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Rolf J. Pöhler


Introduction


Few incidents in Western Christian civilization have had more repercussions on the church and on society than Martin Luther’s nailing of the 95 theses on the door of the All Saints’ Church in the university town of Wittenberg on October 31, 1517. While some historians question the historicity of the event, there can be no doubt about the manifold and lasting echo of the 95 theses. It was on the same day that the young Bible professor was writing a letter to archbishop Albrecht of Magdeburg and Mainz petitioning him to stop the practice of indulgences – albeit to no avail.


The long-term impact of Luther’s letter of protest was becoming visible in the years and centuries to come. Beginning in 1617, the commemoration of the “Reformation Day” became a much-honored tradition in the churches owing their existence to the sixteenth-century Reformation. Mediated by the Methodist and Baptist traditions, the Seventh-day Adventist Church, too, sees itself as an heir of the Protestant Reformation. In the 1880s, Adventists began to wrestle with the theological insights and beliefs of the Reformers, which were increasingly regarded as integral parts of the Adventist message and mission.


It is no surprise, then, that the quincentenary of the Reformation received widespread attention, not only in the Protestant (and even Catholic) world, but also by Adventists around the world. Conferences and symposia were organized, pastors’ meetings conducted, public lectures given, evangelistic sermons held. Noteworthy publications dealing with various aspects of the Protestant Reformation in relation to Seventh-day Adventism are Nicholas P. Miller’s The Reformation and the Remnant (2016) and Here We Stand: Luther, the Reformation, and Seventh-day Adventism, edited by Michael W. Campbell and Nikolaus Satelmajer (2017, both Pacific Press).


In May, 2016, the Institute of Adventist Studies at Friedensau University held its Second International Symposium, dealing with “Perceptions of the Protestant Reformation in Seventh-day Adventism.” Eighteen scholarly papers were read at the conference. Part of the program was an excursion to Lutherstadt Wittenberg, located just 50 miles from Friedensau. The Adventist University in Germany feels honored to be in the vicinity of the birthplace of the Reformation and is committed to uphold the principles of the Reformation in the framework of the Adventist faith.


The stand-up display of the symposium (see back cover) related the historic 1888 General Conference and Ellen White’s seminal book The Great Controversy to the great Reformer, thereby indicating the leading questions of the symposium and of this book: how have Seventh-day Adventists perceived the Protestant Reformation in the past and how do they see their relation to it today? This question is no less timely and relevant now as it was during the quincentenary in 2017.


The eighteen chapters of the book are divided in three main sections. Following the two introductory chapters, five authors look at Martin Luther from an Adventist perspective (Part I). After that, seven chapters deal with various aspects of both the Magisterial and the Radical Reformation (Part II). The concluding four chapters analyze the impact of the Reformation on Seventh-day Adventism (Part III).


In the opening essay, Stefan Höschele presents a fascinating analysis of the changing meaning of the terms reform/ation and protest/ant as used by Adventists over the years. He traces the development from a mainly negative view of Protestants and a fully positive use of “reform” to a differentiated and rather positive notion of both “Protestantism” and the Reformation. He identifies five different views that are still found in various Adventist discourses today. Towards the end, Höschele lists major Adventist studies on the Protestant Reformation and on Adventism’s self-perceived relationship with it as well as to the Reformation churches.


The opening presentation at the symposium was given by Nicholas Miller; it was based on his book The Reformation and the Remnant, which had just come off the press. He traced the free will and moral government of God view through four centuries, arguing that Jacob Arminius (1560–1609), Hugo Grotius (1583–1645), John Wesley (1703–1791) – all of them echoing the free will position of the Radical (Anabaptist) Reformers – as well as Albert Barnes (1798–1870) – the Bible commentator whose works were highly appreciated by Ellen White – exerted the strongest influence on the unique and distinctive Adventist beliefs, particularly the great controversy motif and the sanctuary doctrine. Unsurprisingly, the free will and moral government of God position leads to a concern for the social justice issues of the day.


Occasioned as it was by the quincentenary of the posting of the 95 thesis, several symposium papers focused on Martin Luther from an Adventist perspective (Part I).


Denis Kaiser analyzes in detail how Ellen White perceived and valued the person, life and work of the great sixteenth-century reformer in three publications from the 1880s (and 1911). She lauded his stand on the Bible and justification by faith, and regarded his separation from the Catholic church as a consequential step. White placed her story of Luther in the context of the great controversy metanarrative.


Focusing on Luther’s eschatology, Daniel Heinz describes his end-time orientation that made him a staunch “Adventist.” His comprehensive apocalyptic worldview was reflected in his keen interest in Bible prophecy and end-time signs and in his joyful longing for, and heightened expectation of, the “dear last day.” Justification in Christ now and final redemption at his parousia – the present and the future kingdom of God – are the two cornerstones of salvation according to the Reformer.


Arising from biblical apocalypticism is the notion of an end-time antichrist, which Luther saw fulfilled in the papacy. Jón Hjörleifur Stefánsson closely investigates the similarities and differences between the Reformer’s and the Adventist view. While Luther was personally confronted by a foe with blatantly antichristian pretensions and performance, Adventists expect severe persecution from the papacy in the projected future, focused on the Sabbath-Sunday issue. According to Luther and White, there is a direct affinity between self-righteousness and the spirit of Antichrist – a sobering thought for Adventists who self-identify as Laodiceans – apathetic to Christ and the gospel. For a fair appraisal, they also need to update their knowledge of Catholicism.


The following two chapters deal with the formal principle of the Reformation as set forth by Luther and adopted by others. They were written by two young scholars while they were still graduate students at Friedensau University. Christian Lutsch traces the background, development, and meaning of Luther’s Sola Scriptura view. His Scripture Principle was not drafted as a dogmatic formula but grew out of an existential encounter with Christ, the living Word and true subject matter of Scripture, and the Gospel, the proclaimed word, in the Bible. The Holy Spirit impresses the saving truth upon the heart, thus joining Christ and the believer/hearer. This is indispensable for a correct understanding of Scripture as the viva vox evangelii.


Sully Sanon builds upon this crucial insight in his stimulating treatise on sola scriptura as devotio, which entails both a commitment to the primacy and sufficiency of Scripture and an appeal to an open-minded theological dialogue about and with Scripture. In contrast to both a polemical use of the slogan in the service of religious-political power struggles and its individualistic appropriation leading to hermeneutical chaos, a commitment to interpretative humility and the willingness to submit to scripture and to learn from one another in the community of believers is needed. In this way, Scripture interprets our lives and reigns in the (semper reformanda) church.


