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Preface 

Why the Future Matters 

Every religious movement eventually faces the same question. Not merely what it believes today, but what 
it will become tomorrow. Seventh-day Adventism is no exception. Born out of the ashes of the Great 
Disappointment in 1844, the church has spent nearly two centuries building institutions, refining 

doctrine, and defending a prophetic identity that was never supposed to require this much time. 

This book is not written to mock a movement or dismiss the sincerity of its members. Millions of 

Adventists love Christ, study their Bibles, and long for His return. But sincerity is not the same as accuracy, 
and love for a denomination is not the same as faithfulness to Scripture. Rescue Ministries International 
writes from a Reformed, New Covenant perspective, convinced that every tradition, including our own, 

must be tested continually against the Word of God rather than against its founders, its institutions, or its 
history. 

The future matters because doctrine has consequences. What a church teaches about judgment, assurance, 
the Sabbath, and the close of probation shapes how its members live, how they face death, and how they 
understand the gospel itself. If Adventism is heading toward reform, its members deserve to know what 

reform would require. If it is heading toward fragmentation, its members deserve to understand why. And 
if it continues largely unchanged, its members deserve an honest accounting of what that continuity will 
cost the next generation. 

This book examines Adventism's present condition and traces the trajectories that are already visible: 
institutional, theological, generational, and cultural. It asks a single guiding question throughout every 
chapter. Is this movement being shaped primarily by the Bible, or by a prophetic framework built in the 

nineteenth century and defended ever since? The answer will determine not only where Adventism is 

headed, but whether its members are being prepared to meet Christ or merely to remain Adventist. 
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Introduction 

A Church Built Around the Expectation of the End 

Seventh-day Adventism did not begin as a denomination. It began as a date. William Miller and his 
followers expected Christ to return in 1844, and when He did not, the movement that survived the 
disappointment had to reinvent itself around a reinterpreted prophecy rather than abandon the 

calculation altogether. That reinvention, the investigative judgment beginning in the heavenly sanctuary, 
became the theological foundation on which the entire denomination was built. Understanding 

Adventism's future requires understanding that its identity has never been separable from its prophetic 
timeline. 

This is why questions about Adventism's future cannot be treated as generic questions about institutional 

health, budget, or membership growth, though this book will address all three. The deeper question is 
whether a movement founded on a specific, datable, and so far unfulfilled expectation, the National 
Sunday Law and the final crisis that Ellen White described in such vivid detail, can continue indefinitely 
without either fulfillment or revision. Every decade that passes without the predicted events places 
additional strain on a system that was designed to explain a disappointment rather than to survive one 

indefinitely repeated. 

There is a difference between institutional survival and spiritual faithfulness, and Adventism's history 
shows it can achieve the former while struggling with the latter. The church has proven remarkably 
resilient. It has built hospitals, universities, and a publishing empire spanning the globe. It has planted 
congregations in more countries than almost any other Protestant body. None of that resilience, however, 
answers the theological questions this book raises. A movement can grow in numbers while drifting from 
the gospel that first birthed it, and numerical success is not evidence of doctrinal soundness. 

This book proceeds by testing every movement, including Adventism, against Scripture rather than 
against its own internal literature or its founder's writings. Historical trends are traced honestly. Present 
realities, including declining retention, generational departure, and internal theological disagreement, are 
documented without exaggeration. Possible futures are then considered, not as speculation for its own 
sake, but because a church's trajectory reveals what it actually values. The chapters that follow move 
through eight parts: where Adventism stands today, the battle for its identity, theology at the crossroads, 
the future of Adventist prophecy, the next generation, a changing culture, possible futures, and finally, 

what Scripture itself says about how any church, including this one, should be evaluated. 
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"Prove all things; hold fast that which is good." 

1 THESSALONIANS 5:21  

  



RESCUE MINISTRIES INTERNATIONAL THE FUTURE OF ADVENTISM 

 

9 

P A R T  O N E  

WHERE ADVENTISM STANDS TODAY 
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PART ON E •  CHAPTER 1  

The Church That Survived 180 Years 

From the Great Disappointment to a worldwide denomination 

No honest history of Adventism can begin anywhere but October 22, 1844. The Millerite movement had 
staked everything on a specific date, and when Christ did not return, thousands of believers were left 
disillusioned, financially ruined, and publicly humiliated. Most Millerites abandoned the movement 
entirely. A small remnant, however, reinterpreted the disappointment rather than admit the calculation 

itself had failed. Hiram Edson's cornfield vision, later systematized by Ellen White and others, relocated 

the event of 1844 from earth to heaven. Christ had not failed to return. He had simply begun a different 
work, an investigative judgment in the heavenly sanctuary. 

This reinterpretation is the hinge on which all of Adventist history turns. It allowed a handful of 
discouraged believers to preserve the emotional and theological investment they had already made in the 

1844 date while explaining away its apparent failure. What began as damage control became, over the 
following decades, an entire theological system, complete with a distinctive Sabbath doctrine, a unique 
view of the state of the dead, and a self-understanding as God's remnant church raised up to prepare the 

world for the second coming. 

The institutions that followed, the Review and Herald publishing house, Battle Creek Sanitarium, and 

eventually a global network of schools and hospitals, gave the young movement stability and a public face 
that reinterpretation alone could never have provided. Ellen White's prolific writing output, later 
organized into a body of material treated as authoritative guidance, gave the movement a continuing 
source of direction long after its founding generation had died. 

The church that exists today is, in a real sense, still answering the question the Millerites faced in 1844. It 
has simply learned to answer it institutionally rather than through repeated date-setting. Whether that 

institutional answer constitutes faithfulness to Scripture, or merely a more sophisticated way of managing 
an unresolved theological problem, is a question this book returns to throughout. 
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PART ON E •  CHAPTER 2  

A Global Movement 

Growth in Africa, Asia, and South America 

The center of gravity in world Adventism has shifted decisively away from North America. The regions 
of fastest baptismal growth are now sub-Saharan Africa, parts of Asia, and Latin America, where the 
church's health message, education system, and disciplined community life resonate with cultures that 
value structure and communal identity. Membership figures released by the General Conference in recent 

years consistently show the largest numeric gains coming from these regions rather than from the historic 

North American and European base. 

This shift changes the character of the denomination even where its official doctrine remains unchanged. 
A church whose theological literature was written largely by nineteenth century Americans is now 
shepherding a membership whose lived experience, cultural assumptions, and pastoral needs are 

increasingly distant from that founding context. Doctrines developed to answer questions posed by 
American Millerism do not always translate cleanly into cultures with entirely different religious histories. 

Meanwhile, decline and stagnation mark much of the Western world. In North America and Western 

Europe, baptisms often barely outpace losses from death, transfer, and departure. Aging congregations, 
shrinking academies, and consolidated conferences tell a story that baptismal statistics from the Global 

South can obscure when reported in aggregate. 

A denomination growing rapidly in one hemisphere while contracting in another faces a genuine identity 
question. Whose Adventism will define the church's future, the historic Western institutions that built its 
theology, or the numerically dominant regions that increasingly fund and populate it? This tension will 
surface repeatedly in later chapters on leadership, unity, and doctrine. 
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PART ON E •  CHAPTER 3  

The Challenges Beneath the Numbers 

Membership retention, biblical literacy, and discipleship 

Raw membership totals tell only part of the story. Adventist researchers themselves, particularly those 
associated with the church's own research institutions, have documented a persistent gap between 
baptisms and active, engaged membership. Large numbers of baptized members become inactive, move 
without transferring their records, or drift away entirely within a decade of joining. Internal studies 

conducted by Adventist sociologists have repeatedly flagged retention as one of the denomination's most 

pressing structural problems. 

Young adults leaving the church in disproportionate numbers compounds the problem. Studies of 
Adventist young people, including the church's own Valuegenesis research project, have tracked a steady 
erosion of denominational loyalty across successive generations, even among those raised in committed 

Adventist homes. The reasons cited by departing members recur with striking consistency: unanswered 
questions, a sense that church teaching does not match personal experience, and disillusionment with 
institutional behavior. 

Doctrinal confusion and declining biblical literacy sit underneath much of this attrition. Many members 
raised in the church can recite the twenty-eight fundamental beliefs without being able to explain or 

defend them from Scripture directly. When challenged, whether by a curious friend, an apologetics-
minded critic, or their own honest study, some discover that what they believed was inherited 
denominational tradition rather than something they had tested against the Bible themselves. 

The difference between baptismal growth and discipleship is the central diagnostic question for the 
chapters that follow. A church can add members faster than it forms disciples, and the data increasingly 
suggests that Adventism, like many highly institutionalized traditions, has done exactly that. Numbers 

measure addition. They do not measure whether what is being added understands, embraces, and can 
defend what it has joined. 
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PART ON E •  CHAPTER 4  

Is Adventism Growing Stronger or Simply 
Growing Larger? 

