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“It Was Not Taught Me by Man”| BY DONALD E. CASEBOLT
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I
n the Harmon family’s 1822 version of the King 
James Bible, teenage Ellen Harmon read the 
pseudepigraphal1 book of 2 Esdras. It was a book 
of special significance to the early Millerites, be-

cause it contained prophecies about the end of the world. 

It was suffused with the question of Daniel 8:14—“How 

Long” is the “little horn” going to be allowed to desecrate 

the Sanctuary and host? When is the hour of judgment? 

For example, in vision three, (2 Esdras 8:63), one reads, 

“Question nine: Despite signs already given, what will be 

the time of judgment?”2

Multiple verses from 2 Esdras color Ellen Harmon’s de-

scriptions of heaven in her first vision in 1844, and her 

Sabbath vision. In 1847, the newly married James White, 

having read the same pseudepigraphal and Apocryphal 

books, and familiar with Ellen Harmon’s reading and 

writing habits, annotated seventy-seven “scripture” refer-

ences when he republished these two visions.3 From this 

we learn that Ellen Harmon’s incorporation of outside 

historical and theological material did not begin late in 

her career with Protestant historians, as one might gath-

er from reading revisionist Seventh-day Adventist histo-

rians such as Donald McAdams,4 William Peterson, and 

Walter Rae.5 Ellen Harmon’s incorporation of material 

she claimed was “not taught me by man” began with her 

first vision in December 1844, continued throughout her 

career,6 and exploded in her expansive use of Protestant 

historians and theologians in her Desire of Ages and Great 
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Controversy works.7 Why and how could this be?
Not long after the publication of her visions 

by James in May of 1847, Ellen wrote to Joseph 
Bates, and concluded her explanations about 
her Midnight Cry vision of December 1844 and 
the Bridegroom vision of February 1845, saying, 
“I know the light I received came from God, it 
was not taught me by man. I knew not how to 
write so that others could read it till God gave 
me my visions.”8

James White, in his May 30, 1847, A Word to 
the “Little Flock,” like Ellen White, had been ada-
mant that the information from Ellen White’s 
visions was not via “previous teaching or study,” 
i.e., merely mortal; it came without human 
mediation directly from God. He felt certain 
that she did not “‘obtain the sentiments’ of 
her visions ‘from previous teaching or study.’”9 
Yet Joseph Bates, even after seeing Ellen Harmon in 
a visionary trance several times, in which supernatural, 

miraculous phenomena were displayed, remained con-
vinced that the factual content of her visions 
was determined by “themes in which she is most 
deeply interested,” from which she obtained 
“sentiments [which], in the main, are obtained 
from previous teaching, or study.” Here James is 
quoting from Joseph Bates’ original evaluation 
of Ellen Harmon:

I cannot endorse sister Ellen’s visions as 
being of divine inspiration, as you [James 
White] and she think them to be; yet I 
do not suspect the least shade of dishon-
esty in either of you in this matter. . . . 
I admit the possibility of my being mis-
taken. I think that what she and you regard as 
visions from the Lord, are only religious reveries, 
in which her imagination runs without control 
upon themes in which she is most deeply interest-
ed. While so absorbed in these reveries, she is lost 
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to every thing around her. . . . Religion is her 
theme, and her reveries are religious. In 
either case, the sentiments, in the main, are 
obtained from previous teaching, or study. I do 
not by any means think her visions are 
like some from the devil.10

Despite Ellen Harmon’s self-perception, Jo-
seph Bates’ contrary view of her was correct. In 
her first vision, she paraphrased from 2 Esdras, 
to describe the heavenly geography that she 
“saw.” Second Esdras had been in the Vulgate 
Bible, the Latin translation of the Bible by Saint 
Jerome, for hundreds of years, when the trans-
lators of the King James Bible translated it. An 
English version of 2 Esdras (sometimes entitled 
4 Esdras in the Vulgate) was included in the 
1611 KJV. This practice lasted for over two 
hundred years, including its inclusion in the 
1822 version of Ellen Harmon’s family Bible. 