Part II broadens the scope from Luther to other sixteenth-century Reformers – both Magisterial and Radical – whose legacy likewise can be found in the Seventh-day Adventist Church – John Calvin, Philip Melanchthon, and the Anabaptists. In seven chapters a broad spectrum of topics is discussed from an Adventist perspective.


To begin with, Michael Campbell once again turns to Martin Luther, this time focusing on his interpretation of the Lord’s Supper in comparison to the Catholic and other contemporary Protestant views and also to the Adventist understanding and practice (including footwashing), placed in the American religious setting and set forth in its development (e.g., from closed to open communion). Early Adventists, coming from other Protestant traditions – chiefly Baptist and Methodist – simply carried over with them their (little thought out) understanding and practice of the Lord’s Supper.


Thomas Domanyi sees a conspicuous ideational relationship between the writings of John Calvin and Adventist beliefs. He gives an overview of some fundamental beliefs where his influence can be felt: the doctrine of the church, the anti-creedal, Biblicist attitude, the esteem for the Old Testament, and the working of the Holy Spirit.


Reinder Bruinsma shows that the Adventist model of church governance is indebted to the various traditions from which the early Adventist leaders came (in particular Methodism and the Christian Connexion), which, in turn, were deeply influenced by the Calvinist roots they shared with American Protestantism. They also show some influence of Lutheranism and, especially, of the “free church” tradition that was much indebted to the Radical Reformation.


According to , Timothy J. Arena, Philip Melanchthon’s soteriological legacy is of special significance for Adventists through its echoes in Arminius, Wesley, and Ellen White. The author – who was not able to present at the symposium – adds important insights to this book by examining Melanchthon’s influential thought on hamartiology/anthropology (free will), justification (forensic imputation), and sanctification (law/good works). White’s writings can be seen as a continuation and affirmation of Melanchthon’s significant and continually pertinent soteriological legacy.


The following three chapters examine the Anabaptist Reformation experience and its continued relevancy for Seventh-day Adventists. M , Martin Rothkegel a Baptist church historian (and the only non-Adventist contributor to this volume), provides a detailed overview of the various Anabaptist movements and groups (including Sabbatarians), the forerunners of the free church (Freikirchen) tradition. Recent historiography has shown the polygenetic origin and peculiar features of sixteenth-century Anabaptism. Their “sectarian” views included believers’ baptism; several groups also propagated religious liberty, pacifism, and the separation of church and state.


Trevor O’Reggio explores the extent and nature of the Anabaptist influence on Adventism, and the (indirect) historical links of Adventism to the Radical Reformers, mediated mainly through the Christian Connexion, the Baptists, and the Methodists. A survey of Adventist doctrines and practices reveals striking resemblances with those taught by the Anabaptists. Adventism emerged from groups constituting the radical tradition of Protestantism that were strongly influenced by the Anabaptists. Therefore, it owes a debt of gratitude to the Radical Reformers for the rich tradition that has been handed down to them.


To complete the portrayal of Anabaptism, Charles Scriven reflects on the contribution of James McClendon, Neo-Anabaptism’s most important systematic theologian. According to the author, McClendon provides four leverage points for renewal in Adventism: his definition of theology as community-transforming, his practical understanding of doctrine as being about discipleship, his Christocentrism, and his view on eschatology as including earthly concerns, not withdrawal or escapism.


The third and final part of the book concerns the impact of the sixteenth-century Reformation on Seventh-day Adventism. Four authors examine significant phases in the history of the church spanning 130 years – from 1888 until today. These case studies yield some ambiguous, if not sobering, results for a people claiming to be (the) heirs of the Reformation. The conclusions drawn by these authors are not beyond dispute. For this, they give all the more reason for further critical reflections.


Woodrow W. Whidden looks at the ground-breaking 1888 General Conference and asks the question: What kind of “reformation” was this divisive event about? He draws a sharp line between James and Ellen White, the “Protestant” champions of early Adventism, on the one hand, and E. J. Waggoner and A. T. Jones, the other key players of 1888 fame, who gradually drifted away from the Reformation emphasis, on the other hand. Assuming the perspective of “faithful” Ellen White, other, more interlinking interpretations of the 1888 experience are left out of consideration.


Another very influential leader of the young denomination, Ludwig R. Conradi, draws the interest of , Johannes Hartlapp, who analyzes the European pioneer’s understanding of the Protestant Reformation. Conradi viewed Luther and other Reformers mainly from the perspective of a historicist interpretation of Bible prophecy (Daniel and Revelation; Antichrist, Second Coming) and the Sabbath (law), neglecting in turn Luther’s essential soteriological concerns (sola gratia, sola fide, solus Christus). This tragically betrays a one-sided understanding and misinterpretation of the Reformation.


G Gilbert M. Valentine recounts the story of the 1960s and 1970s when Adventism got involved in intense debates about the exact meaning of “righteousness by faith,” especially in the South Pacific and North America. Perfectionistic views clashed with a strictly forensic definition of justification. Among the contentious points was the question of the Reformation view of justification; black-and-white positioning and opposing attitudes shaped the contours of this controversy. The two perspectives still stand in tension with each other and continue to polarize the denomination.


The last essay raises a question that was hovering over the entire symposium; it also looms large behind the contributions in this volume: Are Seventh-day Adventists true heirs of the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation? What do Adventists mean by this claim and how did they live up to it? According to , Rolf J. Pöhler, the question requires a nuanced answer. Taking his clues from the other papers in this book and measuring the Adventist claim by its correspondence to both Protestant and Adventist history and theology, he concludes that this assertion is valid as long as Adventism remains a genuine movement – as the sixteenth-century Reformation had been – that embodies the spirit of the Reformers and continues to move forward. The church will always experience a tension between aspiration and reality.


No publication of this size and purview is the work of a single mind and hand. Special thanks are due to Filip Kapusta, my reliable and competent student assistant, who had a large share in preparing the manuscripts for publication. I will miss his watchful eye and thoughtful support. Four papers were translated into English by Frieder Schmid and Jamie G. Boucher; the latter did an excellent job in handling exacting footnotes. Copy editing was done by him and mostly by Daniel Edwards. Our gratitude extends to the eighteen contributors to this volume who have spent much time and effort both in preparing excellent presentations for the symposium and in reworking them for this publication. We are proud to see the names of two recent Friedensau graduates among the roster of international authors.