Institutional expansion and spiritual health 

Measuring a denomination's health by membership count alone is a temptation every growing institution 
faces, and Adventism is not immune. The church publishes annual statistical reports celebrating baptismal 
totals, and denominational leadership regularly frames these figures as evidence of divine blessing on the 

Adventist message. But institutional expansion and spiritual health are not the same measurement, and 
conflating them can mask serious problems. 

Adventist education and healthcare remain genuinely impressive achievements by any institutional 
standard. The church operates one of the largest Protestant parochial school systems in the world and a 
substantial hospital network across multiple continents. These institutions have provided real, tangible 
benefit to millions of people regardless of their theological convictions, and they deserve honest 
acknowledgment even from a ministry committed to examining Adventist doctrine critically. 

Institutional strength, however, can persist for generations after theological vitality has begun to erode. 

Many historic Protestant denominations built impressive institutions that outlasted the doctrinal 
convictions that originally animated them. Size and infrastructure are lagging indicators. They reflect 
decisions made decades earlier and can continue growing even as the underlying theological commitment 
of ordinary members weakens. 

The question this chapter poses, and that the rest of this book pursues, is whether Adventism can grow 

while losing its original identity, or whether the growth itself is gradually reshaping what that identity 
means. A denomination expanding fastest in regions least connected to its founding controversies may be 

growing into something its nineteenth century founders would scarcely recognize, whatever the 
membership certificates say. 
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P A R T  T W O  

THE BATTLE FOR ADVENTIST IDENTITY 
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PART TWO •  CHAPTER 5  

The Many Faces of Modern Adventism 

Traditional, historic, progressive, evangelical, and cultural Adventism 

The word Adventist no longer describes a single, coherent theological position. At least five 
distinguishable strands can be identified within the contemporary denomination, and members of each 
strand often have more in common with outsiders who share their theological instincts than with fellow 
Adventists in a different camp. Traditional Adventism holds closely to the twenty-eight fundamental 

beliefs as officially stated and defers to General Conference authority. Historic Adventism, by contrast, 

considers the modern institutional church to have drifted from Ellen White's original counsel, particularly 
on issues of dress, diet, and last day events, and often views denominational leadership with suspicion. 

Progressive Adventism represents something like the opposite trajectory, questioning or reinterpreting 
distinctive doctrines such as the investigative judgment and the literal seven day creation week, often in 

dialogue with broader evangelical and mainline Protestant scholarship. Evangelical Adventism attempts a 
middle path, retaining Sabbath and health distinctives while emphasizing justification by faith and 
minimizing the more speculative elements of last day prophecy. Cultural Adventism, finally, describes 

members whose primary attachment is social and familial rather than doctrinal, people who identify as 
Adventist because of upbringing and community rather than conviction. 

These are not minor internal disagreements over secondary matters. They represent genuinely different 
understandings of what Adventism is for, ranging from a strict prophetic remnant movement to 
something closer to a health conscious cultural Protestantism with Sabbath observance attached. A 
traditional Adventist and a progressive Adventist can sit in the same congregation on a given Sabbath while 
holding almost opposite views on the authority of Ellen White, the nature of the judgment, and the 
reliability of the church's founding narrative. 

Whether one denomination can indefinitely contain this range of conviction is the question Part Two 
takes up in full. The remaining chapters in this section examine Ellen White's shifting authority, the 
practical limits of administrative unity, and the widening gap between what leadership teaches and what 
members privately believe. 
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PART TWO •  CHAPT ER 6  

Ellen White in the Twenty-First Century 

Is her authority increasing or declining? 

Ellen G. White occupies a unique place in Adventist theology, formally described as possessing the gift of 
prophecy while officially subordinate to Scripture, yet functionally treated in much denominational 
practice as an authoritative interpreter of the Bible itself. This dual status, affirmed in official doctrine but 
applied unevenly across the world church, makes her authority one of the most contested and unstable 

elements of contemporary Adventist identity. 

In official doctrine, her writings remain formally endorsed by the General Conference and continue to be 
quoted extensively in Sabbath School lesson quarterlies, denominational periodicals, and official 
statements on lifestyle and last day events. Institutionally, her authority shows little sign of retreat. At the 
local congregational level, however, the picture is considerably more mixed. Younger members and those 

educated outside Adventist institutions increasingly treat her writings as historically interesting devotional 
material rather than binding counsel, particularly on matters like diet, dress, and entertainment where her 
nineteenth century instructions sit uneasily with contemporary life. 

This creates a gap between public denominational statements, which continue to affirm her prophetic gift 
without qualification, and private belief, where many members quietly set her counsel aside on matters 

they find impractical or historically dated while still affirming her prophetic status in the abstract. Surveys 
of Adventist young adults have repeatedly found this pattern: formal acknowledgment of her authority 
paired with selective, often minimal, practical application. 

The deeper question this chapter raises is whether Adventism can remain recognizably Adventist without 
her authority functioning as it has for a century and a half. Her writings are woven into the denomination's 
distinctive doctrines on the sanctuary, the state of the dead, and the final crisis in ways that are difficult to 

extract without unraveling much of the system itself. A denomination that quietly retires her authority in 
practice while retaining it in official statement is not resolving the tension. It is simply postponing the 
reckoning. 
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PART TWO •  CHAPTER 7  

Can Adventism Remain United? 

Regional, theological, worship, and generational divisions 

Adventism's global structure, a hierarchical system of local churches, conferences, unions, divisions, and 
a General Conference, was designed for administrative unity, and by many measures it has succeeded at 
holding a worldwide denomination together for over a century. But structural unity is not the same as 
theological or cultural unity, and the pressures pulling at Adventist cohesion have grown substantially in 

recent decades. 

Regional and cultural differences are perhaps the most visible fault lines. A congregation in rural Rwanda 
and a congregation in suburban California may share the same fundamental beliefs statement while 
holding almost nothing else in common: different worship styles, different expectations of pastoral 
authority, different views on issues such as women's ordination, and different relationships to 

surrounding culture. Theological disagreement compounds these regional differences, as progressive and 
historic wings of the church interpret core doctrines in ways that are difficult to reconcile within a single 
confessional statement. 

Worship and lifestyle conflicts add another layer. Contemporary praise services in some congregations sit 
uneasily alongside more traditional expectations of Sabbath observance and dress in others, generating 

tension even within single national church bodies. Generational divisions run through all of these 
categories, with younger members generally more comfortable with doctrinal flexibility and cultural 
engagement than their elders. 

Administrative unity has real limits, and Adventism's General Conference sessions in recent decades have 
exposed those limits publicly, particularly in prolonged, unresolved votes on ordination and regional 
autonomy. A structure can hold a denomination together on paper while its actual theological and 

cultural coherence continues to erode beneath the surface. Whether Adventist unity is a genuine spiritual 
reality or an increasingly fragile administrative achievement is a question this book returns to in Part 
Seven's scenarios for the church's future. 
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PART TWO •  CHAPTER 8  

The Growing Divide Between Leadership and 
Laity 

Institutional loyalty and the influence of independent ministries 

A widening gap has opened between what Adventist leadership officially teaches and what a growing 
number of members privately believe, and this gap is one of the clearest signs of institutional strain in the 
contemporary denomination. Official teachings, articulated through the General Conference, 

denominational periodicals, and Sabbath School materials, continue to affirm the full traditional package: 
the investigative judgment, the authority of Ellen White, and the expectation of a coming National Sunday 
Law. Personal belief among members, particularly younger and more educated members, increasingly 
diverges from this official line on one or more points. 

Institutional loyalty, once nearly automatic among baptized Adventists, has become something 
denominational leaders must actively cultivate rather than assume. Members increasingly ask questions 
that earlier generations were discouraged from raising publicly: why the investigative judgment doctrine 
rests on a reinterpretation following an unfulfilled date, why Ellen White's authority functions the way it 

does, and why certain denominational teachings seem more defensive than biblically grounded. 

The influence of independent ministries, operating outside official denominational structure but often 
reaching large Adventist audiences through print, broadcast, and now social media, has accelerated this 
questioning in some cases and reinforced traditional positions in others. Independent historic Adventist 
ministries frequently criticize official church leadership as too liberal, while independent progressive 
voices push in the opposite direction, further fragmenting the sense of a single unified Adventist voice. 

