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Preface 

Every religious movement that survives long enough eventually faces a moment its founders did not 
plan for: the moment its central prediction fails. What a movement does in the hours, months, and years 
that follow that failure often reveals more about its true character than anything written in its founding 
documents. 

The Millerite movement of the 1830s and 1840s is one of the clearest case studies in American religious 

history of exactly this dynamic. Tens of thousands of ordinary believers, drawn from Baptist, Methodist, 

Presbyterian, and Christian Connection churches, staked their expectations on a specific date: October 
22, 1844. When the day passed without the visible return of Christ, the movement did not simply 
dissolve. It fractured, and each fragment answered the same question in a different way. What, if 
anything, had happened on that day? 

This book traces those answers. It does not treat the Seventh-day Adventist Church in isolation, as many 
critiques do, but places it alongside its siblings: the Advent Christian Church, the Evangelical 
Adventists, the Life and Advent Union, the Church of God General Conference and its Age-to-Come 
relatives, and the Sabbatarian Church of God (Seventh Day), which kept the Sabbath but rejected the 

sanctuary doctrine that came to define Seventh-day Adventism. 

The purpose of this comparison is not merely historical curiosity. It is to show that the doctrinal path 

Seventh-day Adventism eventually took, the investigative judgment, the reinterpreted shut door, the 
prophetic ratification of a minority view by Ellen G. White, was one choice among several available to 
sincere, disappointed believers in the autumn of 1844. It was not the only honest option, and as this 
book will argue, it was not the most textually careful one. 

This study is offered in the conviction that Scripture alone, rightly handled, is sufficient to resolve the 

questions the Millerites faced, and that no vision, however sincerely held, may be allowed to overrule 

the plain sense of the text. 
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Introduction: Why the Fracture Matters 

It is tempting, when critiquing a single denomination, to treat its distinctive doctrines as though they 
arose in a vacuum, as if the group in question simply misread Scripture in isolation from any wider 
context. The history of Millerite Adventism will not allow that approach. Seventh-day Adventism did 
not invent its answers to the Great Disappointment out of nothing. It arrived at one resolution among 
at least four or five competing resolutions, all proposed within the same few years, by people who had 
shared the same Bible, the same prophetic charts, and the same crushing disappointment. 

This matters for a simple reason. When a critic examines only the Seventh-day Adventist resolution, a 
defender can always respond that the critic has not reckoned with the difficulty of the situation those 
believers faced. Comparing the SDA resolution to its siblings removes that objection. Every Millerite in 
the autumn of 1844 faced the identical difficulty. They did not all reach the same conclusion. Some 
concluded, plainly and without embarrassment, that they had erred about the event itself and needed 
no reinterpretation. Others rebuilt an entirely different eschatology, discarding much of Miller's specific 
framework while keeping his premillennialism. Still others kept the Sabbath that some in the movement 

had newly adopted, yet explicitly refused to follow Hiram Edson and Ellen White into the doctrine of a 
heavenly investigative judgment. 

Only one branch, the Sabbatarian branch under James and Ellen White, concluded that the date had 
been correct and the event had occurred, invisibly, in heaven, and that a new work of judgment had 
begun that would not end until an unspecified future point. That branch also concluded, uniquely 

among all the Millerite descendants, that God had raised up a modern prophet to explain what had 
happened and to guide the church into further truth. 

This book asks a direct question: on purely historical and exegetical grounds, is there any reason to prefer 
the Sabbatarian resolution to its siblings? The chapters that follow will examine each major branch in 

turn, weigh the biblical basis offered for each resolution, and conclude by asking what the eventual size 
and survival of these groups can and cannot tell us about which one was right. 
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PART ONE: THE COMMON ROOT 

Chapter 1: William Miller and the 2,300 Days 

William Miller was a Baptist lay preacher and farmer in upstate New York who, after a period of 
skepticism, returned to serious Bible study in the early 1820s. Working largely alone with a Bible, a 
concordance, and Archbishop Ussher's chronology, Miller fixed his attention on Daniel 8:14. 

“And he said unto me, Unto two thousand and three hundred days; then shall the sanctuary be 

cleansed” (Daniel 8:14). 

Miller adopted the common futurist assumption, drawn from the year-day principle applied elsewhere 
in Daniel and Revelation, that each prophetic day represented one literal year. He identified the starting 
point of the 2,300 years as the decree of Artaxerxes I in 457 BC, recorded in Ezra 7, which he linked to 
the seventy-weeks prophecy of Daniel 9. Simple arithmetic, 2,300 years from 457 BC, produced a 

terminus somewhere in 1843, later refined to a window between March 21, 1843 and March 21, 1844. 

Miller further assumed that the cleansing of the sanctuary described in Daniel 8:14 referred to the 

purification of the earth by fire at the second coming of Christ, not to any heavenly event. This 
assumption would later become the single most consequential fault line in the entire post-
Disappointment movement, since every subsequent branch of Adventism was forced to decide what to 
do with a sanctuary that had not, after all, been cleansed by fire on earth. 

