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Chapter 1  

The Roots of Seventh-day Adventist Sabbatarianism 

 
No religious movement can be understood apart from the history of its formative 

years. Even though an adult has largely forgotten his infancy and early childhood, that 
period probably remains more important in shaping his life than all the influences of 
succeeding years. It is the same with a nation or a denomination. 

 
Ideas need to be examined in light of the history which gives rise to them. Seventh-

day Adventist Sabbatarianism arose in the context of closely related ideas and events. 
Few Seventh-day Adventists today know how their particular religious tradition arose. 
Our purpose will therefore be to briefly sketch the history of events which led to 
Seventh-day Adventist Sabbatarianism. 

 
Adventism began in the last century when a Baptist farmer, William Miller, concluded 

from his apocalyptic calculations that the Lord would come about 1843. There is no 
need to question either Millers sincerity or sanity. His Adventist followers affectionately 
knew Him as "Father Miller." He was quite a lovable Christian character who tried to 
restrain the more fanatical elements of the Adventist movement. He loved Christ 
ardently and never ceased pointing sinners to His grace as the only means of 
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salvation. Yet Miller was a confirmed apocalyptic speculator. Even in this role he must 
be seen as a product of his age. Many contemporary Bible scholars who were 
otherwise quite orthodox also speculated on the time periods of Daniel and the coming 
of the millennium. Miller simply outdid them all. In 1843 he published fifteen “proofs” 
that the Lord would come that very year. Some of his “proofs” were incredibly fantastic. 
In one "proof" he claimed that the seven times of Leviticus 26:18 were actually 2,520 
years which reached to 1843. Among his other "proofs" were the seven-year war of 
Ezekiel 39:9, 10, the seventh-day Sabbath, the seven times seven number of Jubilees 
and the three days of Hosea 6:1-3. Miller’s marvelous imagination ingeniously applied 
all these various time periods to "prove" the 1843 date. But the major prophecy was the 
2,300 days of Daniel 8:14. 1 

 
During the last twelve months of the Millerite movement, the Adventists began 

predicting the exact day of Christ’s coming. As their expectations were fixed on specific 
days, their hopes were repeatedly dashed when the Lord’s coming failed to 
materialize. 

 
Finally, Samuel Snow followed Miller’s suggestion that the Lord’s coming 

corresponded with the Day of Atonement in the Jewish seventh month and calculated 
that the Lord would come on October 22, 1844. In order to arrive at this date, Snow 
followed the reckoning of the obscure sect of Karaite Jews rather than using the 
orthodox rabbinical calendar. The 2,300 days of Daniel were thus linked to the tenth 
day of the seventh Jewish sacred month. By additional fantastic juggling of calendars 
and sacred history, Snow determined the October 22, 1844 date and dogmatically 
declared it to be the day on which Christ would come. 

 
When Snow announced this startling discovery, October 22 was only a few weeks 

away. The Millerites were so tired of uncertainty and repeated disappointments that 
they grasped Snow’s new date with amazing enthusiasm. It seemed that they had to 
expel date-setting from their system in one great climax of apocalyptic expectation. 
The human mind unconsciously thinks that a thing will be so if it is believed fervently 
enough. 

 
Not content with setting the date of the Parousia, Snow and his colleague, George 

Storrs, proclaimed that accepting the October 22 date was a test of salvation. Although 
Miller was unimpressed with this point, popular enthusiasm joined with Snow and 
Storrs in making October 22 a test. 2 The opposition of the churches to this date-
setting crusade was regarded as evidence that the religious bodies had rejected the 
light and grieved the Spirit of God. The Adventists proclaimed the message that the 
churches were rejected because they had become the harlot churches of Babylon. 
Leaving the churches was also made a test of salvation. To remain in fellowship with 
any of them would be to perish with them at Christ’s return on October 22. 3 
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By this time, Miller, Himes and the real leaders of Adventism had virtually lost control 

of the movement. Even though they disapproved of much of the fanaticism which 
attended it, they could not restrain the raging fire of enthusiasm. By setting the October 
22 date, the Adventists had insured their own destruction. Like lemmings which 
migrate to their death, the Adventists rushed toward dissolution on the day of their own 
choosing. 