We are publishing this book in the hope that it will provide helpful information and stimulating ideas for church historians, theologians, theology students, church members and others who take an active interest in the Seventh-day Adventist Church and its theological discourse. May it also contribute to the needed reflection on what it means to be a church in a continuous process of reformation – ecclesia semper reformanda. Sepp Herberger, German football coach of 1954 World Cup fame coined the phrase: “After the game is before the game.” With regard to Christianity in general and Adventism in particular, it may also be said: “After the reformation is before the reformation.”


Friedensau,


July 2018




Stefan Höschele



Reform, Reformation – Protest, Protestant:


Adventist Terminology and Rhetoric


Abstract




The Adventist use of the terms “reform,” “reformation” and “protest,” “Protestant” illustrates the changing theological moods of the denomination and its precursor movements. Starting from a partly neutral and partly negative view of Protestantism among the Millerites and the first Sabbatarian Adventists, this discourse was supplemented with a positive “reform” rhetoric in the 1850s, which also implied an affirmative view of “reformation” as a moral cause and of the sixteenth-century Reformation. Only in the early twentieth century did “Protestant” assume a pronounced positive meaning. It is on this basis that a more dialogical relationship with other Protestants developed in the second part of the century, implying a differentiated look at the Reformation and at Protestantism at large.





From their beginnings, Seventh-day Adventists have developed not only a peculiar theology and culture, but also a language of their own. Some elements in the terminology and rhetoric of the Adventist community were, of course, inherited from antecedent movements – the Puritans, the restorationist Christian Connexion, and revivalists of various backgrounds.1 Others were borrowed from the Holiness movement, which advanced in parallel steps with the young Seventh-day Adventist denomination, and, later, from North American Fundamentalists. But a significant part of the phraseology in the burgeoning Seventh-day Adventist community was home-made; its roots were mostly biblical apocalyptic passages, and phrases often became dear to the Advent people as their leaders used them over and over again.2 Unsurprisingly, the Adventist supply of magazines produced a similar phenomenon, with recurring vocabulary such as the many “Heralds,” “Messengers” and “Signs.”


An exception to these common patterns in Adventist publishing was a paper that appeared only for seven years: The Protestant Magazine. Published from 1909 to 1915 by the General Conference Religious Liberty Department,3 the title page announced its main orientation: “The Protestant Magazine. Advocating Primitive Christianity. Protesting against Apostasy. Human Authority vs. Divine Revelation.” This magazine and its name remained a short-lived4 and rather unique experiment,5 but its existence and discontinuance imply important insights on the denomination’s self-understanding, its view of Protestantism, and its relationship to the Protestant world at large. More observations on this episode will be presented later; at this point it should suffice to note that The Protestant Magazine illustrates (1) the Adventists’ will to present their movement as the most consistent form of Protestantism, (2) the fact that this tendency became stronger towards the end of the denominational pioneers’ period, and (3) a certain degree of uneasiness that remained in identifying with Protestantism at large.


In this paper, I intend to give an overview of the way in which Adventists talked about the terms “Reformation” and “reform,” about “Protestantism” and “protest” – in short, about the manner in which their perception of their reformation origin and of others in the large Protestant family revealed itself in their discourse. Different from the denomination’s inbred vocabulary, these words reached Adventists with meanings and ascriptions that had their roots centuries earlier, and that had already developed a life of their own. This inheritance, then, led to constructions enriched with strands of typically Adventist thinking. I should add immediately that it is impossible to present a truly comprehensive account of this subject; a thorough evaluation would certainly need serious and systematic discourse analysis with a scope of no less than a Master’s thesis or even two. Another preliminary observation that needs to be kept in mind is that all of these terms – reform/ation, protest/ant – are non-biblical. Like the term “revival,” the canon offers but a weak foundation with regard to this terminology, which may be one reason why Adventists took time to appropriate some of it with positive theological connotations and some degree of differentiation.



Protestantism as Babylon: The Earliest Adventists


The Millerite revival had largely been an intra-Protestant movement, but the Millerites’ attitudes to their denominations of origin was complex. With their generally anti-sectarian perspective, their future-orientation and particularly after the increasingly conflictual developments in 1843, the roots in Reformation history that they shared with other Evangelicals seemed largely irrelevant. Miller remained a Baptist, but his skepticism of denominationalism translated into interpreting the existence of so many Protestant “sects” as “conclusive sign by which we may know we live on the eve of finishing the prophecies.”6 In general, Miller used “Protestant” in a neutral manner when explaining fulfilled prophecy, but with a negative connotation when utilized as a synonym to the “worldly,” “popular churches.”7


The earliest Sabbatarian Adventists’ view and use of “Protestantism” was shaped by the fact that they all originated in the radical Bridegroom (or Shut-Door) Adventist group. This means they initially considered not only Roman Catholics and Protestants, but even the moderate Adventists beyond hope of salvation. It is, therefore, not surprising that the earliest references to Protestantism among them – in Bates’ 1847 pamphlet Second Advent Way Marks and High Heaps – are consistently negative.8 The paradox of this treatise is, however, that it represents the first quasi-salvation-historical approach to theological thinking by a future Seventh-day Adventist, and thus indirectly opened the way for later theological constructions in which the Reformation played a positive role.


But for the time being, a dark picture of Protestantism prevailed. With her few fellow believers, Ellen White expected an imminent persecution of Sabbath keepers while “the churches [i.e., Protestants and Catholics] and nominal Adventists” were “enraged” because of the Sabbatarian proclamation.9 In the same period, an expectancy of “false reformations” designed “to deceive God’s people” developed in White’s writings, thus marking the first uses of the term “reformation” as negative.10 Among Sabbatarian Adventists of the period, Protestantism was universally viewed as part of apocalyptic Babylon; the only difference among the movement’s leaders was the question of whether Protestants were equal to “Babylon” or merely formed part of it.11 James White held the former view, which implied that prophecies were fulfilled in the very present and, therefore, increased the urgency of proclaiming the need for separation from them. With regard to perspectives on Protestantism in general, these two varieties made little difference: all the churches had “fallen” (Rev 14:8).


