to  gain  from  c o n te s t in g  G o d ’s su p rem acy  
if  th e y  k n ew  th a t  G o d  could  in s ta n tly  a n n ih ila te  th em ?

T h e re  m ay  be an  an sw e r to  th is  in  th e  c e n tra l issue  
o f  th e  g re a t  co n tro v e rsy , w h ich  c o n c e rn s  p e rc e p tio n  
ra th e r  th a n  pow er. T h e  c e n tra l  q u e s tio n  is n o t  w h e th e r  
G o d  w ill re ig n , b u t w h e th e r  G o d  d ese rv e s  to  re ig n .
T o  be p recise , i t  is w h e th e r  th e  c re a tu re s  p e rce iv e  th a t  
G o d  d e se rv e s  to  re ig n . T h is  b lu n ts  th e  fo rce  o f  th e  
d u a lis tic  o b jec tio n , b u t it  does so by  p la c in g  im m en se  
em p h asis  on  th e  n o tio n  o f  th e  o n lo o k in g  u n iv e rse—  
th e  pop u lace  o f  m o ra l b e in g s th a t  needs to  be con 
v in ced  th a t  G o d  fu lly  d ese rv e s  to  be G od . A n d  th is  
ra ise s  so m e q u e s tio n s  o f  its  ow n.

O ne is the  ve ry  possibility  o f  d is tru s tin g  G od. In the 
g re a t con troversy  scenario the  D evil accuses G od  o f  ty ran 
nical behavior. G od  provides evidence o f his tru e  m otives 
over th e  lo n g  c o u rse  o f  h u m an  h isto ry . G o d ’s c re a tu re s  
w eigh  th e  ev idence  and  co nclude  th a t  G o d  is w ho  he 
claim s to  be— a benevolent, lov ing  p a ren t w ho really cares 
for his children. W ith  this conclusion the  D evil loses his 
a rg u m en t and the  conflict is over— case closed.

B u t w h a t sh o u ld  w e m ake o f  th e  n o tio n  o f  “G o d  on 
t r ia l”? T h e  idea  o f  G o d ’s c re a tu re s  e v a lu a tin g  S a ta n ’s 
c h a rg e s  in  l ig h t  o f  th e  ev idence  and  co n c lu d in g  th a t 
G o d  is tru ly  b e n ev o len t a f te r  all is a d ifficu lt one. F o r 
one  th in g , it  c lea rly  p re su p p o ses  som e in d e p e n d e n t 
s ta n d a rd  o f  g o o d n ess  by  w hich  G o d  is ju d g e d , and  p eo 
ple w ill q u e s tio n  th is  fo r a n u m b e r o f  fam ilia r rea so n s .32

T h e  n o tio n  th a t G o d ’s c re a tu res  can in v estig a te  and  
com e to  a conclusion  ab o u t G o d ’s c h a ra c te r  is also  p ro b 
lem atic  g iven  G o d ’s o n to lo g ica l sta tus. T o  co n d u c t a 
re liab le  in v estig a tio n , w e m u s t be con fiden t th a t th e  evi
dence before  us has n o t been  ta m p ered  w ith . W e m u s t 
also  be co n fid en t th a t w e have th e  capac ity  to  w eigh  th e  
ev idence im p artia lly  and  reach  o u r ow n  conclusions. In  
o th e r  w ords, w e m u s t have confidence in th e  s tru c tu re  
o f  re a lity  and  in  o u r ow n  cogn itive  processes.

T h e  fact th a t  G o d  is c rea to r, how ever, m ean s th a t 
G o d  is involved  in ev e ry  a sp ec t o f  reality . T h e re  is evi
dence to  e x am in e  o n ly  because d iv ine  p o w er su s ta in s  it. 
O u r m in d s  w o rk  th e  w ay  th e y  do because G o d  has 
d e s ig n ed  th e m  th a t  way. A s a re su lt, ev e ry  claim  to  
k n o w  so m e th in g  im p lic itly  ex p re sse s  confidence in 
G od. I t  re s ts  on  th e  p re su p p o s itio n  th a t  G o d  is t r u s t 
w orthy . Y et th is  is p rec ise ly  w h a t is a t s take  in  th e  
g re a t  con troversy . I t  seem s, th en , th a t  w e c a n n o t d e te r 
m ine  if  G o d  is t r u s tw o r th y  un less w e a ssu m e th a t  G od  
is tru s tw o rth y . W e find  o u rse lv es b e g g in g  th e  q u estio n .

E ven  if  w e g r a n t  th e  p o ss ib ility  o f  im p a rtia lly  
in v e s tig a tin g  G o d ’s tru s tw o r th in e s s , w e have to  w o n 
d e r  ju s t  w h y  it takes th e  o n lo o k in g  u n iv e rse  so lo n g  to  
see th a t  sin  is se lf-d e s tru c tiv e  an d  th a t  G o d  d e se rv e s  to  
be G od . If, indeed , G o d  is love an d  th e  su ffe rin g s  o f  
th is  w o rld  a re  th e  co n seq u en ces  o f  a b a n d o n in g  G o d , it  
is h a rd  to  u n d e rs ta n d  w h y  it sh o u ld  tak e  su p e r io r  
m in d s  th o u sa n d s  o f  y e a rs  to  reach  th is  conc lu sion .
A fte r  all, h u m a n s  a re  su p p o sed  to  m ake th e ir  d ec is io n s 
fo r e te rn i ty  in fa r less tim e  an d  w ith  less in te llig en ce .