Miller published his conclusions in 1832 and, with the help of the energetic Boston publisher Joshua V. 
Himes from 1839 onward, the message spread rapidly through camp meetings, tracts, and periodicals 
such as Signs of the Times. Estimates of committed Millerite believers by 1844 range from fifty thousand 
to several hundred thousand, drawn from across denominational lines, with perhaps a million more who 

were curious or sympathetic without full commitment. 

Chapter 2: The Seventh-Month Cry and October 22, 1844 

Miller himself was cautious about naming an exact day, preferring to speak of a year. When March 21, 
1844 passed without incident, the movement faced its first serious test. Miller confessed his uncertainty 
about the precise date while maintaining his confidence in the underlying prophecy, writing to his 

followers that he still believed the day of the Lord was near, even at the door. 



ONE DISAPPOINTMENT, MANY ANSWERS 

Page 9 

A second date, April 18, 1844, calculated using the Karaite Jewish calendar, also passed without event. 
It was at this point that Samuel S. Snow, at a camp meeting in Exeter, New Hampshire in August 1844, 
presented what became known as the seventh-month message. Snow argued that the 2,300 days must 
terminate not on a date calculated from the Rabbinic calendar but on the tenth day of the seventh 
month of the Jewish sacred calendar, the Day of Atonement, which he calculated to fall on October 22, 

1844. 

The seventh-month message spread through the Millerite movement with a speed contemporaries 
described as unprecedented. Believers sold possessions, closed businesses, and gathered to watch through 

the night of October 22. When the sun rose on October 23 with no visible return of Christ, the resulting 
shock became known to history as the Great Disappointment. 

Chapter 3: The Great Disappointment 

The failure of October 22 was, by every contemporary account, devastating. Hiram Edson, a Millerite 
farmer in western New York, later described walking through a cornfield the following morning feeling 
as though he had lost every earthly friend. Washington Morse, another Millerite, wrote that the pathos 

which followed cannot be described. The relentless certainty with which the seventh-month message 
had been preached made the disappointment sharper than the earlier failures of March and April had 
been. 

In the weeks that followed, three broad interpretive paths emerged among those who did not simply 
abandon the movement altogether. 

The first path held that Miller's chronology itself was flawed. The 2,300 days had not yet expired, or had 
been miscalculated entirely, and the second advent remained a future, undated hope. This became, in 
modified form, the position of the Albany Adventists discussed in the next chapter. 

The second path, associated with Joseph Turner and briefly with a wide swath of the movement, held 
onto a version of the so-called shut-door doctrine, the belief drawn from the parable of the ten virgins 
in Matthew 25 that probation had already closed for the world and that October 22 had marked that 
closing, even though Christ had not visibly appeared. This position lost credibility quickly once it 
became clear no discernible change had occurred in the world, and it did not produce a lasting 
denomination on its own. 
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The third path, originating with Hiram Edson and developed by O. R. L. Crosier, held that the date of 
October 22 was correct but that the event itself had been misunderstood. Rather than Christ leaving the 
heavenly sanctuary to come to earth, Edson concluded that Christ had, for the first time, entered the 
second apartment of the heavenly sanctuary to begin a final work before his return. This third path is 
the direct ancestor of the Seventh-day Adventist doctrine of the investigative judgment, examined at 

length in Part Five. 

Chapter 4: The Albany Conference: Defining “True” 
Adventism 

With the movement fracturing into competing explanations, a group of Millerite leaders convened in 
Albany, New York from April 29 to May 1, 1845. The Albany Conference was not an attempt to 
include every self-described Adventist. It was explicitly organized, in the words of its organizers, to define 
true Adventism and to combat what they regarded as pernicious errors, chiefly the shut-door teaching 
and various forms of communal or fanatical excess that had appeared among some disappointed 

believers. 

The Albany delegates affirmed a continued, though undated, expectation of Christ's premillennial 
return, and rejected any teaching that probation had already closed. Beyond that shared affirmation, 
however, the delegates could not agree on several important questions, chiefly the nature of the human 
soul after death and the eternal or conditional character of future punishment. 

Over the following two decades, this Albany coalition split into three distinct denominations, treated in 
the next part of this book: the Evangelical Adventists, who retained the traditional evangelical view of 
an immortal soul and eternal conscious punishment; the Advent Christians, who adopted conditional 
immortality and soul sleep; and the Life and Advent Union, a smaller body doctrinally similar to the 

Advent Christians but organizationally separate over questions of church fellowship. 

Notably absent from the Albany Conference, and from the Albany coalition altogether, were the 
Sabbatarian believers gathered around Joseph Bates and James and Ellen White, who had already begun 
to develop Edson's sanctuary interpretation along an entirely separate track, and who would organize as 
the Seventh-day Adventist Church in 1863. 
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PART TWO: THE SOBER ADMISSION 

Chapter 5: Advent Christian Church: The Date Was Wrong, 
Not the Text 

The Advent Christian Church traces its organizational roots to 1860, though its theological identity had 
been forming for over a decade before that date. Its most distinctive early leader was Jonathan 

Cummings, a Millerite preacher who in the early 1850s attempted a recalculation of the second advent 
to the year 1854. When that date also passed without event, Cummings and his associates drew a 

conclusion markedly different from the one Hiram Edson had drawn a decade earlier: rather than 
searching for a hidden heavenly event that had occurred on the failed date, they concluded simply that 
their calculation had again been in error, and that no event of cosmic significance had occurred at all. 