The logical consequence was that developments, activities and even revivals in Protestant denominations had to be considered spurious.12 In 1857–1858, when an evangelical revival spread from New York to other cities,13 Sabbatarian Adventists quickly rejected it as deceptive.14 Such awakenings or “reformations,” as they were also labeled,15 had to be non-genuine. After all, Protestants were in an apostate condition;16 thus argued Uriah Smith, the editor of the Sabbatarian Adventist paper Review and Herald, in 1859,




we know of course that they cannot recover from that condition [of being fallen], until they first repent of the steps that led them to it – until they grieve for their past neglect, and walk up to the abundant light that now shines forth from the word of God. Nothing of this kind have they done; and yet they claim that a wonderful revival has taken place among them.17





In its earliest period, therefore, Sabbath-keeping Adventists quite consistently used the term “Protestant” and reports connected with it in a negative manner. There were scant exceptions – such as a case when James White claimed that originally “the Bible alone is the religion of Protestants” and called this “the Protestant principle.”18 But even in this instance the argument was that the churches originating in the Reformation had actually turned away from the Sabbath. Thus references to them generally implied the reproach of having dishonored God’s law, the verdict of having fallen from God’s favor, and the expectation of a soon-coming crisis, in which they would stand opposed to God’s faithful. This view of “Protestantism” was more or less unconsciously built on earlier traditions of anti-sectarianism, which were particularly powerful in the Restorationist movements such as the Christian Connexion, but received its strength through the appeal to apocalyptic passages of the Bible and Sabbatarianism.


Moral Reform Everywhere: Ellen G. White


and the Incipient Denomination


It is only with the background of this general picture that another line of development can be appreciated. It started in the mid-1850s. For a few years, the fledgling Sabbatarian Adventist movement had experienced years of enormous numerical growth and developed first local organizational arrangements. When the first dissidents threatened to split the body of Sabbath keepers in 1853–1854,19 the need for solid leadership structures became more evident, and slowly a self-understanding as “church” evolved. This was visible both in increasing calls for “gospel order” and in the first publications that utilized the term “church” in a positive way. Heretofore “the churches” had been synonymous to “Babylon” and “Protestantism”; now the singular began to denote Sabbatarian Adventism.20


This subtle change of self-understanding can be noticed in Ellen White’s writings as well. She started her Testimonies for the Church series in late 1855, addressing what she viewed as the dearth of spirituality and dedication to the cause in “the Church” – i.e., Adventist Sabbath keepers.21 The parallels to the Adventist criticisms of “Protestantism” are striking! Further “Testimonies” were full of reproof and exhortation for fellow Sabbatarians as well, focusing on moral behavior, family issues, general commitment, church life, health and dress.22 One expression that steadily gains significance in these admonitions is “reform.” Appearing in individual instances in the 1850s and denoting a change of individual attitude or lifestyle, the term acquires crucial importance in the 1860s and connects particularly frequently with “dress” and “health.” Ellen White used it about 100 times in what was to become the first Testimonies volume.


In fact, at this juncture “reform” was soon found almost everywhere. While the official church papers continued focusing on theological issues, on exegetical questions, the Sabbath and eschatology, it appears that Ellen White re-formed the general Adventist discourse almost single-handedly and moved it into the direction of Christian ethics. What is of fundamental importance in her use of terms is that “reform” and “reformation” are actually synonymous;23 to her, both terms imply seriousness, the willingness to pursue a totally ethical lifestyle, and courage in a world that opposes faithful Christian conduct.


It is against this backdrop of the equality of “reform” and “reformation” that Ellen White’s first comments on the Reformation of the sixteenth century can be best understood. Both in her 1863 Testimonies and in the first version of her Great Controversy, the volume Spiritual Gifts published in 1858, the Reformation is largely depicted as the clash of those who represented faithfulness to God and those who indulged in or supported a worldly, sinful church. In other words, the Reformation was about ethics – it was an event in which morality triumphed. In the short chapter devoted to the sixteenth century in Spiritual Gifts (covering only five rather small pages), White mentions the conflict, protest, or disgust regarding the sins of church leaders no less than seven times in addition to two other major recurring themes: the courage and zeal of Luther and an ecclesiology of purity, that is, a church which consisted only of the faithful. These stood in opposition to the “priests … [who] did not wish to be reformed. They chose to be left in ease, in wanton pleasure, in wickedness. They wished the church kept in darkness.”24 To Ellen White, the Great Controversy was, even in Reformation times, essentially a moral controversy.


Such mid-nineteenth-century interpretations of sixteenth-century events were certainly colored by American reform attitudes and figures of thinking. It is consistent, therefore, that a few years later Ellen White asserted about Adventists at large, “We are reformers.”25 The main aim of her messages was evidently to encourage Sabbath-keeping Adventists to uphold this reform spirit: to remain faithful and active, to attract others to their convictions by standing firm. In this thinking, Luther was a reformer rather than a theologian, and not so much a herald of justification but a lover of the Bible, and more of a bold protester than a university professor.


It is not surprising, therefore, that Ellen White’s second major reference to the Reformation (in her Testimonies in 1863, a message directed to Adventist preachers) echoes the same orientation. “Ministers who are preaching present truth,” the prophet insisted, were not nearly as zealous as Luther and his contemporaries. Like the reformers, they were to display the character and boldness needed for God’s cause. Even here, “Reformation” essentially meant a protest against the fallen church, the insistence on God’s truth, a life of true Christian values, and the moral courage to stand for what is right.26


Interestingly, Ellen White included one reference to the actual content of Luther’s gospel understanding in her 1858 book. According to her, he “was not satisfied until a gleam of light from heaven drove the darkness from his mind, and led him to trust, not in works, but in the merits of the blood of Christ; and to come to God for himself, not through popes nor confessors, but through Jesus Christ alone.”27 This experiential description (combined, again, with some protest language) remains the only place where something like a sola gratia notion occurs in this earliest section on the Reformation – yet even here redemption, with its language of merit that implies a satisfaction model of atonement, appears as having a strong moral slant.



Protestantism-Reformation Dialectic: The Second Generation


The organizational changes that Sabbatarian Adventism experienced in the 1860s not only went hand in hand with theological development – particularly in the field of ecclesiology – but also influenced the use of terminology in various realms. As Seventh-day Adventists organized themselves into a denomination, their intense apocalypticism was balanced by an increasing ecclesial consciousness, which both provided and demanded a theology with a certain measure of stability. It is salvation-historical thinking – building on Miller’s interpretations, having been present in Joseph Bates’ earliest Adventist theologizing, and appearing in Ellen White’s first version of the Great Controversy – which evolved into a framework that could serve this demand of stability. This development would soon also be felt in the Adventist discourse on “Protestantism.”