 
After the "Great Disappointment," Miller, Himes and the responsible leaders of the 

movement confessed their error of trying to set a date for Christ to come. They 
especially renounced the enthusiasm precipitated by Snow in what was known as the 
"Midnight Cry." 

 
A tiny minority (a "faithful remnant"), however, refused to abandon the spirit of this 

apocalyptic movement. They continued believing that the setting of the date, October 
22, the Midnight Cry enthusiasm and the call to leave the "Babylonian" churches were 
God-given tests to that generation. The October 22 date, they said, was correct. They 
had merely misunderstood the nature of that eschatological event. Instead of the 
Bridegroom’s coming to this earth as expected. He had come to the marriage in 
heaven and had shut the door (Matt. 25:10) — just as they had predicted) While Christ 
was interceding for the "little flock" in the most holy place, which He had supposedly 
entered for the first time on October 22, 1844, He had ceased mediating for the 
rejecters of the October 22 date (the fallen churches and the wicked world, as they 
were called) 5 

 
Among these shut-door advocates were the founders of the Seventh-day Adventist 

Church. The three most prominent were Joseph Bates, James White and his visionary 
young wife, Ellen. For seven years (1844-1851) they tenaciously clung to the fantastic 
shut-door doctrine, even making it a test. It certainly took amazing faith to believe that 
God had rejected all other religious bodies and that this little group alone had the truth 
for the last days. 

 
In 1845 Joseph Bates read an article by Thomas M. Preble in The Hope of Israel on 

the seventh-day Sabbath. And in 1846 Bates published a tract called The Seventh Day 
Sabbath, A Perpetual Sign, in which he argued for a return to the Saturday Sabbath. 
(The Adventists were already Sabbatarian in the New England Puritan tradition.) 
James and Ellen White read the tract that same year and became Seventh-day 
Sabbatarians. About thirty-five of these seventh-day shut-door believers met in a series 
of Sabbath Conferences in 1848, where the fundamental tenets of Seventh-day 
Adventism were hammered out. Seventh-day Sabbatarianism was so vitally related to 
the basic features of the movement that it is impossible to understand its real place in 
the movement apart from these other features: 



 4 

 

1. Apocalypticism and the Sabbath 
 

The editors of Luther’s Works have written this interesting introduction to Luther’s 
tract, Against the Sabbatarians: 
 

The term "Sabbatarians" has been used to refer to a number of movements, occurring in various 
epochs of church history, which have as their common denominator an insistence on a return by 
Christians to the essentials of Jewish Sabbath observance. Usually they are also characterized by an 
intense eschatological expectation, together with an inclination toward literalism in the interpretation 
of both the Old and the New Testaments. 6 

 
Nineteenth-century Adventism reproduced the intense eschatological expectation of 

some of the Anabaptist sects of the sixteenth century. In the apocalyptic imagination of 
the Sabbatarian Adventists, Jesus passed into the holy of holies on October 22. Then 
the Holy Ark containing the Sabbath commandment was brought to view (Rev. 11:19) 
and became the final test for the people of God. Great attention was given to the 
Sabbath because it was thought to be the eschatological seal of God which all must 
have to survive the great tribulation and be ready for translation. The Sabbath, there-
fore, became a vital part of an apocalyptic system. 

 
2. Separatism and the Sabbath 

 
It is an irony of history that antisectarian movements sometimes become the most 

sectarian of all. The Campbellites are an example of this. Millerism also began as an 
inter-confessional movement. It renounced all creeds as instruments of sectarianism. 
Miller envisaged a movement which would transcend all denominational boundary 
lines. Yet by the summer of 1844 the sectarian spirit was rife among the Adventists. 
They began denouncing the religious bodies as Babylon and calling for separation 
from everyone who did not believe their own doctrine. 