This willingness to say plainly that an expected event had not happened, without constructing a 
theological explanation to preserve the date, is the single most important feature distinguishing the 
Advent Christian resolution from the Seventh-day Adventist resolution. Believers convened in 
Worcester, Massachusetts to organize as the Advent Christian Association, explicitly uniting those who 

rejected shut-door theology of every variety, including its later sanctuary-doctrine descendant. 

The Advent Christian Church retained Sunday worship, held to a literal, physical, and visible second 

coming of Christ still future and undated, and built its identity around the periodical The World's 
Crisis, edited for many years by Miles Grant. Historian Clyde Hewitt's own three-volume history of the 
denomination candidly acknowledges its long decline through the twentieth century, closing with the 
poignant question of whether a denomination should be told it is dying. 

Chapter 6: Conditional Immortality Without an 
Investigative Judgment 

The doctrine most closely associated with Jonathan Cummings and the Advent Christian tradition is 
conditional immortality, the teaching that immortality is not an inherent property of every human soul 

but a gift granted only to the redeemed, with the unrighteous facing final destruction rather than eternal 
conscious torment. This doctrine rests principally on texts such as the following. 

“For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive” (1 Corinthians 15:22). 
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“For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Romans 
6:23). 

What makes the Advent Christian treatment of this doctrine instructive for a comparative study is 
precisely what it does not include. The Advent Christians arrived at conditional immortality through 
direct exegesis of texts on death, resurrection, and judgment, without embedding the doctrine inside a 
larger apparatus of investigative judgment, a heavenly record-searching process, or a reinterpreted 1844. 
Their eschatology remained comparatively simple: Christ will return, visibly and without a hidden 
preliminary stage, the dead will be raised, the righteous will receive immortality, and the unrighteous 

will be destroyed. 

This matters directly for evaluating the Seventh-day Adventist system, since it demonstrates that a 
Millerite-descended body could hold essentially the same anthropology, soul sleep and conditional 
immortality, that Seventh-day Adventism holds, without any of the specifically Adventist apparatus 
built around Daniel 8:14 and the sanctuary. The investigative judgment and the reinterpreted shut door 
were not necessary consequences of accepting conditional immortality. They were an additional, 
separable theological construction, adopted by only one branch of the movement. 

Chapter 7: Evangelical Adventists: The Group That Kept 
Eternal Torment 

Less remembered today than the Advent Christians, the Evangelical Adventists organized formally in 
1858 as the American Millennial Association, publishing the Advent Herald, later renamed the 
Messiah's Herald, under the continued leadership of Joshua Himes. This group represented, in a real 
sense, the most theologically conservative response to the Great Disappointment of any Millerite 
branch, since its members retained the traditional doctrine of an immortal soul and everlasting conscious 

punishment for the wicked, rejecting both conditional immortality and any reinterpretation of the 
sanctuary. 

The Evangelical Adventists are worth including in this comparative study precisely because their 
existence disproves any claim that Millerite theology inevitably tended toward either soul sleep or a 
heavenly investigative judgment. A substantial portion of the original movement, organized under 
Himes himself, the most prominent Millerite publisher, held neither doctrine. Their eschatology 
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differed from mainstream evangelical Protestantism chiefly in its continued emphasis on the imminence 
of Christ's undated but expected return. 

The Evangelical Adventist denomination declined steadily through the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, reporting only 481 members by 1906, and had effectively disappeared as an 
organized body by 1920, its remaining congregations merging into other evangelical fellowships. Its 
extinction, alongside the eventual reabsorption of the Life and Advent Union discussed in the next 
chapter, left the Advent Christian Church as the sole substantial survivor of the original Albany 
coalition. 

Chapter 8: Life and Advent Union: A Splinter of a Splinter 

The Life and Advent Union organized in 1863 under John T. Walsh, holding doctrine very close to that 
of the Advent Christian Church, conditional immortality, soul sleep, an undated but literal second 
coming, and rejection of any sanctuary reinterpretation. The organizational split from the Advent 
Christians arose not from any of these central doctrines but from disagreements over church fellowship 
and polity, illustrating a pattern that recurs throughout Millerite history: doctrinal proximity did not 

guarantee organizational unity, and personality and periodical rivalries often shaped denominational 
boundaries as much as theology did. 

The Life and Advent Union never grew large. By 1958 its membership had fallen to roughly 340, and in 
1964 the denomination formally merged back into the Advent Christian Church, closing a century-long 
organizational detour between two groups that had never differed on any point of substantial doctrine. 

This merger is a useful data point for the concluding chapters of this book, since it shows that where 
genuine doctrinal agreement existed among Millerite descendants, denominational division eventually 
gave way to reunion. No comparable reunion ever occurred, or could have occurred, between the 

Advent Christian tradition and Seventh-day Adventism, precisely because the doctrinal gap between 
them, the sanctuary doctrine, the Sabbath, and the authority of Ellen White, was real and substantial 
rather than organizational and incidental. 