On the one hand, “Protestantism” continued to represent the “fallen churches,” those who had become “Babylon” in 1843 or at least belonged to apostate Christianity because of their “moral fall” or general state. It is logical, therefore, that the persecution scenario that Adventist Sabbath keepers had referred to already in the late 1840s continued to be referred to and even became a crucial part of Ellen White’s 1884 version of the Great Controversy. Her now famous words implied a continuing mistrust of “the churches” among Adventists in spite of the fact that they had become a denomination themselves.




Protestantism will yet stretch her hand across the gulf to grasp the hand of Spiritualism; she will reach over the abyss to clasp hands with the Roman power; and under the influence of this threefold union, our country will follow in the steps of Rome in trampling on the rights of conscience.28


The Protestant churches … are now adopting a course which will lead to the persecution of those who conscientiously refuse to do what the rest of the Christian world are doing, and acknowledge the claims of the papal Sabbath.29





On the other hand, the same book by Ellen White contained four chapters on Luther and the German Reformation; in addition, one deals with “Early Reformers” (John Wycliffe and Jan Hus) and one with “Later Reformers” (Tyndale, Knox, the Wesleys, and the English Seventh Day Baptists). If the logic inherent in this chiastic scheme is extended, the Waldenses, who “planted the seeds of the Reformation,” with a separate chapter before the “Early Reformers,” correspond to William Miller, who is also called one of the “reformers.”30 With this significant attention given to key figures of Protestantism and other reform personalities, a perception that strikingly differed from the end-time expectancy of turmoil was present in the writings of the foremost leader in Adventism after James White died.


The double perspective of extolling the Reformation and condemning Protestant churches was a tension that could not easily be upheld in the following period. Both “apostate Protestantism” and “courageous reformers” were figures of thought that had existed alongside each other, but as time went by, the inherent dialectic in this interpretation31 was difficult to uphold. One area in which this is visible was the issue of mission. Starting with an anti-mission shut-door ideology, Adventist Sabbath keepers were initially utterly skeptical regarding the missionary activities of other Protestant bodies. To them mission, like attempts of Evangelical revivalism, was a futile endeavor at best32 and anti-biblical at worst – for it was frequently linked with what was then called “the world’s conversion,” the postmillennialist vision of an entirely Christianized globe.33


After some time, however, this opposition to Protestant mission activities mellowed, and when Adventists had begun serious international missionary activities of their own in the 1870s, they commended the mission efforts of other Protestant denominations.34 In a few instances, Protestant mission projects were even depicted as examples for Adventists.35 The climax of these new bouts of sympathy came with the non-denominational Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions (SVM) in the 1890s.36 An Adventist report on an SVM World Convention insisted,




[T]he Student Volunteer Movement is one which merits the full sympathy and cooperation of Seventh-day Adventists. Unselfish, unsectarian (so far as concerns Protestant sects), animated by pure zeal and devotion to the cause of Christ, and seeking only to bring the sound of his gospel to the millions whose ears it has never reached, it is a part of the great gospel work which God is doing for the world in this last generation of its history, and in which it has pleased him to assign us so wonderful a part.37





With regard to mission, Protestants appeared to revive the reformers’ ethos, and the SVM with its non-denominational course and identity as a “movement” appealed to the anti-sectarian feelings that underlay the original Millerite Adventist reasoning. Thus Seventh-day Adventists could, for the first time, view contemporary Protestantism in an utterly positive manner – at least with regard to its dedication to worldwide gospel proclamation.


It appears that Ellen White’s role was crucial in steering a course that would lead to a differentiated Adventist view of Protestantism. Her learning experiences in Europe in the 1880s, her contributions to the Christocentric turn in 1888 (albeit with little reference to the Reformation and its core)38 and her calls for caution in relating to other Christians39 combined into a direction that upheld the unique Adventist mission while acknowledging praiseworthy elements among other Protestants. In fact, in her thinking of the period, Adventists were to be the truest Protestants and Reformers; her confidently anachronistic 1886 reflection on Christ as “Reformer” and “Protestant” even implies that to Adventists this terminology effectively indicated eternal principles, not references to specific periods of history.




Christ was a protestant. He protested against the formal worship of the Jewish nation, who rejected the counsel of God against themselves … The Reformers date back to Christ and the apostles. They came out and separated themselves from a religion of forms and ceremonies. Luther and his followers did not invent the reformed religion. They simply accepted it as presented by Christ and the apostles.40





Reform Movement or Protestant Church?


The Early Twentieth Century


Ellen White’s merger of “Reformer” and “protest/Protestant” language indicates a shift that would manifest itself in an even more pronounced manner in the early twentieth century. Adventists increasingly began to present themselves as Protestants or even the true Protestants. The Protestant Magazine, mentioned in the introduction of this paper, was only one visible indication of this trend. Theologically, Adventists moved significantly closer to the Evangelical mainstream in the 1890s and the 1900s in terms of soteriology and Christology as well as the gradual adoption of trinitarianism.41 It is as if the somewhat isolated Seventh-day Adventist denomination now sought allies rhetorically in its immediate religious neighborhood. After all, it also began to form some kind of coalitions where this seemed opportune, as in the student mission movement, the temperance cause,42 and anti-Catholic activism, the latter being a major thrust of The Protestant Magazine.


And there were even more pronounced versions of Adventist self-identification with “Protestantism.” Alonzo Jones, for instance, who had left Adventism in the context of the Kellogg crisis but remained doctrinally attached to his former faith, wrote a large monograph to explain what the Reformation “meant then” and “what it means now.”43 To Jones, it implied the most far-reaching religious freedom possible and, consequently, minimal ecclesial authority. The Protestant principle, to him, was to proclaim and defend “the full and complete liberty of every individual, himself alone … the sole and complete responsibility of the individual soul to God only, in all things pertaining to religion or faith.”44 The Bible was, of course, to be the basis, “all-sufficient in all things pertaining to religion and faith,”45 but denominations were not to introduce any restrictions “on the full preaching of the word of God, even on ‘controverted points,’ to every creature everywhere and always.”46 This reformation view and its concomitant advocacy of extreme individualism, which was reminiscent of the somewhat chaotic Millerite post-disappointment phase, did evidently not match the generally uniform Seventh-day Adventist approach to faith in the period. It arose, however, from a typically Adventist impulse – an apocalyptic and individualist transformation of radical strands of Protestantism.