 
The shut-door doctrine of the post-Disappointment era was Adventist separatism 

carried to its awful extreme. The Sabbath was originally embraced by the shut-door 
advocates as an instrument to give concrete expression to the spirit of separatism. The 
inseparable nature of the shut door and the Sabbath was expressed by the pioneer 
Seventh-day Adventists in the most explicit terms. In 1850 Joseph Bates, a rabid shut-
door advocate, declared: 
 

The present truth in this is: That the master of the house has risen up and shut the door, and now 
stands beside the Ark containing the commandments, The "Present Truth," then, of this third angel’s 
message, is, THE SABBATH AND SHUT DOOR. 7 

 
In 1848 James White wrote, "The Brethren are strong on the Sabbath and Shut 

Door." 8 He also wrote in an October 2 letter to the same friends, "The principle [sic] 
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points on which we dwell as present truth are the 7th Day Sabbath and Shut Door. 9 
 
The early publications of the pioneers confirm the words of James White. The 

Present Truth was a little journal published by James White between 1849 and 1850. 
The combined issues contain about eighty pages. The contents are almost entirely 
devoted to two points— the Sabbath and the shut door. 

 
In 1849 the young visionary, Ellen G. White, confirmed the inseparable nature of the 

Sabbath and the shut door: "Then I was shown that the commandments of God and 
the testimony of Jesus Christ relating to the shut door could not be separated." 10 

 
The separatist function of the Sabbath was plainly declared in an earlier (1847) vision 

of Ellen G. White: "I saw that the holy Sabbath is, and will be, the separating wall 
between the true Israel of God and unbelievers." 11 

 
The original separatism of Seventh-day Adventism has never been relinquished. The 

crude shut-door fanaticism of the 1844-1851 years has been modified and 
reinterpreted, but the movement never has acknowledged and renounced the shut-
door error of the founding era. After all, it had the visionary endorsement of Ellen G. 
White. In my book, Judged by the Gospel: A Review of Adventism, I showed that the 
unique features of Seventh-day Adventist theology all stem from the fanatical shut-door 
doctrine. 12 Unfortunately, the Adventist Sabbath doctrine is no exception. 

 
Seventh-day Adventism has significantly matured since its early years. It has moved 

closer to mainstream Christianity. That it is an effective missionary movement which 
mediates the knowledge of Christ to people of many nations cannot be denied. But 
despite Adventism’s policy of good public relations, it is still a shut-door community. Its 
members are still taught that all other churches constitute Babylon and that all who 
shall eventually be saved must separate from them. They are also indoctrinated in the 
belief that the Seventh-day Adventist organization alone qualifies as the remnant to 
which all of God’s people must eventually belong. The vast majority of the Adventist 
people fear to fellowship with other Christians, and regard the reading of non-Adventist 
books, as exposing oneself to the insidious errors of Babylon. Although some of the 
educated thought leaders would reject this ghetto mentality, the same men will 
generally encourage the rank and file to believe that "we have all we need in the Bible 
and the Spirit of Prophecy [the writings of Ellen G. White]." 

 
As far as the average Adventist member is concerned, the Seventh-day Adventist 

organization is not merely a church but is the church. He rarely thinks of the church in 
broader terms than his own sect. Even in the worship services it would be exceedingly 
rare to hear a prayer offered for the universal church. The system does not encourage 
its members to think of “the church” in terms other than its own fold. 
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The great instrument of Seventh-day Adventist separatism is still its doctrine of the 

Sabbath. To use Ellen G. White’s own words, it is still the great "separating wall" 
between Adventists and all other members of the human race. If Adventism simply 
held the Sabbath as a conviction like the Seventh-day Baptists do, the separation 
would not be so severe. But because Adventism contends that the Sabbath is 
designed "to draw a line between the people of God and unbelievers," 13 all non-
Sabbath-keeping bodies are implicitly judged by the way they relate to the Sabbath. Of 
course, as Christians, Adventists realize their duty to love non-Adventist Christians. But 
the object of such love is to love them out of other churches and into the only true 
church. 