A  fu r th e r  q u e s tio n  ab o u t th e  c o h e ren ce  o f  th is  
lu c ife ro u s th e o d ic y  c o n c e rn s  its  c o n c e p t o f  a m o ra lly  
secu re  un iverse . A s E lle n  W h ite  d esc rib es  it, th e  g r e a t  
c o n tro v e rsy  b e g in s  in  L u c ife r’s u n w a r ra n te d  self
ex a lta tio n  and  ends w hen  th e  in h ab itan ts  o f  th e  un iverse  
a re  c o m p le te ly  loyal to  G od . So m uch  ev idence  accu
m u la te s  to  su p p o r t  th e  love o f  G o d  an d  ex p o se  th e  
a b su rd ity  o f  sin  th a t  no  re flec tiv e  c re a tu re  w ill ev er 
aga in  e n te r ta in  th e  idea o f  re b e llin g  a g a in s t G od .

B u t th is  ac c o u n t seem s to  sh ift th e  p re m ise  o f  
re b e llio n  fro m  p e rv e rs i ty  to  ig n o ra n c e . S in w as a b su rd  
to  b eg in . I t  o r ig in a te d  w ith  th e  one  p e rso n  in  th e  
u n iv e rse  w h o  h ad  th e  le a s t re a so n  to  rebe l, o n e  w ho  
k n ew  G o d  b e t te r  th a n  all o th e r  c re a tu re s . H is  sin  w as 
an  ac t o f  sh e e r  p e rv e rs ity . I t  defied  all th e  ev idence.

A s E lle n  W h ite  d esc rib es  th e  en d  o f  th e  conflic t, 
how ever, s in  seem s to  be a m a tte r  o f  ig n o ra n c e . N o  one  
w ill ev er sin  aga in  because  th e  accu m u la ted  ev idence  to  
s u p p o r t  G o d ’s c la im s is to o  g re a t. N ow, i f  L u c ife r 
cou ld  reb e l a g a in s t G o d  w ith  all th a t  he k n ew  o f  G o d ’s 
ch a ra c te r , ho w  can  w e be su re  th a t  in  fu tu re  ages no  
o th e r  b e in g  w ill do  th e  sam e? O n  th e  o th e r  h an d , if  
e n o u g h  ev idence  cou ld  p re v e n t so m eo n e  fro m  s in n in g , 
w h y  w as it  L ucifer, o f  all c re a tu re s , w h o  s ta r te d  it?

W e seem , th e n , to  face a d ilem m a. I f  s in  is a m a t
te r  of ig n o ra n c e , w e have a b asis  fo r co n fid en ce  in  th e  
u ltim a te  s e c u r ity  o f  th e  u n iv e rse , b u t  w e c a n n o t 
e x p la in  L u c ife r’s h eav en ly  rev o lt. O n  th e  o th e r  h an d , if  
s in  is e s se n tia lly  an  a c t o f  p e rv e rs ity , th e n  w e can 
id e n tify  L u c ife r’s re b e llio n , b u t  w e have  n o  g u a ra n te e  
th a t  som e o th e r  b e in g  w ill n o t  m ake  an  i r ra t io n a l , 
w h o lly  u n ju s tif ied , d ec is io n  to  reb e l a g a in s t G o d  in 
th e  fu tu re .

T h e se  q u e s tio n s  m ay  be n o th in g  m o re  th a n  p h ilo 
soph ica l qu ibb les, and  one  cou ld  re sp o n d  to  th e m  by  
in s is t in g  th a t  th e  g r e a t  c o n tro v e rsy  sh o u ld  be v iew ed
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as a sw eep in g  re lig io u s  sym bo l w h o se  n a r ra tiv e  p o w er 
fu n c tio n s  on  levels o f  e x p e rie n c e  th a t  p h ilo so p h y  is ill 
eq u ip p ed  to  h and le . A t th e  sam e tim e, im p o r ta n t  ideas 
alw ays in v ite  ca re fu l re flec tio n , and  th e  c o n cep t o f  th e  
g r e a t  c o n tro v e rsy  is one  o f  th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  ideas 
w e have. I h ope  th a t  th e se  c o m m e n ts  su p p o r t  th e  c o n 
v ic tio n  th a t  it  m e rits  se rio u s d iscussion .

The great controversy is a rich and provocative 
theme. It plays a central role in traditional 
Adventist thought, and it speaks to popular con

sciousness today for various reasons. Ever since 9/11 
people as prominent as the president of the United 
States have described international terrorists as “evil.” 
The recent holiday season brought the final cinematic 
installment of J. R. R. Tolkein’s epic fantasy, Lord of the 
Rings. So the struggle between good and evil is very 
much on people’s minds, both as a specter that haunts 
us and a spectacle that entertains us.

Consequently, th is m ay be an ideal tim e for A dventists 
to  say so m eth in g  to  the  la rg e r  w orld  on the  topic. W e 
have a lively sense o f  the  th re a t th a t evil represen ts. Evil is 
rea l and  evil is pow erfu l. B u t w e also  believe th a t  evil 
is te m p o ra ry , a n d  th is  is th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  th in g  w e 
have to  say: W h e n  G o d ’s k in g d o m  com es, th e  g re a t  
c o n tro v e rsy  w ill be over and  evil w ill com e to  an end.
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