A line of thought and action that took the Adventist “reform” philosophy one step further into another direction was born in the crisis of World War I. The heightening of apocalyptic expectations, debates on ethical questions such as military service – especially on the Sabbath day –, the Adventist tradition of strictness in the context of diversified responses to burning issues, and the absence of a prophetic voice after the death of Ellen White all contributed to a novel movement that aimed at taking up the cause of reform. The Reform Movement (or Reformation Movement, as its adherents preferred to call themselves) aimed at carrying the traditional Adventist logic of a pure, “reform” church to the end – and thus paradoxically reversed some of the steps towards Protestantism that Seventh-day Adventists had travelled.


In the 1910s the Adventist denomination had, in fact, transformed from a protest movement to a Protestant church. Its protest ethos was still alive, at least rhetorically; but the necessities of establishing and safeguarding the denominational organization and building its missionary machinery shaped it in such a way that analogies with other Protestant churches were ubiquitous. It is, therefore, natural that close contacts in the so-called mission field finally led to an Adventist recognition of other Protestant mission agencies as part of God’s involvement in the history of the world. In the context of mission rivalry and cooperation in China, Seventh-day Adventist leaders of the Eastern Asia Division issued a declaration entitled “Our Relationship to Other Societies” in 1919,47 which included the following statements:




	
We recognize every agency that lifts up Christ before men as a part of the divine plan for the evangelization of the world, and we hold in high esteem the Christian men and women in other communions who are engaged in winning souls to Christ.


	Wherever the prosecution of the gospel work brings us into touch with other societies and their work, the spirit of Christian courtesy, frankness, and fairness should at all times guide in dealing with mission problems …


	As to the matter of territorial divisions and the restriction of operations to designated areas, our attitude must be shaped by these considerations:



	As in generations past, in the providence of God and the historical development of his work for men, denominational bodies and religious movements have arisen to give special emphasis to different phases of gospel truth, so we find in the origin and rise of the Seventh-day Adventist people, the burden laid upon us to emphasize the gospel of Christ’s second coming as an event ‘even at the door,’ calling for the proclamation of the special message of preparation of the way of the Lord as revealed in Holy Scripture.











This declaration, which would soon become part of the denomination’s General Conference Working Policy 48 was a long way from the earlier insistence on Protestantism being wholly apostate. While it did not actually amount to the “comity statement” of mutual non-interference that the other mission societies desired, and did not mention Protestant missions (as opposed to Catholics), it is evident that the text almost exclusively aimed at fellow Protestants: the China Continuation Committee (CCC) of the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference, to whom it was sent, consisted solely of such organizations. Whatever the wording, the significance of the text is that Seventh-day Adventists publicly expressed, for the first time, how much they appreciated the ministry of other denominations, especially those that were fellow heirs of the Reformation.


Observations on the Discourse in the Post-Pioneer Period


The Adventist use of “reform” and “protest” rhetoric and of the terms “Reformation” and “Protestant” in the post-pioneer period constitutes a large field of research of its own; here only a few observations can be presented, which indicate how the inherited discourses continued and were reinforced or modified.




	Involvement with other Protestants in the missionary realm continued and expanded. The Seventh-day Adventist Church joined the (Protestant) Foreign Mission Conference of North America (FMCNA) in the 1930s, an organization that encompassed a very broad spectrum of churches: Fundamentalist-type denominations, Presbyterians, Methodists and Baptists, African American mission organizations, Pentecostals and (initially) even Universalists.49 Soon, Adventists served on a significant number of committees, thus indicating that at least in the support of mission, they no longer distanced themselves from Protestantism at large organizationally.50



	In the context of the Fundamentalist/Modernist controversy, Adventists clearly positioned themselves on the Fundamentalist side. In spite of uneasy relations with the Fundamentalist mainstream, which generally regarded Adventism as cultic, heretic, or at best odd, the Seventh-day Adventist self-identification as the most genuine Fundamentalists51 squarely categorized them as Protestants – or, indeed, the truest Protestants of all.52



	The Evangelical-Adventist conversations in the 1950s, which led to the publication of Questions on Doctrine (QOD), reinforced this general perception. Adventists presented themselves as conservative Protestants and emphasized what they held in common with other Christians and, particularly, Protestants.53 While these conversations and QOD caused quite a stir both within the Adventist community and the North American Evangelical world, the episode was indicative of a direction in thought that could not be reversed. “Protestantism” was now viewed, by a majority of Adventist thought leaders, as an ally rather than an enemy. While QOD mainly addressed a context shaped by Calvinism (and, therefore, only one type of Reformation heirs) and, therefore, the Reformation as such was not a major theme, it emphasized both the continuity with Protestantism and the Adventist will to “complete” the Reformation.54



	
Although Adventism did not produce many Reformation scholars, a few Adventist theologians did develop interest in Reformation studies from the 1960s onward. This added a new dimension to the Adventist discourse on both Protestantism and the Reformation; scholarship helped to differentiate earlier perspectives and interpret historical and dogmatic developments in a more contextual manner. An outstanding researcher in this field was Kenneth Strand,55 who edited several works on the Reformation, published a good number of articles on the subject (especially in Andrews University Seminary Studies)56 and specialized in Reformation Bibles57 – a fitting research niche for someone from a tradition that has a strong biblical emphasis.


	Another line of – mainly academic – discussion opened in the 1970s and came to flourish in the 1980: the historical and dogmatic relationship between Reformation churches and Seventh-day Adventism. New studies documented the significant connection between Puritanism and Adventism58 and the link of Sabbath theologies in some strands of the Reformation with Seventh-day Adventist thought59 and thus reinforced the affirmation that Adventists were inheritors of Reformation elements. (Yet the peculiar Adventist view of the Reformation seems not to have been made a topic of research of any major study then and until the present, whence the symposium and this publication.)


	The idea that Adventists were the true “heirs of the Reformation” is rooted in the movement’s nineteenth-century self-reflection, but this particular formulation came up later. LeRoy E. Froom used it in 1931, presumably for the first time in Adventist print;60 his massive collections The Prophetic Faith of Our Fathers and The Conditionalist Faith of Our Fathers 61 actually mirrored this self-understanding. In later decades, “Heirs of the Reformation” became a more frequent metaphor in Adventist publications.62



	In several interchurch dialogues taking place from the 1990s onward, Seventh-day Adventists continued to invoke significant continuity with the Protestant Reformation. Naturally, this emphasis appeared most strongly in the Lutheran-Adventist dialogue during the 1990s (“shared heritage from the Reformation”; “deep appreciation for the work and teachings of Martin Luther”; “heirs of the Protestant Reformation”; “children of Luther”).63 The report summarized,







Adventists have a high appreciation for the Reformation. They see themselves as heirs of Luther and other Reformers, especially in their adherence to the great principles of sola scriptura, sola gratia, sola fide, solo Christo. Teachings which others may view as distinctive of Adventists are seen by them as the continuation of the Reformation’s recovery of Biblical truth.64





While the Adventist-Mennonite conversations of 2011–2012 and the Adventist-Evangelical dialogue of 2006–2007 do not highlight aspects of the Reformation in their final reports,65 Seventh-day Adventist “indebtedness … to the Reformation heritage” is emphasized in the Reformed-Adventist dialogue of 2001 as well.66 The continuity with the Reformation, therefore, is what remains the most prominent legacy of earlier Adventist discourses in the twenty-first century.