Social media has removed much of the centralized control that denominational publishing once exercised 

over what members read and believe. A member with questions no longer needs to wait for an official 
answer or rely solely on locally available literature. They can find historical documentation, theological 
critique, and testimonies from former Adventists within minutes, and denominational leadership has 
limited ability to manage or contain that access. This loss of centralized control over information is one of 
the defining features of Adventism's current moment, and its consequences will be examined throughout 
the chapters ahead. 
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P A R T  T H R E E  

THEOLOGY AT THE CROSSROADS 
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PART THR EE •  CHAPTER 9  

Will the Investigative Judgment Survive? 

The continuing problem of 1844 

The investigative judgment doctrine remains the theological load bearing wall of Seventh-day Adventism, 
the teaching that explains why Christ did not return in 1844 and that continues to distinguish Adventism 
from every other Christian tradition. According to this teaching, Christ entered the Most Holy Place of 
the heavenly sanctuary in 1844 to begin a work of pre-advent judgment, examining the records of 

professed believers before His second coming. Without this doctrine, the Millerite movement simply 

failed. With it, the movement becomes the beginning of a special end time work entrusted uniquely to 
Adventism. 

The biblical arguments against this teaching are substantial and have been raised by both outside critics 
and Adventist scholars themselves. Hebrews describes Christ's single entrance into the heavenly sanctuary 

as accomplished once, at His ascension, not delayed until 1844, and repeatedly emphasizes the 
completeness and finality of His priestly work. Daniel 8:14, the passage from which the doctrine is derived, 
speaks of the sanctuary being cleansed, not of an investigative judgment beginning, and the passage's 

connection to 1844 depends on a chain of calculation that requires the year day principle and specific 
starting dates that are themselves debated even among Adventist scholars. 

Can Adventism surrender the doctrine without changing its identity? This is not a rhetorical question. 
The investigative judgment is not a peripheral belief that could be quietly dropped while leaving the rest 
of the system intact. It is the explanation for why Adventism exists as a distinct movement at all. Remove 
it, and the church loses its historical justification for 1844 becoming anything other than a failed date, 
alongside its distinctive claim to be the remnant church raised up to prepare the world for the end. 

Younger Adventists increasingly express discomfort with a doctrine that portrays believers as currently 

under investigation by a God whose verdict has not yet been rendered, a framework that sits uneasily 
beside the New Testament's repeated emphasis on present assurance in Christ. Whether the doctrine 
survives another generation of scrutiny, or whether it undergoes quiet reinterpretation as some progressive 
Adventist scholars already propose, will substantially determine what kind of church Adventism becomes. 
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PART THR EE •  CHAPTER 10  

The Future of the Sabbath Doctrine 

Memorial, covenant sign, and identity marker 

The seventh day Sabbath functions in Adventist theology as far more than a day of rest. It is presented as 
a memorial of creation, a covenant sign between God and His people, and ultimately the seal of God that 
will distinguish the faithful from those who receive the mark of the beast in the last days. This layered 
significance makes Sabbath observance the single most visible marker of Adventist identity, the practice 

that most clearly distinguishes an Adventist congregation from any other Protestant church on a given 

weekend. 

Is Sabbath observance becoming more cultural than theological for many members? Evidence suggests a 
gradual shift in that direction, particularly among younger and more educated Adventists in Western 
contexts, where Sabbath keeping increasingly functions as a valued family and community rhythm rather 

than a doctrine defended with the theological urgency earlier generations brought to it. This does not 
mean commitment to the practice is disappearing, but the reasons members give for keeping it are 
increasingly practical and communal rather than tied closely to the seal of God framework. 

The relationship between the Sabbath and salvation remains a persistent point of internal tension. Official 
Adventist doctrine denies that Sabbath keeping is necessary for salvation, yet the same doctrinal system 

teaches that the Sabbath will become the deciding test of loyalty to God in the final crisis, a framework 
that in practice elevates the Sabbath's soteriological weight considerably beyond a purely voluntary act of 
worship. 

Can Adventism revise its Sabbath claims without abandoning what makes it Adventist? New Covenant 
theology, the framework this ministry holds, understands the Sabbath as a sign of the Mosaic covenant 
fulfilled in Christ rather than a perpetual moral requirement carried forward unchanged into the new 

covenant. Whether Adventism moves toward that biblical understanding, retreats further into last day 
seal language, or simply allows the doctrine to become a cultural habit detached from its theological 
justification, will shape the denomination's coherence for decades to come. 
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PART THR EE •  CHAPTER 11  

The Sanctuary Teaching Under Continued 
Examination 

Christ's entrance and the completed work of Hebrews 

The sanctuary doctrine ties together Adventism's entire theological system, connecting the earthly 
tabernacle described in Exodus and Leviticus, the heavenly sanctuary described in Hebrews, and the 1844 
investigative judgment into a single continuous narrative. According to this teaching, the earthly 

sanctuary's two apartment structure and annual Day of Atonement pattern find their fulfillment in a 
heavenly sanctuary where Christ's priestly ministry moved from the holy place into the Most Holy Place 
in 1844, precisely as the earthly high priest moved once a year on the Day of Atonement. 

Hebrews, however, presents a different picture. The book repeatedly emphasizes that Christ entered the 
heavenly holy place once, at His ascension, and that this single entrance was sufficient to obtain eternal 
redemption, requiring no subsequent movement or second phase. The author of Hebrews contrasts the 
repeated, incomplete sacrifices of the earthly priesthood with the single, complete sacrifice and priestly 
entrance of Christ, a contrast that the Adventist two-phase sanctuary model appears to work against rather 

than with. 

The relationship between the sanctuary doctrine and the investigative judgment is inseparable. If the two 
apartment, two phase heavenly sanctuary model cannot be sustained from Hebrews, the 1844 
investigative judgment loses its scriptural foundation along with it, since the judgment is defined as 
beginning precisely when Christ supposedly entered the second apartment. 

Can the sanctuary doctrine survive renewed biblical scrutiny? Adventist scholars themselves have 
periodically raised these questions internally, most notably during the Glacier View controversy 

surrounding Desmond Ford in 1980, a controversy examined in later chapters of this book. The doctrine 
has survived institutionally through administrative response rather than sustained biblical resolution, and 
that pattern, defending a teaching through denominational authority rather than exegetical engagement, 
is precisely the pattern this book asks whether Adventism can indefinitely maintain. 
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PART THR EE •  CHAPTER 12  

Will Scripture Replace Tradition? 

What happens when the Bible challenges inherited belief 

Every Christian tradition inherits assumptions from its founders that later generations must eventually 
test against Scripture directly. Adventism's founding generation, shaped by the intensity of the Millerite 
experience and the authority later attributed to Ellen White's visions, built a theological system in which 
denominational interpretation and prophetic counsel functioned alongside, and at times ahead of, direct 

biblical exegesis. The question this chapter poses is whether that pattern can be reversed. 

The role of Ellen White in shaping doctrine cannot be overstated. Key distinctive teachings, including the 
specific mechanics of the investigative judgment and the detailed scenario of the National Sunday Law 
and time of trouble, rely substantially on her visions and writings for their specific content, content that 
goes well beyond what the biblical texts cited in their support actually state. Removing her writings from 

the doctrinal foundation would leave many distinctively Adventist teachings without the specificity that 
currently makes them recognizable. 

What happens when Scripture challenges inherited belief is not a hypothetical question for Adventism. It 

has already happened repeatedly, in the 1919 Bible Conference where church leaders privately 
acknowledged historical and theological difficulties they did not resolve publicly, in the Kellogg and 

Living Temple crisis, and in the Desmond Ford controversy at Glacier View. In each case, institutional 
response prevailed over full theological reckoning. 

Can the church practice genuine theological reform? Genuine reform would require Adventism to test its 
founding narrative, not merely its peripheral practices, against Scripture with a willingness to change core 
teaching if the biblical evidence warrants it. Whether the denomination's institutional structure, built 
substantially to protect and transmit that founding narrative, can tolerate that kind of scrutiny is the 

question the next chapter takes up directly. 
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PART THR EE •  CHAPTER 13  

Can Adventism Reform Without Rewriting Its 
History? 

Admitting error while protecting institutional credibility 

Reformation always involves an uncomfortable admission: that previous generations, however sincere, 
taught something that needs correction. For most Protestant traditions, this admission is theoretically 
manageable because their founders are acknowledged historical figures rather than sources of ongoing 

prophetic authority. Adventism's situation is more complicated, because admitting substantial error in 
the movement's founding narrative implicates not only historical judgment but the prophetic credibility 
of Ellen White herself. 

Protecting institutional credibility has, at several key moments in Adventist history, taken priority over 
full public acknowledgment of theological difficulty. The 1919 Bible Conference transcripts, which 
remained largely unpublished for decades, reveal denominational leaders candidly discussing problems 
with Ellen White's historical accuracy and the church's traditional understanding of inspiration, 
discussions that were not shared with the broader membership at the time. This pattern, private 

acknowledgment paired with public reaffirmation, recurs throughout the twentieth century. 