Neither James White, Ellen Harmon, nor 
many other ex-Millerites made a rigorous dis-
tinction between canonical books, pseudepi-
graphal books, and Apocryphal books. In fact, 
just as they concluded that Daniel and Reve-
lation contained predictions concerning 508; 
538; 1798; August 11, 1840;11 1843; October 
22, 1844; the Papacy; and the USA, Adventist 
enthusiasts of 2 Esdras used it to predict spe-
cific American political events, with much the 
same success.12 Over the years there has been 
some confusion in the nomenclature of these 
three genres of books. Thus, for purposes of 

this essay, Old Testament canonical books are 
defined as those currently accepted in the Old 
Testament (OT) Protestant Bible; the Apoc-
ryphal books are defined as deuterocanonical 
books accepted in the OT Catholic Bible (in 
addition to those in the Protestant OT); the 
pseudepigraphal books are defined as those 
which are in the canons of other Christian 
churches but not in either the Protestant or 
Catholic canons. The main pseudepigraphal 
book that we will be referring to is 2 Esdras, 
which had been in many Vulgate manuscripts 
of the Bible, but was ruled non-biblical after 
the Council of Trent by Pope Clement VIII in 
the sixteenth century. 

Ellen Harmon was a voracious reader of her 
family’s KJV and eager to prove that her 1844 
vision was biblically supported. Her audience 
requested evidence that what she “saw” was 
consistent with the Bible. Originally, she 
preached about her vision orally. But she was 
keen for the wider dissemination and publicity 
that publication would provide. Thus, shortly 
after their marriage in August of 1846, when 
Ellen White tasked James White with re-issuing 
her visions, he explained, “By the request of 
friends, it [her first vision] is republished in 
this little work, with scripture references, for 
the benefit of the little flock.”13 His operational 
definition of “scripture” included both 
Apocryphal and pseudepigraphal writings. 
James merely observed and documented Ellen 
Harmon’s pseudepigraphal and Apocryphal 

The Harmon family Bible–the Big Bible–looked 
very similar to this one when it was first 

purchased. Both copies were bound by Nathan 
Sawyer in Portland, Maine.
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sources. Thus, he provided seventy-seven cross-
references, approximately ten percent of which were 
from pseudepigraphal or apocryphal writings.14 Ronald 
Graybill located a seventy-eighth instance that James 
White missed.15 James White’s guileless inclusion of these 
writings might have been unsophisticated, but it simply 
did not occur to him [or Ellen] to differentiate. They 
shared this common definition of “scripture” in dialogue 
with her readers. Her reading of the “scripture” included 
2 Esdras, Wisdom of Solomon, and multiple other 
uninspired, non-canonical books printed in the Harmon 
family Bible.16 Just as Ellen Harmon had studied and been 
suffused with the “sentiments” of Matthew, Ezekiel, John, 
Isaiah, Luke, and Revelation, she had studied and been 
submersed in the apocalyptic “sentiments” of 2 Esdras. 
One only needs to compare Ellen White’s “scripture”-
jammed first vision with the writings of S.S. Snow, Joshua 
Himes, and Eli Jacobs,17 to see how much it had become 
normative practice to make a Second Coming argument 
largely consisting of uninterrupted column-inches of 
scriptural quotations and citations. 

In 2002, Denis Fortin wrote a scholarly analysis of El-
len White’s use of 2 Esdras and the Wisdom of Solomon 
for the Adventist Review.18 He analyzed the seven “scripture” 
references documented by James White and concluded 
that there are “clear similarities in wording in three cases; 
the other four references are more elusive.”19 

Let us examine one case of the four which Fortin charac-
terized as demonstrating “clear similarities in wording.”20 

Thus, Ellen is seeing in her vision a unique combination 
of three items she’d previously read in 2 Esdras: (seven 
mountains; roses and lilies; and little ones/children). She 
combines these three themes in a tender evocation of lit-
tle children plucking the roses and lilies. In addition, she 
adds elements from William Foy’s vision to 2 Esdras. Foy 
saw “an innumerable multitude,” of little beings, the “size of 
children ten years of age”;21 while Ellen Harmon as well 
saw “an innumerable company of little ones” who may “use 
their little wings and fly to the top of the mountains, and 
pluck the never fading flowers.”22 