 
Seventh-day Adventism, therefore, is still very much a shut-door community, and the 

Sabbath acts as its wall of partition. Only a devout seventh-day keeper can begin to 
appreciate how radically the Sabbath isolates a person from the rest of humanity. The 
Sabbath regularly dislocates any concourse between society and the Sabbath-keeper. 
God certainly forged an effective instrument of separation when He gave the Sabbath 
to the Jew to be strictly observed. The question remains whether God still intends that 
the keeping of a day should be the means of separating the believer from the rest of 
mankind. 

 

3. The Calendar and the Sabbath 
 

The calendar has always been a vital part of apocalyptic Adventism. The Millerites 
arrived at their dates by the most diligent study of calendars, ancient and modern. The 
October 22 date rested on the evidence of an obscure Karaite calendar. 

 
The 2,300 days of Daniel 8:14 were supposed to extend from 457 B.C. to A.D. 1844 

(October 22 to be exact). Of course, no Adventist layman today could begin to 
establish these dates. Only those experts in ancient and modern calendars could at-
tempt the feat of proving the veracity of the 2,300-day prophecy. But the laymen are 
assured that their experts can prove it. 

 
We might dismiss this calendar talk as harmless speculation if it were not for the fact 

that the calendar establishes what is absolutely vital to the Adventist system. Remove 
the date 1844 and there is nothing left to support traditional Seventh-day Adventism. 

 
Joseph Bates, one of the founders of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, was a 

leading spirit in that phase of the Millerite movement which tied salvation so closely to 
the calendar. As a former sea captain, Bates was also an astronomer. He showed 
great interest in such things as calendars and dates. Six years after the Great 
Disappointment, he was still setting dates for Christ to come. In an 1850 publication he 
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explained that Christ passed into the most holy place of the heavenly sanctuary on Oc-
tober 22, 1844. Like Aaron, Christ must sprinkle His blood seven times before the 
mercy seat. In Bates’ own words: 

 
The seven spots of blood on the Golden Altar and before the Mercy Seat, I fully believe, represents 

the duration of the judicial proceedings on the living saints in the Most Holy, all of which time they will 
be in their affliction, even seven years [i.e., from 1844 to 1851]. 14 

 
This student of calendars and dates, of astronomy and fantastic apocalyptic 

speculations, introduced seventh-day Sabbatarianism to his shut-door friends. Bates, 
who had unashamedly linked salvation to calendars which supported the October 22 
date, now linked salvation to the weekly calendar. When the Seventh-day Adventist 
pioneers called the Sabbath the "final test," they explicitly tied salvation to the 
observance of the weekly calendar. No clearer statement of shut-door separatism and 
Sabbath-keeping legalism could be given than Joseph Bates’ own l848 testimony in 
support of Ellen G. White’s visions. Said Bates: 

 
I believe the work [of Ellen G. White] is of God, and is given to comfort and strengthen his "scattered, 

torn and pealed [sic] people" since the closing up of our work for the world in October, 1844…. I 
believe her to be a self-sacrificing, honest, willing child of God, and saved, if at all, through her entire 
obedience to His will. 15 

 
The crude apocalyptic speculation and legalism of those early years has been greatly 

modified. Modern Seventh-day Adventists eschew further date-setting and try to 
express the Christian message of salvation by grace alone (yet one that is manifested 
in good works which include Sabbath-keeping). Although Adventism’s message is now 
far more sophisticated and the esoteric features are reserved for internal consumption, 
the basic features of the original faith remain. No minister who renounces the accuracy 
of the original October 22 date and its great significance in salvation history can remain 
in the employ of the denominational system. And this is also true of anyone who 
questions the pioneer assertions about the Sabbath’s being the great final test. 
Whether it is the 2,300 days of Daniel 8:14 or the seven days of the week, the 
Adventist version of salvation is somehow still tied to a calendar. 
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Chapter 2  