Chapter 9: Why the Sober Branches Shrank 

By the late twentieth century, the three Albany-descended denominations that never adopted a 
reinterpreted sanctuary doctrine, the Evangelical Adventists, the Life and Advent Union, and the 
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Advent Christian Church, told very different stories. The first two had ceased to exist as independent 
bodies. The third survived but remained small, reporting under thirty thousand members in the United 
States even at its historic peak, compared to the hundreds of thousands, and eventually millions, 
reported by the Seventh-day Adventist Church over the same period. 

It would be a mistake to read this disparity as evidence that the sober, undated, non-reinterpreting 
resolution to the Great Disappointment was theologically deficient. Institutional growth and doctrinal 
soundness are not the same measurement, a point argued at length in Part Six of this book. What can be 
said at this stage is more modest: the branches of Millerism that declined to build an elaborate 

explanatory system around the failed date did not, for that reason alone, disappear more slowly or grow 
more successfully than the branch that did. If anything, the opposite occurred. This is worth holding in 

mind as later chapters examine why the most doctrinally elaborate branch became, by a wide margin, 
the largest. 
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PART THREE: A DIFFERENT SCRIPTURE ENTIRELY 

Chapter 10: Joseph Marsh, Benjamin Wilson, and the Age-
to-Come Stream 

Not every Millerite-descended tradition traces back to the Albany Conference. A separate and largely 
independent stream developed through Joseph Marsh of New York, Nathaniel Field of Indiana, and 

Benjamin Wilson of Illinois, men who arrived at broadly similar convictions through independent Bible 
study and began circulating periodicals such as The Voice of Truth, The Prophetic Expositor and Bible 

Advocate, and later The Restitution, which brought scattered congregations into loose fellowship. 

This stream departed from Miller's framework more radically than any of the Albany-descended groups. 
Rather than retaining Miller's assumption that Daniel's prophecies pointed toward an imminent, 

undated second coming within a broadly traditional Protestant framework, the Marsh-Wilson circle 
developed what became known as Age-to-Come theology: the conviction that the promises made to 
Abraham concerning land, descendants, and blessing would be literally and physically fulfilled on this 
earth in a future kingdom age, inaugurated at Christ's visible, still-future return. 

“And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou 
shalt be a blessing” (Genesis 12:2). 

This group also broke sharply with mainstream Trinitarian theology, concluding from their reading of 
Scripture that God the Father alone is properly called God, and that Jesus Christ, though the unique 
and divine Son, came into existence at his miraculous conception rather than existing eternally prior to 
it. Contemporaries and later historians labeled adherents of this tradition restitutionists, referencing 
Acts 3:21, and, less charitably, judaizers, referencing their emphasis on the literal fulfillment of Old 

Testament kingdom promises. 

Chapter 11: Church of God General Conference: 
Restitutionism Without a Shut Door 

After decades as a loose fellowship of independent congregations and state conferences, and a failed 
1888 attempt at national organization that foundered on strong congregational convictions about local 
church autonomy, the larger portion of this Age-to-Come stream finally organized as the Church of 
God General Conference at Waterloo, Iowa in 1921. Also known as the Church of God of the 
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Abrahamic Faith, the denomination remains headquartered in Georgia and continues to publish The 
Restitution Herald and to operate Atlanta Bible College. 

What makes this denomination essential to a comparative study of the Great Disappointment is what 
its theology conspicuously lacks. There is no shut-door doctrine in Church of God General Conference 
theology, reinterpreted or otherwise. There is no investigative judgment, no heavenly sanctuary 
cleansing tied to October 22, 1844, and no claim that a modern prophet was raised up to explain the 
failure of Miller's date. The 2,300-day prophecy of Daniel 8:14 simply is not load-bearing in this 
tradition's eschatology the way it is in Seventh-day Adventism. 

Instead, this denomination resolved the crisis of 1844 by relocating the entire question. If the timing of 
specific prophetic calculations proved unreliable, the answer was not to search for a hidden fulfillment 
of the failed calculation but to shift emphasis toward the character of the kingdom itself, its literal, 
earthly, Abrahamic nature, and to leave its timing genuinely open. This is a strikingly different 
resolution to precisely the same crisis Hiram Edson faced in that same cornfield in the autumn of 1844, 
arrived at independently and along an entirely separate line of transmission. 

Chapter 12: Christadelphians and the Church of the 
Blessed Hope: Siblings, Not Twins 

The same Marsh-Wilson circle that produced the Church of God General Conference also produced 
two related but organizationally distinct bodies, worth noting even in a study that cannot treat every 
Millerite descendant at full length. 

John Thomas, a physician and Bible expositor who had been closely associated with both Joseph Marsh 
and Benjamin Wilson, eventually broke with both men over questions of authority and re-baptism, and 

organized his own following as the Christadelphians, a name Wilson himself reportedly disliked. 

Christadelphians share the Age-to-Come tradition's non-Trinitarian theology and its emphasis on the 
literal restoration of a kingdom centered on Israel, but developed a distinct and often more insular 
organizational culture, including closed communion, and a documented origin partly tied to seeking 
conscientious-objector status during the American Civil War. 