The seven mountains that Esdras and Ellen Harmon 
saw occurred in other apocalyptic literature. Enoch23 was 
the pseudepigraphal author whom Ellen Harmon report-
ed seeing on another planet. Ostensibly, Enoch also saw 
seven mountains in his visions of the heavens. In 1 Enoch 
18:6–10, Enoch sees seven mountains made of specific 
precious stones: “But the middle one [of which] reached 
up to heaven, like the throne of God, of alabaster, and 
the summit of the throne of sapphire.” Another element 
that Ellen Harmon’s first vision, 2 Esdras, and 1 Enoch all 
have in common is that, in the immediate context of these 
seven mountains, all three seers describe various types of 
lovely trees near the seven mountains, as well as the Tree 
of Life. Second Esdras 2:18–19 states, “I have sanctified 
and prepared for you twelve trees loaded with different 
fruits.”24 In 1 Enoch 24:1–225 (below) there is another ex-
ample of the significance of the “midst” with reference to 
the seven mountains. The throne of God or the Temple 
of God, the Shekinah presence, is in Enoch and in Har-
mon located in “the midst of seven mountains.” 

1. I went from thence to another place, and saw a 
mountain of fire flashing both by day and night. I 
proceeded towards it; and perceived seven splen-
did mountains, which were all different from 
each other.
2. Their stones were brilliant and beautiful; 
all were brilliant and splendid to behold; and 
beautiful was their surface. Three mountains 
were towards the east, and strengthened by being 
placed one upon another; and three were towards 
the south, strengthened in a similar manner. 
There were likewise deep valleys, which did not 
approach each other. And the seventh mountain 
was in the midst of them. In length they all 

Ellen Harmon’s First Vision 2 Esdras 2:19

About the 
Temple were “seven 
other mountains; on 
which grew roses and 
lilies, and I saw the 
little ones climb, or 
if they chose, use 
their little wings 
and fly to the top 
of the mountains, and 
pluck the never 
fading flowers.”

“Fountains 
flowing with 
milk and honey, 
and seven mighty 
mountains, 
whereupon there 
grow roses and lilies, 
whereby I will fill 
thy children with 
joy.
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resembled the seat of a throne, and odoriferous trees 
surrounded them [emphasis added].

The fact that Ellen Harmon first immersed herself in 
pseudepigraphal writings, and then incorporated them 
into a description of what she saw in heaven, is illustrative 
of the naïve conception which most people have of “the 
Bible.” When people hear the expression, “the Bible says,” 
they naturally have their own Bible in mind. Therefore, 
it comes as a surprise that there presently exist at least 
ten contradictory definitions of “the Bible.” And this does 
not count numerous other historical definitions in multi-
ple geographic areas of the world. For the Old Testament 
(OT) alone, the accessible and convenient Wikipedia 
article on the Canon has a spread-sheet comparison of 
ten different versions of the OT.26  Given this welter of 
witnesses, how does one determine which is the “real” or 
“genuine” version of the Bible? 

In practice, as just illustrated by the case of Ellen Har-
mon, an individual’s determination as to which of these 
ten contradictory versions of the OT is genuine is mainly 
an accident of geography, birth, tradition, and what one’s 
parents believed. In short, the individual virtually never 
makes a conscious, informed determination as to what he 

believes is authentic, divinely inspired, canonical scrip-
ture. He absorbs it unconsciously from his sociological 
community. This was why Ellen Harmon, James White, 
and many other shut-door Adventists presumed that cer-
tain pseudepigraphal and Apocryphal books contained 
authoritative, divine revelation.

As Fortin states, James White had “a high view of the 
reliability of this book” [2 Esdras]; indeed, he equated 
its author with Ezekiel and John the Revelator.27 White 
says, for example, speaking of God’s apocalyptic wrath, 
that “Ezekiel saw it in the men with ‘slaughter-weapons,’. 
. . John saw it in the ‘seven last plagues’; while Esdras saw 
it in the famine, pestilence, and the sword.” Thus, James 
White believed equally in the inspiration and historicity of 
Ezekiel, John, and Esdras. “The Bible [James’ term, emphasis 
added] contains many descriptions of this soon expected 
day of wrath.”28 Exactly. Like James White believed that 
Ellen Harmon saw heavenly visions, he believed Esdras 
saw events of the last days as did Ellen! And “the wise” 
should pay heed.