Seventh-day Adventism and the Colossian Heresy 

 
While investigating the nature of the Colossian heresy, I was impressed with the 

remarkable similarity between that heresy and Seventh-day Adventism. The features 
characterizing the Colossian intruders were apocalyptic speculation, an ascetic 
lifestyle, food taboos, an interest in visions, a preoccupation with the calendar, and 
Sabbatarianism. It is difficult not to think that Paul was writing about spirits like Joseph 
Bates, that intrepid Adventist pioneer. 
 

Yet there is one more feature of the Colossian heresy which provides the key to 
understanding its essential nature. Scholars are generally agreed that in his Colossian 
letter Paul was confronting some form of incipient Gnosticism. 
 

Along with Jewish legalism, Gnosticism was the great threat to early Christianity. 
Among the Colossian heretics these seemingly opposite religious aberrations (Jewish 
legalism and Gnosticism) appear to be united. 
 

Gnosticism comes from the Greek word gnosis, meaning “knowledge.” The Gnostic 
spirit laid claim to special knowledge available only to the “inside” group. The 
knowledge they had access to, was thought to be beyond the elementary knowledge 
all Christians possessed in the gospel. Apparently the intruders at Colosse were 
apocalyptic spirits whose knowledge came from visions and revelations which 
accompanied their ascetic practices. If the Colossian Christians would submit to these 
practices, they were promised the experience of a, fullness (pleroma) in their spiritual 
state which was not mediated to them by the common faith. 

 
Paul derided this advanced "knowledge" as phantom knowledge. He declared that 

the regimented asceticism which accompanied it was absolutely useless in checking 
the sinful nature. 
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In Seventh-day Adventism we find a similar claim to advanced knowledge. Members 

of the system are thoroughly indoctrinated with the idea that they have joined the only 
true (remnant) church, which has light far in advance of everyone else on earth. It is 
acknowledged that Luther had light for his day, but the typical Adventist speaks of the 
great Reformers in condescending terms as if they were mere babes learning to take 
their first faltering steps in biblical knowledge. "What did Luther and Calvin know about 
the prophecies for these last days, the 2,300 days, the 1,260 days, the 1,290 days and 
the 1,335 days of Daniel? What did they know about the Sabbath, the investigative 
judgment or health reform? They didn’t have the Spirit of Prophecy [Ellen G. White]." 
Such comments are standard reactions to any citation from the Reformers. 

 
Seventh-day Adventism not only claims to have light far in advance of all other 

Christians, but, it also believes that this knowledge is available only to those who are 
initiated into the system. They alone have the keys to interpret Daniel and Revelation. 
It is through the visions of Ellen G. White that Adventists have special information 
available nowhere else. Through this visionary source the true church is thought to 
gain access to information on the origin of evil and events surrounding the fall of Satan. 
(This visionary information was actually borrowed from Milton’s great epic, Paradise 
Lost. 1) The visions provide a fantastic amount of information on the closing events of 
earth’s history— how the U.S.A. will pass a national Sunday law, how Seventh-day 
Adventists will be persecuted, how God will yet announce the very day and hour of 
Jesus’ coming, how the ark hidden by Jeremiah will be discovered to convince all that 
Sabbath-breaking is a sin, how Adventists will arise in a special resurrection just before 
Christ comes, how the "latter rain" will empower God’s people to proclaim the last 
warning, how Adventists will occupy the center stage in the final eschatological drama. 

 
The visions of Ellen G. White confirm the faith of Adventists in the prophetic 

calculations which established October 22, 1844 as an event of great redemptive 
significance. They can be sure that they belong to a "movement of destiny" 
distinguished by keeping the Sabbath and having a visionary prophet who tells them 
how that Sabbath ought to be kept. 