The difference between development and contradiction matters here. Healthy theological development 
refines and clarifies a position over time without reversing its substance. Contradiction requires 
abandoning what was previously taught as essential. Adventism has generally been willing to develop its 
positions, softening some of Ellen White's more specific historical claims, for instance, while resisting 
contradiction of its core distinctive doctrines, even when the evidence against those doctrines is 
substantial. 

What true reformation would require is a willingness to distinguish clearly between the two, and to accept 
contradiction where the biblical or historical evidence demands it rather than relabeling every difficulty as 
mere development. Whether Adventism's institutional structure, its publishing houses, its educational 
system, and its General Conference leadership, can absorb that kind of reformation without a crisis of 
confidence in the movement's founding claims is genuinely uncertain, and the following chapters on 
prophecy examine why that uncertainty runs so deep. 
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P A R T  F O U R  

THE FUTURE OF ADVENTIST PROPHECY 
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PART F OUR •  CHAPTER 14  

Is the National Sunday Law Still Coming? 

Ellen White and enforced Sunday observance 

Few Adventist teachings carry as much practical urgency as the expectation of a coming National Sunday 
Law, a scenario in which civil government, under religious pressure led by the Roman Catholic Church 
and apostate Protestantism, will enforce Sunday worship and persecute those who continue to observe 
the seventh day Sabbath. This teaching originates substantially in Ellen White's writings, particularly The 

Great Controversy, which describes the scenario in considerable narrative detail. 

The teaching became central to Adventist identity precisely because it gives the Sabbath doctrine its 
ultimate stakes. Without an anticipated future conflict over Sunday observance, seventh day Sabbath 
keeping would remain simply one conviction among many. With it, Sabbath keeping becomes the test 
that will determine eternal loyalty in the last days, and Adventists become the remnant uniquely 

positioned to understand and survive the coming crisis. 

Scripture, however, contains no explicit prediction of a National Sunday Law in the specific, detailed form 
Adventist literature describes. The biblical texts most commonly cited, particularly Revelation 13, speak 

broadly of worship, allegiance, and economic coercion tied to the beast and its image, without naming 
Sunday legislation specifically or describing the particular American and Catholic actors that Adventist 

prophetic interpretation has historically identified. 

Can the doctrine survive indefinitely without fulfillment? The scenario has now been anticipated for over 
150 years, through periods of Catholic Protestant tension, through two world wars, through the rise and 
fall of numerous political movements that Adventist writers at various points identified as harbingers of 
the predicted crisis. Each specific identification eventually faded as circumstances changed, yet the 
underlying doctrine has persisted by shifting its specific application to new candidates. Whether this 

pattern can continue indefinitely, or whether repeated non-fulfillment eventually undermines the 
doctrine's credibility even among committed members, is examined further in Chapter 20. 
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PART F OUR •  CHAPTER 15  

The Mark of the Beast Revisited 

What the text of Revelation actually says 

Revelation 13 describes a beast that demands worship and marks its followers, a passage that Adventist 
eschatology has interpreted since the nineteenth century as pointing specifically to enforced Sunday 
observance, with the mark of the beast identified as Sunday worship accepted under compulsion and the 
seal of God identified as the seventh day Sabbath. 

This interpretation requires several layers of inference that the text itself does not make explicit. Revelation 
13 speaks of worship and a mark received on the hand or forehead, imagery drawn from Old Testament 
covenant language about wholehearted devotion, but the passage does not name a day of the week at all. 
The connection to Sunday specifically depends on identifying the beast with the papacy and the papacy's 
historical role in shifting Christian worship from Saturday to Sunday, a historical claim that is itself 

debated among church historians regarding its precise mechanism and motivation. 

Worship, allegiance, and political power are certainly present in the passage's imagery, and the broader 
theme of coerced allegiance to a false system of worship is a legitimate concern for any careful reader of 

Revelation. The danger arises in building a detailed, specific doctrine, complete with named institutional 
actors and a predicted legislative mechanism, on a text that speaks in symbolic and general terms about 

worship and allegiance rather than in the specific terms the doctrine requires. 

The danger of building doctrine on implication rather than explicit statement runs throughout Adventist 
last day prophecy, and this chapter's examination of the mark of the beast illustrates the pattern clearly. A 
text that legitimately warns against compromised worship becomes, through a chain of historical and 
symbolic identification, a specific prediction about American legislative history, a considerably larger 
interpretive claim than the passage itself makes. 
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PART F OUR •  CHAPTER 16  

Will America Fulfill Revelation 13? 

America as the earth beast and the image to the beast 

Adventist prophetic interpretation identifies the United States as the second beast of Revelation 13, the 
beast that rises out of the earth with two horns like a lamb, understood as representing America's founding 
values of civil and religious liberty, values that the prophecy predicts the nation will eventually betray by 
enforcing religious observance and thereby speaking as a dragon. 

The image to the beast, in this framework, refers to an eventual union of American church and state that 
recreates the coercive religious authority historically associated with medieval Catholicism, resulting in 
Sunday laws enforced through civil penalty. Adventist writers have periodically pointed to various 
developments in American religious politics, from nineteenth century Sunday closing laws to more recent 
debates over religious liberty legislation, as evidence that this convergence is approaching. 

Christian nationalism and Adventist expectations intersect in contemporary discourse in ways earlier 
generations of Adventist writers did not anticipate. Rising interest in explicitly Christian political 
movements in America has given some Adventist commentators renewed confidence that the predicted 

convergence of church and state is drawing closer, while critics note that similar confidence has 
accompanied numerous political developments over the past century without the predicted National 

Sunday Law materializing. 

Does every religious political movement confirm the prophecy? A pattern worth noting is that Adventist 
prophetic interpretation has repeatedly identified contemporary political developments as fulfillment 
indicators, only to reassess and redirect that identification when the specific predicted outcome failed to 
materialize. This chapter does not deny that religious liberty faces genuine pressures in various times and 
places. It questions whether every such pressure should be read as confirmation of a specific nineteenth 

century American prophetic scenario rather than as one of many recurring tensions between faith and 
government that Scripture addresses in more general terms. 
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PART F OUR •  CHAPTER 17  

The Close of Probation 

Living without a Mediator 

Adventist eschatology teaches that at a certain point before Christ's visible return, human probation will 
close, meaning that every person's eternal destiny will be permanently fixed and Christ will cease His 
mediatorial work in the heavenly sanctuary. After this point, believers are taught they must live through a 
final time of trouble without an active Mediator interceding on their behalf, relying entirely on the 

character already developed during their probationary lifetime. 

Revelation 22:11, which speaks of the unjust remaining unjust and the righteous remaining righteous, is 
the primary text cited in support of this teaching, understood as describing the moment probation closes 
for all humanity simultaneously. The verse, read in its immediate context, more plausibly describes the 
ordinary reality that people's moral trajectories tend to solidify over the course of life and history, the kind 

of general statement that closes numerous prophetic and wisdom passages in Scripture, rather than 
announcing a specific future event with a fixed calendar date. 

Christ's continuing intercession is described throughout the New Testament in unqualified, ongoing 

terms. Hebrews states that Christ ever lives to make intercession, and Romans describes Him as 
continually interceding at the Father's right hand, without any hint of a future point at which this 

intercession will cease for believers still living on earth. The close of probation doctrine requires reading a 
temporary suspension into passages that describe Christ's mediatorial work as continuous and unbroken. 

Fear, assurance, and salvation are directly at stake in how this doctrine functions pastorally. A believer 
taught to anticipate a period of living without a Mediator, facing persecution and the accusations of Satan 
without the assurance of Christ's active intercession, experiences a fundamentally different spiritual 
posture than a believer resting in the New Testament's consistent emphasis on present, permanent 

assurance in Christ. This pastoral consequence, not merely the exegetical question, is why the close of 
probation doctrine deserves the scrutiny this chapter gives it. 
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PART F OUR •  CHAPTER 18  

The Time of Jacob's Trouble 

Persecution after the close of probation 

Adventist teaching describes a period following the close of probation known as the time of Jacob's 
trouble, drawn from Jeremiah 30:7, during which the faithful remnant will endure intense persecution 
under the National Sunday Law while Christ's mediatorial work has already ceased. This period is 
presented as the final and most severe test of Adventist believers, requiring them to maintain faithfulness 

without the assurance of ongoing intercession. 

The origin of the doctrine lies in combining several distinct biblical and extra-biblical sources: Jeremiah's 
prophecy concerning a specific historical crisis facing Israel, Daniel's description of a time of trouble such 
as never was, and Ellen White's extensive narrative descriptions of the final crisis in works such as The 
Great Controversy and Early Writings. The combination produces a detailed scenario whose specific 

features exceed what any single biblical text describes on its own. 

