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ecent study of Ellen 
White's use of liter 
ary sources has in 
creased our under 
standing of both 
revelation and inspi 
ration. It has also 

provided us a new perspective on her in 
terests as a reader and writer. A survey of 
her books reveals that she had a wide 
spectrum of theological speculation at 
her disposal; yet the consistency of the 
thought in her writings gives evidence 
that she was selective in her borrowing. 

A notable example of her selective use 
of sources sheds some light on a topic that 
has occasioned considerable discussion 
through the years. The question con 
cerns the nature of Christ's humanity: 
Did Christ take the sinless humanity of 
Adam before the Fall, or a nature identi 
cal to ours this side of the Fall? Or did He 
have a unique nature unlike either Ad 
am's or ours ? The various interpretations 
of Ellen White's comments on this sub 
ject have principally centered on her use 
of the terms propensity and tendency.

In the past, attempts to understand 
what Ellen White meant by these terms 
have focused on the way she used them in 
other settings throughout her writings. 
But discussions of this question among 
authors Ellen White read and used cast 
significant illumination on the appar 
ently contradictory statements she 
made. A student of Paul's writings can 
grasp his message from a careful reading 
of his Epistles; yet a knowledge of rab 
binic Judaism, for example, enhances 
our understanding of particular words or 
concepts that he borrowed from that vo 
cabulary. Likewise, a study of the sources

that lie behind Ellen White's writings, 
while not a prerequisite for understand 
ing her message, does provide a tool for 
appreciating her theological context and 
concerns as a writer.

One of Ellen White's favorite au 
thors or at least one from whom she 
borrowed frequently was the Anglican 
preacher Henry Melvill (1798-1871). 
Considered for many years the most pop 
ular preacher in London, MelvilPs ser 
mons were published in several different 
volumes, with many editions. The 
White Estate has Ellen White's personal 
copy of one of these collections, MelviR's 
Sermons, published in 1844. A sermon in 
that collection, "The Humiliation of the 
Man Christ Jesus," provides a context 
that is particularly valuable for reconcil 
ing the apparent conflict in Ellen 
White's statements on Christ's human 
ity. In writing her article "Christ Man's 
Example" for the Review and Herald of 
July 5, 1887, she drew extensively from 
this sermon.

In a digression in this sermon, Melvill 
considers the question of Christ's hu 
manity. Although we have not found 
that Ellen White directly borrowed any 
material from this digression, a number 
of her statements that have become fa 
miliar seem to reflect the arguments that 
digression contains.

For Melvill, the Fall brought two pri 
mary consequences: (1) "innocent infir 
mities," and (2) "sinful propensities." 
"From both was Adam's humanity free 
before, and with both was it endowed 
after, transgression." l

By "innocent infirmities" Melvill means 
such things as hunger, pain, weakness, sor 
row, and death. "There are consequences
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[of] guilt which are perfectly guiltless. Sin 
introduced pain, but pain itself is not 
sin." 2 By "sinful propensities," on the 
other hand, Melvill refers to the proneness 
or "tendency" to sin.

In his summary of the discussion, 
Melvill argues that before the Fall Adam 
had neither "innocent infirmities" nor 
"sinful propensities," that we are born 
with both, and that Christ took the first 
but not the second: "But whilst He took 
humanity with the innocent infirmities, 
He did not take it with the sinful propen 
sities. Here Deity interposed. The Holy 
Ghost overshadowed the virgin, and, al 
lowing weakness to be derived from her, 
forbade wickedness; and so caused that 
there should be generated a sorrowing

and a suffering humanity, but neverthe 
less an undefiled and a spotless; a human 
ity with tears, but not with stains; acces 
sible to anguish, but not prone to offend; 
allied most closely with the produced 
misery, but infinitely removed from the 
producing cause.

"So that we hold and we give it you as 
what we believe the orthodox doctrine 
 that Christ's humanity was not the 
Adamic humanity, that is, the humanity 
of Adam before the Fall; norfallen human 
ity, that is, in every respect the humanity 
of Adam after the Fall. It was not the 
Adamic, because it had the innocent infir 
mities of the fallen. It was not the fallen, 
because it had never descended into moral 
impurity. It was, therefore, most literally

our humanity, but without sin."
Octavius Winslow, whose book The 

Glory of the Redeemer4 Ellen White had 
in her library, also wrote on the nature of 
Christ's humanity. The box accompany 
ing this article gives, in parallel columns, 
Winslow's comments on this subject and 
the Ellen White statements that seem to 
reflect his wording. Ellen White's usage 
of Winslow's language suggests that she 
understood the terms propensity, liability, 
and tendency in the same way he did, 
which also accords with Melvill.