Separately, when the 1921 organization of the Church of God General Conference took place, a smaller 
faction within the same tradition declined to join the new body and instead organized as the Church of 
the Blessed Hope, a first-day observing group that continues to this day under that name or under the 
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shared name Church of God of the Abrahamic Faith. Its theology closely parallels that of the Church 
of God General Conference, underscoring that even within this single non-Trinitarian, restitutionist 
family, denominational lines were drawn more by questions of governance and fellowship than by any 
disagreement over the central theological resolution to 1844. 

Chapter 13: Non-Trinitarian Adventism as a Road Not 
Taken 

The existence of a substantial, multi-generational, non-Trinitarian branch of Millerite Adventism 

complicates any simple narrative in which Seventh-day Adventism represents the single logical 
outworking of Miller's premises. It is sometimes forgotten, even within Seventh-day Adventist historical 
writing, that many of the earliest Sabbatarian Adventists themselves held anti-Trinitarian views before 
the denomination's doctrine of God developed further over subsequent decades. The Age-to-Come 
stream shows what a fully developed, permanently non-Trinitarian Adventist tradition looks like when 
it never passes through that later doctrinal development. 

For the purposes of this study, the Age-to-Come branch matters less for its Christology, which lies 

outside this book's central concern, than for what it demonstrates methodologically. It proves that 
sincere, Bible-focused Millerite descendants could resolve the crisis of 1844 by abandoning the 
investigative-judgment framework altogether, relocating their eschatological hope in a literal future 
kingdom rather than in a present, hidden, heavenly process, and building a durable, century-old 

denominational tradition on that foundation without any Ellen White figure and without any claim of 
ongoing prophetic revelation beyond Scripture itself. 

  



ONE DISAPPOINTMENT, MANY ANSWERS 

Page 18 

PART FOUR: THE SABBATH WITHOUT THE SANCTUARY 

Chapter 14: Church of God (Seventh Day): The Controlled 
Experiment 

Every comparison examined so far in this book differs from Seventh-day Adventism on multiple 
variables at once. The Advent Christians differ on the Sabbath, on the sanctuary doctrine, and on 

prophetic authority. The Church of God General Conference differs on all of those plus the doctrine 
of God. The Church of God (Seventh Day) is different. This body emerged from within the Sabbatarian 

Adventist movement itself in the 1860s, holding the same seventh-day Sabbath that James and Ellen 
White's followers held, drawn from the same Bible study and the same early Sabbatarian conferences, 
yet explicitly rejecting the sanctuary doctrine, the investigative judgment, and above all the prophetic 
authority claimed for Ellen G. White. 

This makes the Church of God (Seventh Day) the single most useful comparison in this entire study, 
because it isolates the variable a critic most needs isolated. If a defender of Seventh-day Adventism argues 
that the Sabbath and the sanctuary doctrine stand or fall together, that the Sabbath commitment 

somehow required the investigative judgment to make theological sense, the Church of God (Seventh 
Day) is a direct historical refutation. Here is a body that kept exactly the same Sabbath doctrine, built 
on exactly the same texts, including Exodus 20:8-11 and the pattern of Christ's own Sabbath observance 
in the Gospels, while rejecting everything built on top of the Edson cornfield experience. 

Chapter 15: Rejecting Ellen White's Prophetic Claim 

The founders of what became the Church of God (Seventh Day) parted ways with James and Ellen 
White specifically over questions of visionary authority and organizational centralization, at a time when 

the Sabbatarian Adventist movement was still small and its later structures, including the office 
eventually occupied by Ellen White as a recognized prophetic voice, had not yet solidified. This group 

continued to affirm ongoing Sabbatarian Adventist eschatology in broad outline while denying that any 
individual since the apostolic era held binding prophetic authority to interpret Scripture or to guide the 
church's doctrinal development. 

This distinction matters because it shows that the specific combination of doctrines that came to define 
Seventh-day Adventism, the Sabbath plus the sanctuary doctrine plus Ellen White's prophetic 
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ratification of that doctrine, was assembled rather than discovered as a single, inevitable package. Each 
piece could be, and by some Sabbatarian believers actually was, held separately from the others. The 
Church of God (Seventh Day) later gave rise, through further division in the twentieth century, to 
Herbert W. Armstrong's Worldwide Church of God tradition, a lineage that lies outside the scope of 
this book but which further illustrates how doctrinally unstable and generative this particular branch of 

Sabbatarian Adventism proved to be over time. 

Chapter 16: United Seventh-Day Brethren and Later 
Sabbatarian Splinters 

The Sabbatarian-but-not-Adventist tradition did not end with the nineteenth century. In 1947, several 
individuals and two independent congregations drawn from the wider Church of God Adventist 
movement organized as the United Seventh-Day Brethren, seeking closer fellowship and shared 
evangelistic and publishing efforts among small, scattered Sabbath-keeping congregations that had never 
affiliated with the Seventh-day Adventist General Conference. 