Persecution after probation closes is presented as qualitatively different from the tribulation described 
elsewhere in Scripture, precisely because it occurs without an interceding Mediator. This is the doctrine's 

most theologically significant claim and its most vulnerable point, since it requires believers experiencing 
genuine persecution and temptation to do so, according to the teaching, entirely without the intercessory 

help that the New Testament otherwise promises to all believers facing trial. 

Does the New Testament teach this scenario? No New Testament passage describes believers facing 
persecution without an active Mediator. Passages that address suffering and persecution, including 1 Peter 
and Revelation itself, consistently assume Christ's ongoing presence and help with His people through 
trial, not His withdrawal from mediatorial work at a fixed future point. The time of Jacob's trouble 
doctrine, examined carefully, appears to rest more heavily on Ellen White's narrative elaboration than on 

the biblical texts offered in its support. 
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PART F OUR •  CHAPTER 19  

The Sealing of the 144,000 

Literal or symbolic, and what faithfulness means 

Revelation 7 describes 144,000 sealed from the twelve tribes of Israel, a number and description that 
Adventist eschatology has historically identified as a literal, limited group of end time believers who will 
receive special protection during the final crisis because they have kept God's commandments, including 
the seventh day Sabbath, without a Mediator. 

Whether the number is literal or symbolic has been debated within Christian interpretation for centuries, 
well before Adventism existed. Revelation's use of numbers throughout the book, including the seven 
churches, seven seals, and thousand year reign, is heavily symbolic, drawing on Old Testament numerical 
patterns rather than functioning as census figures, a pattern that many interpreters believe extends 
naturally to the 144,000 as representing the complete, redeemed people of God rather than a literal 

headcount. 

The Sabbath as the seal of God is the specific Adventist application of this passage, connecting Revelation 
7's sealing directly to Revelation 14's warning against the mark of the beast and thereby to the National 

Sunday Law scenario discussed in earlier chapters. The Holy Spirit as the seal of believers, by contrast, is 
the explicit New Testament description found in Ephesians, which twice describes believers as sealed with 

the Holy Spirit of promise upon believing, with no reference to Sabbath observance as the sealing 
mechanism. 

What Revelation means by faithfulness to God, read across the whole book rather than through a single 
interpretive lens, centers on perseverance in worshiping the true God and refusing idolatrous compromise, 
themes that apply across the whole church age rather than describing a future group uniquely 
characterized by seventh day Sabbath observance. This chapter's conclusion, consistent with the broader 

argument of Part Four, is that the specific Adventist application of the 144,000 requires importing 
assumptions from Ellen White's writings that the biblical text alone does not establish. 
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PART F OUR •  CHAPTER 20  

What If the National Sunday Law Never 
Happens? 

How prophetic systems survive unfulfilled expectations 

Every prophetic movement eventually faces the question this chapter poses directly. Adventism has now 
anticipated the National Sunday Law and its accompanying final crisis for over 150 years, longer than the 
interval between the Millerite disappointment and the present day was itself long when the doctrine was 

first formulated. The theological consequences of continued non-fulfillment deserve honest examination 
rather than continued deferral. 

Reinterpretation and delay are the predictable pattern by which prophetic systems survive unfulfilled 
expectations, a pattern documented across many religious movements beyond Adventism itself. Specific 
candidates for fulfillment, whether particular political figures, legislative proposals, or global crises, are 
identified as signs the end is near, and when those specific candidates fail to produce the predicted 
outcome, the underlying framework is preserved by identifying new candidates rather than questioning 
the framework itself. 

Would Adventism revise, spiritualize, or retain the doctrine as continued non-fulfillment accumulates? 
All three responses are visible within different segments of the contemporary church. Some progressive 
Adventist voices increasingly treat the National Sunday Law scenario as symbolic of any coercive religious 
pressure rather than a specific predicted event. Historic Adventist voices retain the most literal reading 
and interpret its continued non-fulfillment as evidence the end is simply drawing nearer rather than 
evidence against the doctrine. Official denominational teaching largely maintains the traditional 
framework while avoiding overly specific predictions about timing or mechanism. 

The lessons of 1844 are directly relevant here. The movement's founding response to disappointment was 
not to abandon date-based expectation but to relocate the event rather than the timeline. Whether 
Adventism's approach to the National Sunday Law's continued non-fulfillment will follow that same 
pattern, preserving the doctrine through relocation and reinterpretation rather than through honest 
reassessment, is a question this book leaves for its readers to weigh against the historical record laid out 
across these chapters. 
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PART F OUR •  CHAPTER 21  

Can Adventist Eschatology Survive Another 
Hundred Years? 

Prolonged delay and generational fatigue 

The effect of prolonged delay on any predictive religious system tends to be cumulative rather than 
sudden. Each successive generation of Adventists has been taught that the end is near, that specific signs 
point to imminent fulfillment, and each generation has, so far, passed that same expectation to the next 

without the predicted events occurring. This chapter asks what happens as this pattern extends into a third 
century. 

Repeated end-time alarms, tied to identifiable historical events from world wars to pandemics to political 
movements, have periodically energized Adventist evangelism and literature production, only to fade as 
the specific identified crisis resolved without producing the predicted Sunday law. This cycle of alarm and 
fading has repeated often enough that its pattern is now well documented in Adventist publishing history 
itself. 

Generational fatigue is a real and measurable phenomenon within long-running Adventist congregations, 

particularly among members whose grandparents and great grandparents were taught the same imminent 
expectation now being taught to them. Sociological research on prophetic religious movements generally 
documents a gradual softening of urgency across generations removed from a movement's founding crisis, 
and Adventism's own retention data, discussed in Chapter 3, suggests this pattern applies here as well. 

Prophecy preaching in a skeptical age faces additional headwinds that earlier generations of Adventist 

evangelists did not encounter to the same degree: widespread public access to historical information about 
the church's founding, ready comparison to other failed predictive movements, and a broader cultural 

skepticism toward specific, datable religious predictions following well-publicized failures from other 
groups. The future of the Great Controversy narrative, the sweeping cosmic conflict framework that ties 
Adventist eschatology together, depends substantially on whether the church can sustain its urgency and 
specificity across a membership increasingly distant from the founding disappointment that made the 
doctrine necessary in the first place. 
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P A R T  F I V E  

THE NEXT GENERATION 
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PART F IV E •  CHAPTER 22  

Why So Many Young Adventists Leave 

Unanswered questions and institutional distrust 

Adventism's own research, including the multi-decade Valuegenesis studies conducted by the church's 
own institutions, has documented substantial attrition among young people raised in Adventist homes. 
The reasons cited by departing young adults form a consistent pattern across studies and independent 
testimonies alike, and this chapter examines the most frequently cited factors directly. 

Questions that are not being answered head the list. Young Adventists raised with denominational 
certainty often encounter, whether through higher education, internet research, or personal Bible study, 
historical and theological difficulties that their upbringing did not prepare them to address: the specifics 
of the Great Disappointment, Ellen White's documented literary borrowing, the shaky exegetical 
foundation of the investigative judgment, and the church's own internal 1919 Bible Conference 

admissions. When local congregations respond to these questions with discouragement rather than 
engagement, many young people conclude the church cannot withstand honest scrutiny. 

Fear-based religion, an environment where last day events are emphasized more than the assurance of the 

gospel, is cited by many former Adventists as producing anxiety rather than genuine faith, an experience 
that becomes unsustainable once young adults gain independence from the environment that reinforced 

it. Institutional distrust, heightened by publicized instances of denominational financial mismanagement 
or handling of abuse allegations, further erodes the loyalty that once kept questioning members within 
the fold. 

Moral failure and perceived hypocrisy among church leaders, combined with a broader search for a Christ 
centered faith rather than a rule centered or institution centered one, complete the picture that emerges 
from departure narratives. Many who leave Adventism do not abandon Christian faith altogether. They 

report finding, often in evangelical Protestant churches, the assurance in Christ's finished work that they 
felt was missing in the framework they were raised with, a pattern this book's concluding chapters address 
directly. 
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PART F IV E •  CHAPTER 23  

Education and Identity 

Academic freedom and denominational loyalty 

The Adventist educational system, spanning elementary schools through several accredited universities, 
has historically served as the primary mechanism for transmitting denominational identity to successive 
generations. The future of Adventist schools depends substantially on whether this transmission function 
can continue as broader accreditation requirements, financial pressures, and shifting student expectations 

reshape Adventist higher education. 