Conclusion


Our walk through a section of the Adventist language landscape is ending here. Five major emphases have been discerned: (1) a consistently negative image of Protestantism during the earliest Adventist period, in which Protestants were equated to apostate Christianity (and pictured as future persecutors of the true believers); (2) a consistently positive view of reform in the period when the Seventh-day Adventist denomination emerged and was organized; in it, the moral reform rhetoric of nineteenth-century America combined with the theological emphases of the young movement and strongly colored its interpretation of the Reformation as well; (3) the period from the 1880s onward, in which Reformers were seen as precursors of Adventism, moral examples to be followed, and in which even their other Protestant offspring appeared more acceptable than previously, at least with regard to their mission orientation; (4) a self-identification as the true Protestants, particularly in the early twentieth century; and (5) a more dialogical relationship with other Protestants, implying a differentiated (and more academic) look at the Reformation and at Protestantism at large.


All of these five options have continued in Adventist discourses until the present. As contradictory as some may seem, and although some reflected ahistorical or unhistorical points of view, together these perspectives and their implied attitudes form a variegated tradition from which any approach can be retrieved by some subgroup of contemporary Adventism, especially because earlier skeptical views have persisted in the writings of Ellen White and other Adventist pioneers. Yet all in all, a clear development can be recognized: from a mainly negative view of Protestants and a fully positive use of “reform” to a differentiated and rather positive notion of both “Protestantism” and the Reformation.
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66 “Report of the International Theological Dialogue between the Seventh-day Adventist Church and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches,” Jongny sur Vevey, Switzerland, 1–7 April 2001 (https://goo.gl/prG8Sz, November 28, 2017). The report also says (about both traditions): “We acknowledge our debt to the Reformation with its biblical emphasis upon salvation by grace alone (sola gratia) through faith alone (sola fide) in Christ alone (solus Christus).”
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Abstract




While all the main sixteenth-century Protestant reformers made important contributions to Adventist theological understanding and identity, those contributing most directly to the unique beliefs of Adventism were the radical reformers, as mediated and informed by the work of Jacob Arminius and Hugo Grotius. These two articulated most fully the free-will Protestant tradition inside a moral government of God framework, which served as the foundations for Adventist views on the great controversy and the sanctuary. That God oversaw a moral government implied both that God had opened up His actions and character for examination by the universe, and that human governments should also behave in a responsible and moral manner. Thus, Adventist pioneers were concerned with the justice and character of God, as well social issues of their day, such as slavery and alcohol prohibition. We are only truly heirs of the reformation as we bring the great “solas” of the reformers to bear in protest on current-day abuse and misuse of religious and social power.67





The question of which one of the sixteenth-century reformers was the most important or influential in relation to the Adventist church is impossible to answer. There are at least three or four reformers that are truly indispensable, and without which Adventism would not be Adventism as we know it. Martin Luther’s contributions of the authority and primacy of Scripture, the truth of justification by faith, and the priesthood of all believers are absolutely essential to early and modern Adventism. But equally indispensable, most would believe, was Calvin’s balancing of justification with sanctification, in his understanding of the third use of the law, with its continuing role in the Christian life, and basic church order and organization, without which there would be no worldwide Adventist church. And then of course there are the radical reformers, such as Anabaptist leaders Michael Sattler and Balthasar Hubmaier in Austria and Germany, and Menno Simons in Holland. With these, we share such views as believers’ baptism, voluntary church membership, separation of church and state, holy living, and nonviolence.


Asking which is most important to Adventism is a little like asking which tire on a car is the most important, or what is the most important wing on a plane. They are all essential. But if we ask a slightly different question, that is, “Which reformer was most critical to the unique identity of Adventism?” we can attempt an answer. Many of the beliefs listed above we share with other Christian churches, whether it be scriptural authority, or justification, or even the perpetuity of the Ten Commandments. But where do we find those things that make Adventism uniquely Adventist?


Some might tag the radical reformers with this role, and I believe there is some truth to this. The trouble with making this the full answer is that tracing a path of actual influence from the radicals to Adventism is very difficult. They had no great names or central writings whose influence one can trace in an unbroken line from the sixteenth-century radicals to the nineteenth-century Adventists. Apart from a brief mention of Menno Simons, Ellen White omits the radical reformers from her discussion of the Reformation in the Great Controversy. In the nineteenth century, Anabaptist historiography was more associated with the excesses of the radical Zwickau prophets, the rabble rousing Thomas Müntzer, and the fanatical, violent, and short-lived theocracy of the City of Münster.


It is very doubtful that the Adventist pioneers read the radicals directly, or even indirectly. Their influence was dim and distant, and in most instances more of a parallel movement rather than a direct influence. There are some exceptions to this, especially in the area of church and state, the believers’ baptism, and possibly even the Sabbath, where the influence of the Baptists, heirs of the Anabaptists, can be seen on the early Adventists. More on this later.


The sixteenth-century reformer I choose as the most significant for the uniqueness of Adventism is one that interacted with the radicals, but during his life was generally considered an opponent of them. He also comes at the end of the sixteenth century, not at the beginning like most of the iconic reformer names. I am speaking of James or Jacob Arminius, theologian of the Dutch Reformed Church, and foremost expositor of the Arminian, free-will tradition of Protestant theology. Arminius actually died as a member and professor in good standing of the Dutch Reformed Church. Only after his death were his followers and their views anathematized at the Synod of Dort in 1618.


To understand Arminius’ significance for Adventism, one must understand that human free will was only part of a larger theological framework held by Arminius, and articulated by one of his leading supporters by the name of Hugo Grotius, called the moral government of God. I believe this theme helped provide the foundation for the Adventist theme of the great controversy as well as the sanctuary message.