This later, smaller merger is worth noting briefly for the sake of completeness, since it demonstrates that 

the impulse to keep the Sabbath while declining to follow the Whites into a centralized, prophetically 
governed denomination persisted well into the twentieth century and was not merely a one-time 
nineteenth-century anomaly. The pattern established by the original Church of God (Seventh Day) 
split, Sabbath without sanctuary doctrine, Sabbath without Ellen White, proved durable enough to be 

rediscovered and reorganized by later generations of believers working, in most cases, independently of 
one another. 
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PART FIVE: THE OUTLIER 

Chapter 17: Hiram Edson's Cornfield: A Vision Explains a 
Failure 

Every other resolution examined in this book was reached through months or years of continued study, 
debate, and, in several cases, organizational trial and error. The Seventh-day Adventist resolution began, 

by the church's own historical account, the morning after the Disappointment itself, in a cornfield. 
Hiram Edson later wrote that while crossing the field, he became convinced that light would be given 

and that their disappointment would be explained. 

Edson's insight, developed over the following months with O. R. L. Crosier and Franklin B. Hahn, was 
that Christ had not been due to leave the heavenly sanctuary for earth on October 22, but had instead, 

for the first time, entered the second apartment of that sanctuary, the Most Holy Place, to begin a final 
phase of priestly ministry before his eventual return. Crosier's fullest statement of this view appeared in 
The Day-Star of February 7, 1846, in an article titled The Law of Moses. 

It is worth pausing on the speed and manner of this resolution's origin, since it stands in genuine contrast 

to the more deliberate paths taken by every other branch surveyed in this book. Where the Church of 
God General Conference tradition took decades of independent study to formulate its restitutionist 

alternative, and where the Advent Christians reached their conclusion through the plain, unadorned 
admission that a calculation had failed, the sanctuary doctrine's origin story begins with a single man's 
overnight conviction in a field, a conviction reached under the acute emotional pressure of the previous 
day's crushing disappointment. 

Chapter 18: From Shut Door to Sanctuary: How the 
Doctrine Evolved 

The earliest Sabbatarian Adventists did not immediately abandon shut-door theology when they 
adopted Edson's sanctuary interpretation. For a period in the mid-1840s, the small circle of believers 

gathered around Joseph Bates and James and Ellen White held both convictions simultaneously: that 
Christ had entered the second apartment of the heavenly sanctuary on October 22, 1844, and that this 
event had also functionally closed the door of salvation to those outside their small fellowship. Ellen 
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White's earliest published visions from this period reflect shut-door language that the church later found 
necessary to explain, qualify, or reinterpret as its membership and evangelistic ambitions grew. 

Over the following two decades, the shut-door element was quietly set aside as untenable, while the 
sanctuary and investigative-judgment framework was retained and steadily elaborated. This selective 
retention is itself worth noting: the portion of the original 1844 vision that proved organizationally 
useful, an ongoing, undatable heavenly process that could not be empirically checked or falsified, 
survived, while the portion that proved organizationally damaging, an exclusive closed door that 
contradicted the church's growing missionary aspirations, was abandoned. The doctrine that remained, 

the investigative judgment, shares an important structural feature with the shut-door teaching it 
replaced: it locates its central claim inside the heavenly sanctuary, safely beyond any earthly verification. 

Chapter 19: Ellen White and the Ratification of a Minority 
View 

Edson and Crosier's sanctuary interpretation might well have remained a minor, forgotten footnote 
among the many competing explanations circulating after 1844, as several of the other resolutions 

surveyed in this book nearly did, had it not received what Seventh-day Adventists came to regard as 
independent prophetic confirmation. Ellen G. White's early visions were understood by the small 
Sabbatarian circle around her as divine ratification of the sanctuary view Edson had proposed, giving 
that particular resolution a form of authority no rival explanation among the other Millerite branches 

ever claimed for itself. 

This is the single feature that most sharply distinguishes the Seventh-day Adventist resolution from 
every other branch surveyed in this book. The Advent Christians appealed to plain re-reading of 
Scripture. The Church of God General Conference appealed to sustained, independent Bible study 

across a network of lay leaders. The Church of God (Seventh Day) appealed to Scripture while explicitly 
declining to grant any individual ongoing prophetic authority. Only the Seventh-day Adventist branch 

grounded its central, distinguishing doctrine in a claim of continuing, personal, prophetic revelation, 
and it is precisely this claim that allowed a minority, historically contingent interpretation, one among 
at least four competing explanations circulating within weeks of the Disappointment, to become the 
fixed and unquestionable center of an entire religious system. 
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Chapter 20: Seventh-day Adventism's Institutional 
Triumph 

Whatever judgment is reached about the soundness of its central doctrine, the institutional outcome is 
not in dispute. Adventist historian and Ministry magazine contributor writing on the movement's 
150th anniversary noted that by the early 1990s, Seventh-day Adventists reported more than 700,000 

members in the United States and over seven million worldwide, dwarfing the Advent Christians at 
roughly 27,000, the Church of God, Oregon, Illinois, meaning the later Church of God General 
Conference, at under 6,000, and the Church of God Seventh Day at a similar small figure. Advent 

Christian historian Clyde Hewitt himself observed, with evident irony, that the tiniest of the original 
Millerite offshoot groups became by far the largest. 

By the early twenty-first century, the Seventh-day Adventist Church had grown into one of the largest 
globally organized Protestant bodies, operating the second largest school system in the world after the 
Roman Catholic Church, along with an extensive hospital and publishing network. No other Millerite 
descendant approaches this scale by any measure. 