Both Ellen Harmon, Joseph Bates, and many other pro-
to-Adventists shared James White’s evaluation of 2 Es-
dras. Joseph Bates, the “real Founder” of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church,29 was merely the most influential. He 
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quoted it in several of his writings. In 1849, he asserted 
that 2 Esdras contained “very important truths for those 
that keep God’s law and commandments, they will prob-
ably benefit no other.” He then quoted 2 Esdras 8:37–38, 
where the visionary is supposedly instructed by God to 
“write all these things that thou hast seen in a book, and 
hide them; And teach them to the wise of the people.”30 

Ellen White echoed Bates in a vision she had on Janu-
ary 26, 1850, while visiting in Oswego, New York. In it 
she says,

I then saw the Word of God, pure and unadulter-
ated, and that we must answer for the way we re-
ceived the truth proclaimed from that Word. I saw 
that it had been a hammer to break the flinty heart 
in pieces, and a fire to consume the dross and tin, 
that the heart might be pure and holy. I saw that 
the Apocrypha was the hidden book, and that the 
wise of these last days should understand it.31 

It is evident that Ellen White considered the book of 2 
Esdras a source of important information for “the wise” of 
“these last days.” Thus, she refers to it at least six times in 
her first vision. It is ironic that, decades later, A. Graham 
Maxwell, a famous Adventist theologian, asserted that 
pseudepigraphal books were “obviously inferior [emphasis 
added] and unworthy of a place among the writings of the 
great Hebrew prophets.” He imputes to the term “hidden” 
a pejorative meaning which he says means that the per-
sons applying this label intended it as a “disparaging term 
implying that they [pseudepigraphal writings] deserved to 
be withdrawn from circulation as spurious or heretical.”32 

Clearly, Ellen White, James White, Joseph Bates, and the 
intended audience for James White’s A Word to the ‘Little Flock,’ 
emphatically did not believe that 2 Esdras was “obviously 
inferior,” “spurious or heretical.” To the contrary, pseude-
pigraphal and Apocryphal writings were often considered 
more prestigious, filled with esoteric significance that 
only the “wise virgins” of 1844 could understand. Thus, 
Ellen Harmon’s amalgamation of 2 Esdras into her “I saw” 
material is a fitting introduction into the Canon Debate.33 

In addition to parallels between 2 Esdras and Ellen 
Harmon’s December 1844 vision illustrated above, there 
are similarities between a William Foy vision and Ellen 
Harmon’s December 1844 vision that are acknowledged by 
White Estate officials.34 Furthermore, this close paraphrase 
is surrounded with many other more diffuse similarities.35 
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This demonstrates that Ellen Harmon’s 
assimilation of ancient pseudepigraphal and 
Apocryphal material into her “I saw” visions is 
not unique. Foy’s vision shares with 2 Esdras 
and the Wisdom of Solomon a special status in 
a peculiar genre of material from which Ellen 
White derived her views and information. Ellen 
White conferred upon 2 Esdras, the Apocrypha 
in general, and William Foy in particular, 
genuine prophetic status. The White Estate 
has recently rehabilitated Foy and elevated him 
to the status of a genuine, “unknown” prophet 
who never forsook his prophetic calling, as had 
been asserted for over a century.36 Given that 
he predated Ellen Harmon, that she states she 
frequently went in a sleigh to hear him, that 
she had in her possession his published vision 
and believed that he had been given a divine 
message which she inherited, the most likely 
explanation for the parallel below is that Ellen 
Harmon was dependent on Foy, in addition to 
2 Esdras and Wisdom of Solomon.

Ellen White also incorporated other material 
that she had been taught in her first visions: mul-
tiple and distinctive Millerite doctrines, such 

as the 1,260 day/year persecution of the “pure” 
church; the historical account of how the Papa-
cy transformed Sabbath to Sunday; and the Pa-
pacy’s persecution of Sabbath keepers who had 
purportedly always existed. It is understandable 
why Joseph Bates described the visions as rev-
eries. But she was insistent that what she wrote 
came from God. The visions were so dramat-
ic to her. She was seeing heaven and all these 
things. But she struggled with how to write it. 
Could they both be right? ■

In the late 1970’s, while he was a doctoral 

student at the University of Chicago, 

Donald  E. Casebolt wrote two articles 

for Spectrum on Ellen White. Then he 

changed career paths, becoming a Nurse Practitioner with an 

MSN degree as family NP. Since retirement he has examined 

the Millerite journals of the 1840’s to study the relationship 

between Ellen White and contemporary sources.
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