I am going fast forward now about four centuries, to show a connection between Adventism, Ellen White, and the moral government of God heritage in Protestant thought. It is found in her biography, written by her grandson, Arthur White. He records that while in Australia in 1900 “she wrote to Edson calling for her library to be sent to Australia: ‘I have sent for four or five large volumes of Barnes’ notes on the Bible. I think they are in Battle Creek in my house now sold, somewhere with my books … I may never visit America again, and my best books should come to me when it is convenient’ (emphasis added).”68


How is it that an Adventist prophet would view the biblical commentaries of a non-Adventist scholar, Albert Barnes, as among her “best books,” ones that were indispensable to her in her Australian work?


That any leader of the Adventist church would find high value in the commentaries of Barnes, a Calvinist/Reformed scholar of the Presbyterian Church – who was once tried for heresy – is somewhat paradoxical. Raised a Methodist, Ellen White lived and taught on the opposite end of the theological spectrum from Barnes, embracing a free-will, Arminian perspective of human choice and salvation, as Adventists generally do today. But these two Bible students, White and Barnes, were connected by a commitment to the powerful idea that God runs a moral government and that He is willing for His created beings to evaluate the fairness of that government.


It was within this moral government framework that Ellen White developed and refined her ideas of the sanctuary and its great controversy theme between Christ and Satan. It is a theme that many Adventist scholars view as the central and organizing motif of her writings. It is also a key to understanding the heart of Adventist theodicy (defending God’s dealings with humanity) and is a crucial point of connection for many Adventist doctrines. But it is somewhat more complex and profound than a mere battle between good and evil, which most Christians, and even Hollywood, understands as being at the heart of the human story.


The moral government of God was a view that God Himself operates in a just and moral manner toward the beings He has created. Further, He can be seen to be moral and just by people as well as by an onlooking universe, who themselves are moral beings, able to understand and choose between good and evil. This framework, at least in its modern form, originated with the Arminian, free-will strand of Protestantism. But such was the force of its appeal that it also manifested itself in certain Calvinistic, Reformed circles, especially in America in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. That is why it can be found in the writings and commentaries of a progressive Presbyterian like Albert Barnes, which explains why Ellen White referred to his writings as being among her “best books.”


An understanding of the Reformation roots of the concept of God’s moral government provides insights into the heritage and richness of the great controversy motif, its role in the sanctuary, and its importance for Adventist doctrine today. But to understand this story, we need to go back to at least its early modern beginnings in the struggle over predestination and human free will, which laid the foundations for the moral government of God theme.



Arminius and the Roots of Free-Will Theology


Most Adventists have at least heard of Jacob Arminius, the great Dutch theologian of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century. Arminius (1560-1609) launched a modification of Calvinist theology to allow for the human will to play some role in the acceptance of salvation. Arminian theology has become synonymous with a rejection of rigid human predestination, an atonement limited only to an elect few, and the arbitrary sovereignty of God in choosing who will be saved.


The strong identification of Arminius with free-will theology is somewhat unfortunate. It tends to obscure the fact that, prior to Arminius, other groups and individuals within the Protestant reformation also held two versions of human freedom in salvation. These included Lutheran theologian Philip Melanchthon and the entire evangelical Anabaptist movement. Emphasizing Arminius as the originator of free will within Protestantism makes it seem as though this emphasis was a later, third- or fourth-generation addition to genuine Protestant thought. This perception is used to imply, or even declare, that ideas about human free will are a corruption of an earlier, purer form of Protestantism. This continues to be the view of many Reformed thinkers, even up to the present day.


But this view of free will as a late-comer to the Reformation is just not accurate. It is true that both Luther and Calvin emphasized mankind’s helplessness and bondage in reaction against a tendency in medieval scholasticism to underplay the severity of humanity’s fall into sin. This scholasticism also overplayed human ability to both know and do the good and the right. In his debate with Erasmus over the freedom of the will, Luther wanted to emphasize man’s absolute helplessness absent the grace of God. In doing so, he slid into the other ditch of making man almost a puppet in the hands of God. Both Luther and Calvin believed in God’s essentially arbitrary predestination of certain people to be saved.


But not all first-generation Reformers held to this position of universal human helplessness and lack of free will. The Anabaptist theologian Balthasar Hubmaier wrote, in the 1520s, two treatises on the freedom of the will. In these works, he carefully avoided Pelagianism (the doctrine that man can save himself through good choice) and embraced a fully fallen, corrupted human nature. Yet he still asserted that “whoever denies the freedom of the human will, denies and rejects more than half of the Holy Scriptures.”69 For Hubmaier, God’s atonement was for all humanity, and not just the elect, as Calvin held. These views on free will and the general availability of the atonement for all humanity came to characterize the views of the evangelical Anabaptists. These Anabaptists were found in both Austria and the Netherlands, where Anabaptist leader Menno Simons expressed similar views.70


Arminius began pastoring in Amsterdam in the 1580s. We know that he had contact with Mennonite Anabaptists as well as proponents of Melanchthon’s views.71 Was Arminius influenced by the Anabaptists, by Melanchthon, and/or by others in shaping his own views on grace and free will? The extent of such influence is historically contested. What we do know is that he developed a careful expression of Calvinism that allowed him to affirm almost all the existing reformed creeds on sin and salvation, yet to do so in a way that allowed for genuine human free choice in accepting salvation. But, importantly for our purposes in examining the roots of theodicy and the great controversy theme, his reason for elevating human freedom was not primarily because of a concern for human dignity, or human importance, or human liberty. Rather, his primary concern was that of the early Anabaptists – the sovereign glory and reputation of God. As church historian Roger Olson puts it,




Arminius’ strongest objection was that [unconditional predestination is] injurious to the glory of God [because] from these premises we deduce, as a further conclusion, that God really sins … that God is the only sinner … that sin is not sin. Arminius never tired of arguing that the strong Calvinist doctrine of predestination cannot help making God the author of sin, and if God is the author of sin, then sin is not truly sin because whatever God authors is good.72





Luther and Calvin, while unshackled from much error of the medieval church, still clung, perhaps unconsciously, to classical conceptions of a God who was timeless and untouched by our temporal experiences and concerns. Such a God was ultimately unknowable by humanity who could not enter the timeless realm that God inhabited. Thus, they viewed God as essentially unknowable in His essential being. This was the “hidden God,” the “Deus absconditus,” that Luther believed lay behind the face of God we have in the Bible. It was this hidden God who arbitrarily elected some to salvation and left the others to burn in hell. Between God’s essential being, which we cannot know, and humanity’s, there was no connection.73
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