 
Such special knowledge is not merely presented as health measures. It is imposed 

on Adventists as an ascetic regimen in order that they might understand the 
atonement, be purified in readiness for the "latter rain" and be perfected for the great 
tribulation, the coming of Christ and translation. Adventists believe that special 
revelation came to Ellen G. White on such subjects as the evils of eating meat, yellow 
cheese and butter, eating between meals, and on hundreds of other topics for the 
special edification of the faithful. 2 

 
Seventh-day Adventist "evangelistic" meetings generally focus on the prophecies of 
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Daniel and Revelation. The great lines of prophecy are systematically developed. The 
conclusion is that the Seventh-day Adventist Church is the one true church, the sole 
repository of special knowledge for the last days. The basic appeal in such "evan-
gelism" is rationalistic. The special status of belonging to the one true church has a 
great egocentric appeal for some people. 

 
But when one goes beyond this tantalizing gnosis (much of which is really quite 

trivial) and asks, "What about the only knowledge which really matters— the saving 
knowledge of the gospel?" one realizes that the Adventist system at best has access to 
nothing more than is freely available to all Christians. At worst, the gospel is buried 
beneath a mountain of special gnosis. Ellen G. White did publish a surprising amount 
of gospel material which has been quite edifying to some people. Recent research has 
found, however, that her best material was borrowed from little-known Protestant 
authors such as John Harris, Daniel March and William Hanna. 

 
Ellen G. White’s expressed aim was that Adventist Bible teachers should become 

foremost exponents of the cross of Christ. 3 This was a worthy ambition. Yet when we 
consider the great biblical themes of atonement and righteousness by faith, Adventist 
literature is greatly inferior to that available in the mainstream of the Christian move-
ment. No Seventh-day Adventist scholar has produced anything comparable to Leon 
Morris’s The Apostolic Preaching of the Cross and The Cross in the New Testament or 
to James Denney’s The Death of Christ or James Buchanan’s The Doctrine of 
Justification by Faith. 4 Adventism has produced some impressive-looking institutions, 
but its theologians are confined to a system which is committed to proving that it has 
always had the truth rather than committed to searching for the truth. 

 
The special gnosis of Adventism regarding the origin of evil, final events, the order of 

the cosmos, apocalyptic dates, apocalyptic Sabbatarianism and diet is really only 
phantom knowledge compared to the treasures of wisdom and knowledge found in the 
gospel of Christ. Here is Gods final word to man, beyond which there is no more to be 
said or experienced. This "fullness" of divine knowledge is available to all Christians 
whether they are in or out of the Adventist movement. No group of Christian believers 
is "special," because the gospel makes all Christians special through the one right-
eousness of their one Representative at God’s right hand. 

 
Seventh-day Adventism is presently in a worldwide Crisis. It is a crisis created by its 

confrontation with the Pauline gospel. Its people are being confronted with a decisive 
choice. They may have their gnosis, which nourishes a "special people" syndrome, or 
they may have the gospel, which makes them no more special than any other Chris-
tian. The alternatives are mutually exclusive. 

 
I have not written this to deride Seventh-day Adventists, whom I think include many 
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wonderful Christians. I am discussing my own religious heritage as well, and I am not 
unmindful of its strong points. But in the present crisis within the movement, Seventh-
day Adventists desperately need self-understanding. This can only be secured through 
a more accurate historical picture. Adventism is a classic example of an apocalyptic 
movement. 5 Apocalyptic movements make their contribution as forerunners of the 
gospel or of great gospel revivals. History shows that apocalyptic movements take 
truth seriously and are reformatory in respect to obedience to the law of God. They are 
accompanied by zeal for God and great piety. These positive characteristics have been 
exhibited in Adventism. But apocalyptic movements generally exhibit Gnostic 
tendencies as well. 

 
In a sense, apocalyptic movements, by the very genius of their founding principles, 

are born to die. They reach a breaking point where they either give birth to the gospel 
or degenerate into a form of Gnosticism. This is where Adventism now stands. 
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