Academic freedom and denominational loyalty exist in genuine tension within Adventist institutions, 
particularly at the university level, where faculty trained in secular doctoral programs bring 
methodological standards from their disciplines that do not always align comfortably with 
denominational expectations regarding origins, biblical interpretation, or church history. Several 

publicized controversies at Adventist universities over faculty teaching on creation and evolution illustrate 
this tension concretely. 

Science, theology, and biblical interpretation intersect most visibly in the question of origins, where young 

earth creationism remains the official denominational position while a meaningful portion of Adventist 
scientists and theologians, trained in mainstream scientific disciplines, hold more nuanced or divergent 

views privately, creating an ongoing negotiation between institutional expectation and individual 
conviction within Adventist academia. 

Are Adventist institutions producing committed Adventists? Evidence is mixed. Adventist education 
correlates with higher rates of denominational retention compared to Adventist young people who attend 
public schools, suggesting the system still performs its identity-forming function to a meaningful degree. 
At the same time, some of the most searching internal criticism of Adventist doctrine and history has come 

from within Adventist academic circles themselves, suggesting that education, even denominational 
education, tends to produce critical thinkers whose conclusions do not always align with the institution's 
founding purposes. 
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PART F IV E •  CHAPTER 24  

The Digital Church 

Online worship and the decline of denominational gatekeepers 

The rise of online worship and virtual religious community has affected Adventism in ways similar to 
most established denominations, accelerated by the global disruption of in-person gathering in the early 
2020s that pushed many congregations toward livestreamed services that some members never fully 
returned from attending in person. This shift has practical consequences for local congregational identity 

and financial sustainability that extend well beyond worship format. 

Independent teachers and ministries, many operating entirely through YouTube, podcast, and social 
media platforms rather than through denominational broadcasting channels, have multiplied the voices 
claiming to represent authentic Adventist teaching, ranging from strict historic Adventist positions to 
progressive reinterpretations to explicitly anti-institutional critiques of denominational leadership. 

The decline of denominational gatekeepers, the publishing houses and approved curricula that once 
controlled most of what ordinary members read and heard about their faith, has been dramatic and largely 
permanent. A member questioning any doctrine can now access historical documents, critical scholarship, 

and testimonies from multiple perspectives within minutes, a level of access that simply did not exist for 
previous generations of Adventists working through the same questions. 

How social media exposes historical and theological questions is perhaps the most significant long-term 
effect of this digital shift. Difficulties that once required specialized research to uncover, the 1919 Bible 
Conference transcripts, Ellen White's documented literary sources, and the Kellogg controversy among 
them, are now discussed openly in online spaces accessible to any curious member. This chapter's 
argument is that the digital environment has structurally weakened the church's historic ability to manage 
what its members know about their own denominational history, a change with consequences this book's 

later chapters on possible futures take seriously. 
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PART F IV E •  CHAPTER 25  

Will Future Adventists Think Like Their 
Parents? 

From inherited religion to personal conviction 

Every generation of believers must eventually decide whether the faith of their parents becomes their own 
conviction or remains merely an inherited identity. Adventism's next generation faces this decision under 
conditions substantially different from those their parents and grandparents faced, and this chapter 

surveys the areas where generational change is most visible. 

Changing attitudes toward Ellen White show perhaps the clearest generational shift, with younger 

members far more likely than their elders to treat her writings as historically significant but not binding, 
and considerably more comfortable acknowledging the documented difficulties in her prophetic claims 
than earlier generations were permitted to discuss openly. Changing views of prophecy follow a similar 
pattern, with younger Adventists generally less invested in specific, literal readings of the National Sunday 
Law scenario than in a more general expectation of Christ's eventual return. 

Sabbath identity remains comparatively stable across generations even as its theological justification 

softens, suggesting the practice has retained value as a cultural and communal rhythm even where its 
connection to the seal of God doctrine has weakened. Lifestyle standards regarding diet, entertainment, 
and dress show the most generational divergence, with younger Adventists in Western contexts applying 
these standards far more selectively than their parents did. 

The movement from inherited religion to personal conviction is, in one sense, a healthy development that 

any Christian tradition should welcome, since faith that is merely inherited rather than personally 
examined is not yet mature faith. The risk for Adventism specifically is that when its distinctive doctrines 

are examined with genuine personal scrutiny rather than simply inherited, a meaningful number of 
examiners conclude those doctrines do not hold up, a pattern already visible in the departure data 
discussed in Chapter 22 and directly relevant to the scenarios for Adventism's future considered in Part 
Seven. 
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P A R T  S I X  

CULTURE IS CHANGING 

  



RESCUE MINISTRIES INTERNATIONAL THE FUTURE OF ADVENTISM 

 

40 

PART SIX •  CHAPTER 2 6  

Women in Leadership 

Ordination, regional disagreement, and denominational unity 

Few issues have exposed Adventism's internal divisions as publicly as the question of women's ordination 
to gospel ministry. The debate has occupied multiple General Conference sessions, most notably in 2015, 
where delegates voted against permitting individual divisions to authorize women's ordination regionally, 
a decision that left the underlying disagreement unresolved rather than settled. 

Regional disagreement runs along predictable lines, with North American, European, and some 
Australian church leadership generally favoring ordination or at least regional flexibility, while African, 
and many Asian and Latin American church bodies generally oppose it, reflecting both differing 
theological convictions and differing cultural contexts regarding gender and religious authority. 

Theological arguments on both sides draw on genuinely different readings of the relevant biblical texts, 
with proponents emphasizing passages describing women in significant ministry roles throughout 
Scripture and opponents emphasizing texts describing qualifications for the pastoral office in gendered 
terms, a disagreement that mirrors debates occurring across much of global Protestantism rather than 

being unique to Adventism. 

Can the denomination maintain unity on this issue? Some unions and conferences, particularly in North 
America, have proceeded with women's ordination locally despite the 2015 General Conference vote, 
creating a situation of open, unresolved noncompliance within official denominational structure. This 
unresolved status, neither fully permitted nor effectively prevented, may prove to be a template for how 
Adventism manages other divisive issues going forward: not through decisive resolution, but through 
prolonged, tolerated disagreement that administrative unity absorbs without actually settling. 
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PART SIX •  CHAPTER 2 7  

Religious Liberty in a New World 

Secularism, government, and conscience 

Adventism has historically positioned itself as a defender of religious liberty, motivated substantially by its 
own expectation of future persecution under a coercive Sunday law and its historical experience of 
Sabbath related discrimination in employment and civic life. This has produced a genuinely admirable 
institutional commitment to religious freedom advocacy, including the church's long involvement with 

religious liberty organizations and publications. 

Religious liberty beyond Sunday legislation increasingly describes the actual landscape Adventists and 
other believers face in much of the world, where the pressing conscience issues involve matters such as 
employment discrimination, government mandates touching on religious practice, and the treatment of 
religious minorities, rather than the specific Sunday law scenario Adventist prophecy has historically 

anticipated. 

Secularism, government, and conscience intersect today in forms the nineteenth century founders of 
Adventist religious liberty theology could not have fully anticipated, including questions about religious 

exemptions from various government requirements and the changing legal landscape surrounding 
religious expression in public life across different nations. 

Can Adventism defend freedom for everyone, including those whose beliefs differ sharply from its own, 
or does its religious liberty advocacy function primarily as preparation for a specific predicted scenario 
involving Sabbath keepers? This chapter suggests that a religious liberty commitment rooted in the 
broader biblical principle of freedom of conscience, rather than primarily in anticipation of a specific 
prophetic scenario, would serve both Adventism and the wider cause of religious freedom more durably 
as the twenty-first century's actual religious liberty challenges continue to diverge from the nineteenth 

century's predicted ones. 
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PART SIX •  CHAPTER 2 8  

Artificial Intelligence and the Future of 
Religion 

AI-generated content and authority in a new age 

The rapid development of artificial intelligence tools capable of generating sermons, Bible studies, and 
devotional content presents Adventism, like every religious tradition, with both opportunity and risk. AI-
generated sermons and Bible studies can extend the reach of ministry resources to under-resourced 

congregations, particularly in the rapidly growing regions discussed in Chapter 2, but they also raise 
questions about authenticity, accuracy, and pastoral responsibility that denominational leadership has 
only begun to address. 

Digital evangelism powered by these same tools allows individual members and independent ministries to 
produce content at a scale and polish previously available only to well-funded denominational publishing 
operations, further accelerating the erosion of centralized gatekeeping discussed in Chapter 24. 

The spread of misinformation is a genuine risk in this environment, as AI tools can generate confident 

sounding theological content that is historically or exegetically inaccurate, content that a biblically 

undiscerning reader may have difficulty distinguishing from carefully researched material. This risk 
applies as much to defenses of Adventist distinctive doctrine as to critiques of it. 