Another Ellen White statement that al 
most incidentally touches on this point 
stands in apparent harmony with this per 
spective. In discussing the prophecy of 
Genesis 3:15 in The Great Controversy,

Ellen White's use of
Ellen White's usage of Octavius Winslow's language suggests that she understood

Winslow

The least misgiving touching the per 
fect sinlessness of the human nature of 
our Lord tends to weaken the confidence 
of faith in the atonement, and so to en 
shroud in darkness the hope of the soul. 
As a single leak must have sunk the ark 
beneath the waves, so the existence of 
the slightest taint of sin in Jesus would 
have opened an inlet through which the 
dark billows of divine wrath would have 
rolled, plunging both Himself and the 
church He sustained in eternal woe. But 
that "holy thing" that was begotten of 
the Holy Spirit, knew not the least 
moral taint. He "knew no sin," He was 
the sacrificial "lamb . . . without spot." 
And because He presented to the divine 
requirement a holy, unblemished, and 
perfect obedience and satisfaction, we 
who believe are "made the righteousness 
of God in him." Hold fast this essential 
and blessed truth, and guard against its 
fatal opposite, as you value your own 
salvation and the glory of God.

But His taking up into subsistence 
with His own, our nature in its fallen 
condition, comprehends the sinless in 
firmities and weaknesses with which it 
was identified and encompassed. . . .

Out Lord's exposure to temptation, 
and His consequent capability of yield 
ing to its solicitations, has its foundation 
in His perfect humanity. It surely re 
quires not an argument to show that as 
God, He could not be tempted, but that

White

We should have no misgivings in regard to 
the perfect sinlessness of the human nature of 
Christ. Our faith must he an intelligent faith, 
looking unto Jesus in perfect confidence, in 
full and entire faith in the atoning Sacrifice. 
This is essential thai the soul may not be 
enshrouded in darkness.  Selected Mes 
sages (Washington, D.C.: Review and Her 
ald, 1958), book 1, p. 256.

Christ's perfect humanity is the same that 
man may have throwgh connection with 
Cririst, As God, Christ cowM not be tempted 
any more than He was not tempted from His 
allegiance in heaven. But as Christ humbled 
Himself to the nature of man, He could be

Winslow

as man, He could. His inferior nature was 
finite and created; it was not angelic, it was 
human. It was perfectly identical with our 
own its entire exemption from all taint 
ofsin, onlyexcepted. A human body and a 
human mind were His, with all their es 
sential and peculiar properties. He was 
"bone of our bone, and flesh of our flesh"; 
He travelled up through the stages of in 
fancy, boyhood, and manhood; He was 
encompassed with all die weaknesses, sur 
rounded by all the circumstances, exposed 
to all the inconveniences, that belong to 
our nature. He breathed our air, trod our 
earth, ate our food. The higher attributes 
of our being were His also. Reason, con 
science, memory, will, affections, were 
essential appendages of that human soul 
which the Son of God took into union 
with His divine.

As such, then, our Lord was tempted. 
As such, too, He was capable of yielding. 
His finite nature, though pure and sinless, 
was yet necessarily limited in its resources, 
and weak in its own powers. Touching His 
inferior nature, He Was but man. The 
Godhead, as I have before remarked, was 
not humanized nor was the humanity 
deified, by the blending together of the 
two natures. Each retained its essential 
character, properties, and attributes, dis 
tinct, unchanged, and unchangeable.
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Ellen White makes the following com 
ment concerning the promised "enmity" 
between the serpent and the woman: "This 
enmity is not naturally entertained. When 
man transgressed the divine law, his nature 
became evil, and he was in harmony, and 
not at variance, with Satan. There exists 
naturally no enmity between sinful man 
and the originator of sin." 3

Interestingly, in a different passage, 
Ellen White adds this observation con 
cerning Christ: "The enmity put between 
the seed of the serpent and the seed of the 
woman was supernatural. With Christ the 
enmity was in one sense natural; in another 
sense it was supernatural, as humanity and 
divinity were combined. And never was 
the enmity developed to such a marked

degree as when Christ became an inhabit 
ant of this earth." 6

This statement, made without elabo 
ration, was borrowed from a Melvill ser 
mon entitled "The First Prophecy." 
Note his explanation: "Now the enmity 
was never put in such overpowering mea 
sure, as when the man Christ Jesus was its 
residence. It was in Christ Jesus in one 
sense naturally, and in another sense super- 
naturally. He was born pure, and with a 
native hatred of sin; but then He had been 
miraculously generated, in order that His 
nature might be thus hostile to evil." '

While Ellen White's Christology em 
braces a far broader perspective than can 
be derived from either of these two au 
thors, any interpretation of the terminol 

ogy she employed must not ignore her 
literary sources.