The final part of this book takes up the question this disparity raises directly: what, if anything, does this 

growth demonstrate about the truth of the doctrine that most distinguishes Seventh-day Adventism 

from its Millerite siblings? 
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PART SIX: ASSESSING THE DIVERGENCE 

Chapter 21: Nine Groups, One Text: A Comparative 
Summary 

Before drawing conclusions, it is worth setting the full range of resolutions side by side. Each group 
examined in this book began with the same text, Daniel 8:14, and the same crushing experience of 

October 22, 1844, and each reached a different conclusion about what, if anything, that date had meant. 

The Evangelical Adventists and, largely, the Advent Christians and Life and Advent Union concluded 
that Miller's calculation had simply failed and required no further theological construction, differing 
chiefly from one another over the nature of the soul after death. The Church of God General 
Conference, the Church of the Blessed Hope, and the Christadelphians relocated the entire question, 

concluding that the specific date carried no ongoing theological weight and building instead around a 
literal, future, Abrahamic kingdom. The Church of God (Seventh Day) retained the Sabbath discovered 
by the Sabbatarian wing of the movement while explicitly declining to build any doctrine of a heavenly 
investigative judgment upon the failed date, and explicitly declining to grant prophetic authority to any 

individual. Only the Seventh-day Adventist Church concluded that the date was correct, that an 
invisible heavenly event had occurred, and that a living prophet had been raised up to confirm and 
interpret that event. 

Laid out this way, the sanctuary doctrine appears for what it was at its origin: one proposal among 
several, advanced by a small circle within days of the Disappointment, and elevated above its rivals not 
by superior exegesis but by the claim of prophetic confirmation attached to it. 

Chapter 22: Growth Versus Soundness: What Survival 
Doesn't Prove 

It would be a serious error of reasoning to treat Seventh-day Adventism's numerical success as evidence 
for the truth of its distinctive doctrines. Scripture itself repeatedly warns against equating popularity or 

institutional strength with divine approval. 

“Enter ye in at the strait gate: for wide is the gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, 
and many there be which go in thereat” (Matthew 7:13). 
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The historical record surveyed in this book offers a more mundane explanation for the growth disparity 
than divine confirmation. The Seventh-day Adventist branch alone combined several features favorable 
to institutional survival and expansion: a centralized organizational structure built early around the 
Whites' leadership, a doctrine that was in principle unfalsifiable, since it located its central claim inside 
a heavenly sanctuary no one could inspect, a charismatic, prolific, and organizationally tireless leader in 

Ellen White whose writings gave the movement continuous fresh material and clear direction for 
decades, and an early and sustained commitment to institution-building, publishing houses, schools, 
and eventually hospitals, that the smaller, more congregationally minded rival denominations largely 

declined to pursue at comparable scale. 

None of these factors bear on whether Daniel 8:14 in fact describes an invisible entrance into a heavenly 

Most Holy Place in 1844. They explain why one interpretation outcompeted its rivals institutionally. 
They do not explain why it should be believed. 

Chapter 23: Reading Daniel 8:14 Without the Sanctuary 
Doctrine 

Set alongside its Millerite siblings, the Seventh-day Adventist reading of Daniel 8:14 looks considerably 
less like a plain reading of the text and considerably more like a retrofit, a conclusion adopted first to 
preserve a failed prediction from total collapse, and defended afterward through appeal to prophetic 
vision rather than to any exegetical feature of the passage itself that the other Millerite branches had 

somehow overlooked. 

“Unto two thousand and three hundred days; then shall the sanctuary be cleansed” (Daniel 8:14). 

The context of Daniel 8 concerns the ram and the goat, identified within the chapter itself as the kings 

of Media and Persia and the king of Grecia, and the little horn that arises from one of the four notable 

horns following Alexander's empire, most naturally identified by conservative and critical scholars alike 
with the Seleucid ruler Antiochus IV Epiphanes and his desecration of the Jerusalem temple. Nothing 
in the chapter's own internal context points toward a heavenly sanctuary or a nineteenth-century 
investigative process; that reading was supplied afterward, under the pressure of a failed date, by a small 
circle of believers seeking to preserve their movement's credibility. 



ONE DISAPPOINTMENT, MANY ANSWERS 

Page 25 

A Reformed and New Covenant reading of Hebrews likewise presents Christ's heavenly priestly 
ministry as accomplished, not inaugurated, at his ascension, and Scripture nowhere describes that 
ministry as awaiting a later, distinct beginning in 1844. 

“But this man, after he had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down on the right hand of God” 
(Hebrews 10:12). 

The comparative history recorded in this book gives no reason to prefer the Seventh-day Adventist 
retrofit over the alternatives its own Millerite contemporaries developed. If anything, the sober 

admission of the Advent Christians and the entirely separate exegetical path taken by the Church of 
God General Conference tradition suggest that a plain, non-defensive reading of the failed prophecy 
was both available and, to many sincere believers at the time, more compelling. 