Authority in an age of unlimited religious content raises the question of whether technology can replace 
spiritual discernment, and the answer this book offers is a clear no. Whatever tools are used to produce 
religious content, the responsibility to test that content against Scripture remains with the individual 

believer and the local church, a responsibility no technology can discharge on anyone's behalf and one that 
becomes more, not less, important as the volume of available religious content continues to expand 

beyond any single reader's ability to evaluate it all personally. 
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PART SIX •  CHAPTER 2 9  

Digital Currency, Surveillance, and Prophecy 

Distinguishing technological possibility from biblical fulfillment 

Revelation 13's description of buying and selling being restricted to those bearing the mark of the beast 
has attracted renewed prophetic speculation as digital currency, electronic payment systems, and 
government tracking capability have expanded rapidly in recent years, developments that make the 
passage's economic control imagery technologically plausible in ways it was not for earlier generations of 

interpreters. 

Economic control and Revelation 13 are genuinely connected in the text itself, which explicitly ties the 
mark of the beast to commercial restriction. The question is not whether the passage addresses economic 
coercion, it clearly does, but whether contemporary financial technology represents the specific 
fulfillment mechanism the passage describes or simply one of many possible forms such coercion could 

historically take. 

Fear driven speculation has periodically attached itself to nearly every new tracking or payment technology 
since the introduction of barcodes and social security numbers decades ago, with each new development 

prompting renewed claims that the mark of the beast system has finally arrived, claims that have so far 
proven premature in every previous instance. 

Distinguishing technological possibility from biblical fulfillment is the discipline this chapter calls for. 
That a technology could theoretically be used for the kind of coercive control Revelation 13 describes does 
not establish that the passage specifically predicts that technology, any more than earlier generations' 
identification of social security numbers or barcodes as the mark of the beast proved accurate. Sound 
biblical interpretation distinguishes between what a text actually says and what contemporary readers, 
understandably alarmed by genuine technological developments, are tempted to read into it. 
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PART SIX •  CHAPTER 3 0  

Climate Change, Politics, and Sunday Law 
Discussions 

Does every Sunday proposal point toward persecution? 

Environmental concern has occasionally intersected with Sabbath related language in recent religious and 
political discourse, as some Christian environmental advocates have proposed periodic rest days, 
sometimes explicitly Sunday, as part of broader ecological and social reform proposals, developments that 

some Adventist commentators have flagged as potentially significant for prophetic fulfillment. 

Papal influence and Adventist interpretation remain closely connected in Adventist prophetic literature, 

and papal statements on environmental stewardship, social justice, and interfaith cooperation have 
periodically been cited by Adventist writers as evidence of the ecumenical convergence the National 
Sunday Law scenario requires. 

Political movements and prophetic speculation intersect broadly across the contemporary landscape, as 
various national and international political developments, from environmental legislation to interfaith 

cooperation initiatives, have each in turn been proposed by segments of Adventist commentary as signs 

pointing toward the predicted final crisis. 

Does every Sunday proposal point toward persecution? This chapter's answer, consistent with the broader 
argument of Part Four, is no. Environmental and social proposals involving periodic rest, even when they 
specifically reference Sunday, are not inherently coercive in the way the National Sunday Law scenario 
requires, and treating every such proposal as prophetic fulfillment risks the same pattern of repeated, 

unfulfilled specific identification documented throughout this book's examination of Adventist 
prophecy. 
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PART SIX •  CHAPTER  3 1  

The Changing Face of Worship 

Tradition, contemporary style, and the decline of uniform practice 

Adventist worship, once relatively uniform across the denomination's congregations worldwide, has 
diversified substantially in recent decades, with traditional hymn based liturgy in some congregations 
existing alongside contemporary praise band worship in others, sometimes within the same local church 
offering multiple distinct service styles. 

Music, culture, and identity are closely intertwined in this diversification, as congregations serving 
different generational and cultural populations have adapted worship style to their specific context, a 
healthy contextualization in one sense, but one that has also contributed to the fragmentation of a shared 
denominational worship identity that earlier generations of Adventists took for granted. 

Online congregations, discussed in Chapter 24, add a further layer of diversity, as members increasingly 
worship with congregations outside their immediate geographic area, selecting communities based on style 
and theological alignment rather than simply attending the nearest Adventist church. 

The decline of uniform Adventist practice raises a question this book takes seriously rather than dismissing 

as a merely stylistic concern: what makes worship truly biblical? Scripture's own emphasis falls not on 
liturgical uniformity but on worship in spirit and truth, centered on the person and finished work of 
Christ. Adventism's growing worship diversity is not, in itself, a theological problem. It becomes one only 
if the underlying content of worship, across all its varied styles, drifts from gospel centered truth toward 
either empty tradition on one side or empty novelty on the other, a risk facing every Christian tradition 
navigating cultural change, not Adventism alone. 
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P A R T  S E V E N  

POSSIBLE FUTURES 
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PART SEV EN •  CHAPTER 32  

Scenario One: The Church Reforms Around 
Scripture 

Placing Christ and the gospel at the center 

The first possible future this book considers is genuine reformation, a scenario in which Adventism 
reexamines its foundational doctrines, including the investigative judgment, the sanctuary teaching, and 
the authority structure surrounding Ellen White, honestly against Scripture, and revises what does not 

hold up under that examination. 

Reexamining foundational doctrines in this scenario would not mean abandoning everything distinctive 

about Adventist practice. Sabbath observance, a health conscious lifestyle, and a strong communal church 
life could remain, reframed within a New Covenant understanding rather than the 1844 investigative 
judgment framework that currently grounds them. 

Placing Christ and the gospel at the center would mean redefining denominational identity around the 
finished work of Christ and present assurance in Him rather than around the remnant church self-

understanding built on 1844 and the coming National Sunday Law. Some progressive and evangelical 

Adventist voices already gesture toward this reorientation, though not yet at an institutional or 
denomination-wide level. 

The cost of genuine reform would be substantial: the loss of the specific historical justification for 
Adventism's separate existence as a denomination distinct from broader evangelical Protestantism, and 
likely significant institutional and membership disruption as those most committed to the traditional 

framework resist the change. Whether any sufficiently large and financially significant religious institution 
has ever undertaken this kind of foundational reform voluntarily, without external crisis forcing the issue, 

is a fair question this scenario must honestly confront. 
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PART SEV EN •  CHAPTER 33  

Scenario Two: The Church Continues Its 
Present Course 

Institutional stability without theological resolution 

The second and, based on the historical pattern documented throughout this book, most probable 
scenario is simple continuity: Adventism maintains its current institutional structure, official doctrine, 
and public teaching largely unchanged, while the internal diversity and quiet reinterpretation documented 

in earlier chapters continue beneath the surface. 

Institutional stability under this scenario remains strong. The church's schools, hospitals, and publishing 

operations continue functioning, membership continues growing numerically, particularly in the Global 
South regions discussed in Chapter 2, and the denomination's administrative structure continues holding 
its diverse global membership together on paper. 

Gradual theological change continues informally, as it has for decades, without formal denominational 
acknowledgment: declining functional authority for Ellen White among younger members, softening 

emphasis on the specific National Sunday Law scenario, and increasing tolerance for private disagreement 

on core doctrines so long as public conformity to official statements is maintained. 

Public unity and private disagreement, in other words, becomes the church's permanent operating mode 
rather than a temporary tension awaiting resolution. Growth without resolution describes this scenario 
accurately: the denomination continues expanding numerically and institutionally while the theological 
questions raised throughout this book remain formally unaddressed, managed rather than answered, 

generation after generation. 
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PART SEV EN •  CHAPTER 34  

Scenario Three: Increasing Polarization 

The possibility of fragmentation 

The third scenario extends the divisions documented in Part Two to their breaking point, envisioning 
historic Adventists and progressive Adventists drifting far enough apart that some form of formal 
fragmentation, whether through breakaway independent bodies or effective functional separation within 
the existing structure, becomes difficult to avoid. 

Historic Adventists against progressives represents the deepest fault line in this scenario, as historic 
Adventist ministries, already operating largely outside official denominational structure and increasingly 
critical of what they view as compromised General Conference leadership, could formalize their 
separation, while progressive Adventist congregations, already stretching official doctrine considerably in 
practice, could do the same from the opposite direction. 

Conflicts over Ellen White, worship, sexuality, ordination, and prophecy, each already a live point of 
disagreement documented in earlier chapters, would provide the specific flashpoints around which this 
polarization crystallizes, much as similar disputes have driven formal splits in other large Protestant 

denominations in recent decades. 