As research moves beyond the ques 
tion of the extent of Ellen White's liter 
ary borrowing to discover her usage of 
such sources, we can better understand 
and more deeply appreciate the processes 
by which God communicates to man.  

1 C. P. Mcllvaine, ed., Sermons by Henry 
Melvill, B. D. (New York: Stanford and Swords, 
1844), p. 47.

2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
^ London: John Farquhar Shaw, 1855. 
3 Mountain View, Calif.: Pacific Press, 1911,p. 

505.
6 Selected Messages (Washington, D.C.: Review 

and Herald, 1958), book 1, p. 254. (Italics sup 
plied.)

7 Mcllvaine, p. 13. (Italics supplied.)

Wmslow^s Christology
the terms tendency, liability, and propensity in the same way he did.

' White";' -  ;'' : '   .,,,; ; ' :' .  .;" '

tempted. Heltadnotiak&n qn,Him.et>eri the
 snature of thfrtJnge'ls, fat humanity, perfectly 
identical with our own nature, except mih- 

, out the taint of sin. Ahumari body, a human 
mind, with all, 'the peculiar properties, He 
was bond, 'brain, andmusde. 'A man of our 
flesh, 'He was compassed with the weakness

   of humanity. The circumstances of His life 
were of that character that He was exposed   
to all the inconveniences that belong to men, 
not in wealth, not in ease, but in poverty and 
want and humiliation. He breathed.the very 
airman must breathe. He trod our earth as 
man. He had reason, conscience, memory, 
will, and affections of the human soul which 
was united with His divine nature.

Our Lord was tempted as man is 
tempted. He was capable of yielding to 
temptations, as are human beings. His finite 
nature was pure and spotless, but the divine 
nature that led Him to say to Philip, "He 
that hath seen me hath seen the Father' 1 
also, was not humanized; neither was hu 
manity deified by the blending or union of 
the two natures; each retained its essential 
character and properties.

Winslow

But let no one suppose that a liability in 
Jesusto,yield to'Satan's temptation.necessar 
ily implies the existence of the safae sinfcl 
and corrupt nature which we possess. Far 
from it To deny'His,capability of succumb- 

,-ing to'temptation, were,'to neutralize'the 
force,'beauty, and instruction of this event 
ful part of His history altogether. It were to 
reduce a.splendid fact to an empty fable, a 
blessed reality tpa vague supposition; it were 
to rob Jesus of the great glory which covered 
Him when left alone, the victor on this bat 
tlefield. And yet, that Hemust necessarily be 
sinful in order to be thus capable of yielding 
does not follow; it is an error in judgment to 
suppose that the force of a temptation always 
depends upon the inherent sinfulness of the 
person who is tempted. The case of the first 
Adam disproves this supposition, and in 
some of its essential features strikingly illus 
trates the case of the second Adam. In what 
consisted the, strength of the assault before 
whose fearful onset Adam yielded? Surely 
not in any indwelling sin, for he was pure and 
upright. There was no appeal to the exist 
ence of any corrupt principles or propensi 
ties; no working upon any fallen desires and 
tendencies in his nature; for, until the mo 
ment that the blast swept him to the earth, 
no angel in heaven stood before the throne 
purer or more faultless than he.  The Glory 
of the Redeemer (London: John Farquhar 
Shaw, 1855), pp. 129,132-134.

White

  "But here we must not become in our 
ideas common and earthly, and'in our 
perverted ideas we must not think that she 
liability of Christ to yield to Satan's temp' 
rations degraded His humanity and He pos 
sessed the same'sinful, corrupt propensities 
as man.

The divine nature, combined with the 
human, made Him capable of yielding to 
Satan's temptations. Here the test to Christ 
was far greater than that of Adam and 
Eve, for Christ took our nature, fallen 
but not corrupted, and would not be cor' 
rupted unless He received the words of 
Satan in the place of the words of God.
 Manuscript 57, 1890 (manuscript re 
lease 1211).

In what consisted the strength of the 
assault made upon Adam, which causedhis 
/all? It was not indwelling sin; for God 
made Adam after His own character, pure 
and upright. There were no corrupt princi 
ples in the first Adam, no corrupt propen 
sities or tendencies to evil Adam was as 
faultless as the angels before God's throne. 
These things are inexplainable, but many 
things which now we cannot understand 
will be made plain when we shall see as we 
are seen, and know as we are known.
-Letter 191, 1899, in The Seventh-day 
Adventist Bible Commentary (Washing 
ton, D.C.: Review and Herald, 1953), 
vol. 1, p. 1083.
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