Chapter 24: Conclusion: What the Fracture Reveals About 
Doctrine Under Pressure 

The story told in this book is, in the end, a story about what happens when a religious movement's 
central, specific prediction fails publicly and completely. Some of Miller's followers absorbed the failure 

honestly and rebuilt a simpler, undated hope. Some relocated their theology onto entirely different 
ground, a literal future kingdom rather than a hidden present process. Some kept a genuinely new 

discovery, the seventh-day Sabbath, while refusing to attach it to any explanation of the failed date at all. 
And one small circle, under the acute pressure of the morning after, in a cornfield, arrived at an 
explanation that preserved the date, preserved the movement, and was subsequently ratified by 
continuing prophetic vision. 

This book has not argued that the size or age of a denomination settles any theological question. It has 

argued the opposite: that Seventh-day Adventism's eventual scale should not be mistaken for evidence 

of doctrinal soundness, and that a fair comparison with its own Millerite siblings shows the sanctuary 
doctrine and investigative judgment to be a historically contingent, defensively constructed resolution 
to a crisis that other sincere believers, working from the same Bible, resolved differently and, this book 
has argued, more soundly. 

“Prove all things; hold fast that which is good” (1 Thessalonians 5:21). 
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The reader is invited to weigh the comparative history laid out in these pages against that single apostolic 
instruction, and to ask which of the Millerite resolutions to October 22, 1844, actually withstands the 
test. 
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Timeline of Millerite-Descended Denominations 

1831  William Miller begins public preaching on the 2,300-day prophecy. 

1839–1842  Joshua V. Himes joins Miller; the movement expands rapidly through print and camp meetings. 

March 21, 1844  First expected date passes without event. 

April 18, 1844  Second expected date (Karaite calendar) passes without event. 

August 1844  Samuel S. Snow presents the seventh-month message, fixing October 22, 1844. 

October 22, 1844  The Great Disappointment. 

October 23, 1844  Hiram Edson's cornfield experience; origin of the sanctuary reinterpretation. 

1845  Albany Conference defines “true Adventism” and rejects shut-door theology. 

1846  O. R. L. Crosier publishes “The Law of Moses,” the fullest early statement of the sanctuary doctrine. 

1854–1855  Jonathan Cummings recalculates and fails a new date; Age-to-Come and Advent Christian 
traditions solidify. 

1858  Evangelical Adventists organize as the American Millennial Association. 

1860  Advent Christian Association organizes in Worcester, Massachusetts. 

1860s  Church of God (Seventh Day) forms among Sabbatarians who reject Ellen White's prophetic 
authority. 

1863  Seventh-day Adventist Church formally organizes in Battle Creek, Michigan; Life and Advent Union 
also organizes. 

1888–1889  First, unsuccessful attempt to nationally organize the Age-to-Come Church of God tradition. 

1906  Evangelical Adventists report only 481 members. 

1921  Church of God General Conference organizes at Waterloo, Iowa; Church of the Blessed Hope organizes 
separately. 

1947  United Seventh-Day Brethren organizes from independent Sabbatarian congregations. 

1958–1964  Life and Advent Union declines and merges into the Advent Christian Church. 

1990s–present  Seventh-day Adventist Church grows to over seven million members worldwide; Millerite 
sibling denominations remain small. 
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Comparative Doctrine Chart 

Seventh-day Adventist Church 

Resolution of 1844: Date correct; Christ entered the heavenly Most Holy Place. Sanctuary doctrine: 
Central. Sabbath: Yes, seventh-day. Prophetic authority: Ellen G. White. Doctrine of God: Trinitarian 
(developed over time). 

Advent Christian Church 

Resolution of 1844: Calculation in error; no event occurred. Sanctuary doctrine: Rejected. Sabbath: 
No, Sunday. Prophetic authority: None claimed. Doctrine of God: Trinitarian. 

Evangelical Adventists 

Resolution of 1844: Calculation in error. Sanctuary doctrine: Rejected. Sabbath: No, Sunday. 
Prophetic authority: None claimed. Doctrine of God: Trinitarian; retained eternal conscious 
punishment. 

Life and Advent Union 

Resolution of 1844: Calculation in error. Sanctuary doctrine: Rejected. Sabbath: No, Sunday. 
Prophetic authority: None claimed. Doctrine of God: Trinitarian; merged into Advent Christian 

Church in 1964. 

Church of God General Conference (Abrahamic Faith) 

Resolution of 1844: Date not theologically load-bearing; kingdom relocated to a literal future age. 
Sanctuary doctrine: Rejected. Sabbath: No, Sunday. Prophetic authority: None claimed. Doctrine of 
God: Non-Trinitarian. 

Church of the Blessed Hope / Christadelphians 

Resolution of 1844: Same Age-to-Come stream as above. Sanctuary doctrine: Rejected. Sabbath: No, 

Sunday. Prophetic authority: None claimed. Doctrine of God: Non-Trinitarian. 

Church of God (Seventh Day) 
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Resolution of 1844: Sabbath retained; sanctuary reinterpretation rejected. Sanctuary doctrine: Rejected. 
Sabbath: Yes, seventh-day. Prophetic authority: Explicitly rejected (including Ellen White). Doctrine of 
God: Trinitarian. 
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