The possibility of fragmentation should not be overstated as imminent. Adventism's centralized global 
governance structure, discussed in Chapter 7, has historically proven more resistant to formal schism than 
the more congregationally governed Protestant traditions where such splits have occurred. But 
administrative resistance to formal schism is not the same as genuine theological unity, and this scenario's 
plausibility rests on the same widening gap between official teaching and lived belief that runs throughout 
this book's argument. 
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PART SEV EN •  CHAPTER 35  

Scenario Four: Growing Diversity Within One 
Organization 

One name, many forms of Adventism 

The fourth scenario occupies a middle position between continuity and fragmentation: Adventism 
remains formally united under a single denominational name and administrative structure while 
functioning, in practice, as an umbrella containing genuinely diverse regional and theological expressions 

that share relatively little beyond the shared name and basic institutional affiliation. 

One name, many forms of Adventism describes a pattern already visible in embryonic form, as 

documented in Chapter 5's survey of traditional, historic, progressive, evangelical, and cultural 
Adventism, each of which could continue developing along its own trajectory while remaining nominally 
part of the same worldwide church body. 

Regional theology, already apparent in the divergent views on ordination and cultural practice 
documented in Chapter 26, could deepen further as the church's numerical center of gravity continues 

shifting toward the Global South, producing an Adventism whose African expression, for instance, differs 

substantially in emphasis and practice from its North American or European expression, while both retain 
the same official fundamental beliefs statement. 

Congregational independence, in practice if not in formal governance, could increase as individual 
congregations and conferences exercise growing latitude in how strictly they apply official denominational 
positions locally. Can administrative unity survive doctrinal diversity indefinitely? This scenario suggests 

that it can, at least for an extended period, provided the denomination's governance structure continues 
prioritizing institutional cohesion over doctrinal enforcement, a pattern already visible in the unresolved 

women's ordination dispute discussed in Chapter 26. 
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PART SEV EN •  CHAPTER 36  

Could Adventism Experience Another 1888? 

The possibility of a new Christ-centered awakening 

The 1888 General Conference session in Minneapolis remains one of the most significant, and most 
contested, moments in Adventist history, when Ellsworth Waggoner and Alonzo Jones presented a 
message emphasizing righteousness by faith and the centrality of Christ that many later Adventist 
historians, including some within the denomination itself, have argued the church's leadership at the time 

substantially resisted and failed to fully embrace. 

The gospel and denominational identity were, in a real sense, placed in tension at Minneapolis, as the 1888 
message's emphasis on justification by faith in Christ sat uneasily beside the denomination's 
simultaneously developing emphasis on distinctive last day doctrine and obedience to God's law as 
evidence of end time faithfulness. 

Institutional resistance to theological correction, documented by Adventist historians examining the 1888 
controversy and its aftermath, illustrates the same pattern this book has traced through the 1919 Bible 
Conference and the Desmond Ford controversy: genuine theological challenge met with institutional 

management rather than full doctrinal reckoning. 

The possibility of a new Christ centered awakening, a modern parallel to 1888 in which righteousness by 
faith in Christ's finished work becomes genuinely central to Adventist identity rather than existing 
alongside a system still substantially organized around the investigative judgment and last day performance 
anxiety, would represent the most hopeful scenario this book considers. Whether such an awakening 
could occur without eventually requiring the deeper doctrinal reformation described in Scenario One is a 
question 1888's own unresolved legacy leaves open. 
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P A R T  E I G H T  

WHAT SCRIPTURE SAYS 
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PART EIG HT •  CHAPTER 37  

How Should Christians Evaluate Every Church? 

Scripture as the final authority 

This book has examined Adventism's history, doctrine, and possible futures at length, but its underlying 
method deserves explicit statement in this concluding part. Scripture as the final authority means that 
every doctrine, every institution, and every prophetic tradition, Adventist or otherwise, must be tested 
against the Bible itself rather than against denominational literature, founder's writings, or institutional 

consensus. 

Testing doctrine, prophecy, and tradition is not an act of hostility toward any particular church. It is the 
basic responsibility every Christian bears, modeled explicitly by the Bereans in Acts 17, who were 
commended for examining even the apostle Paul's teaching against Scripture rather than accepting it on 
the basis of his authority alone. 

Loyalty to Christ above institutions is the governing principle this book has tried to apply consistently, 
including to institutions and traditions the authors themselves hold, since Reformed and New Covenant 
theology, no less than Adventism, must remain answerable to Scripture rather than to its own confessional 

heritage. 

The difference between correction and hostility matters throughout this evaluation. This book has aimed 
at correction, an honest examination intended to serve the wellbeing of Adventist believers and inquirers, 
rather than hostility toward the people who hold these beliefs sincerely. The chapters that follow apply 
this same standard to the positive question of what marks a biblical church, so that Adventism's evaluation 
does not stand alone but is measured against the same criteria that should be applied to every Christian 
tradition, including our own. 

  



RESCUE MINISTRIES INTERNATIONAL THE FUTURE OF ADVENTISM 

 

54 

PART EIG HT •  CHAPTER 38  

Do the New Testament Writers Predict a 
National Sunday Law? 

What Scripture says, and what it does not 

Jesus and the end of the age, discussed by Christ Himself in Matthew 24 and Mark 13, describes false 
prophets, wars, persecution, and the gospel preached to all nations before the end comes, general 
categories of end time experience that Christians throughout history, in vastly different political and 

religious contexts, have recognized in their own circumstances without requiring the specific American, 
Sunday law scenario Adventist prophecy describes. 

Paul's teaching on the last days, found in passages such as 2 Thessalonians 2 concerning the man of sin 
and 1 Timothy 4 concerning departure from the faith, likewise describes general patterns of apostasy and 
opposition to the gospel rather than a specific legislative mechanism tied to a particular day of worship. 

Revelation and coerced worship are genuinely connected, as already discussed in Chapters 15 and 16, but 
the connection Revelation makes is to worship of the beast and its image broadly, not specifically to 

Sunday observance, a connection that requires the additional interpretive layer of Ellen White's writings 

and historic Adventist prophetic tradition to arrive at the specific National Sunday Law scenario. 

What Scripture says is that believers throughout history will face opposition, false teaching, and pressure 
to compromise true worship for the sake of comfort or safety, a pattern that has recurred repeatedly across 
two thousand years of church history in forms that have nothing to do with Sunday legislation specifically. 
What Scripture does not say is that this opposition will take the specific, datable, Sunday-centered form 

that nineteenth century Adventist prophetic interpretation, building substantially on Ellen White's 
narrative elaboration, has described in such particular detail. 
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PART EIG HT •  CHAPTER 39  

The Marks of a Biblical Church 

Gospel, Scripture, worship, holiness, and the Spirit 

The faithful preaching of the gospel stands first among the marks of a biblical church, the good news that 
sinners are justified freely by God's grace through faith in Christ's finished work, a message that must 
remain central and unobscured by any secondary doctrine, however sincerely held, that shifts a believer's 
confidence away from Christ's completed atonement toward ongoing investigation, uncertain assurance, 

or performance based acceptance. 

The authority of Scripture as the final and sufficient rule of faith and practice is the second mark, requiring 
that every doctrine, including doctrines held by any tradition's own founders or prophetic figures, remain 
fully subject to correction from the Bible itself rather than functioning as an independent or co-equal 
source of authority alongside it. 

Christ-centered worship, love, holiness, and truth together describe the third and fourth marks: a 
community whose corporate life visibly reflects the character of Christ, marked by genuine love for God 
and neighbor, pursuit of practical holiness flowing from grace rather than fear, and uncompromising 

commitment to truth even when truth requires uncomfortable self-examination. 

The presence and work of the Holy Spirit, finally, marks a biblical church through the Spirit's ongoing 
work of conviction, sanctification, and empowerment for gospel witness, evidenced in transformed lives 
rather than merely in claimed spiritual gifts or prophetic authority. Every reader, Adventist or otherwise, 
is invited to weigh their own church community, including whatever community this book's readers 
currently belong to, against these same five marks rather than treating them as a checklist applied only to 
the denomination this book has examined. 
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PART EIG HT •  CHAPTER 40  

The Gospel Above Every Denomination 

Salvation in Christ alone 

Salvation in Christ alone is the non-negotiable center that must stand above every denominational 
distinctive, including the ones this ministry itself holds. No tradition, however sincere its members or 
impressive its institutions, may add anything to Christ's finished work as a condition of acceptance with 
God, and any doctrine that functionally does so, whatever its stated theology, requires correction 

regardless of how central it has become to a particular tradition's identity. 

The danger of remnant exclusivism, the belief that one particular denomination alone constitutes God's 
faithful people in the last days while all other Christians belong to a corrupted or apostate system, deserves 
direct naming here. This belief, present in some strands of Adventist self-understanding discussed 
throughout this book, is not unique to Adventism. Various traditions across church history have made 

similar exclusive claims, and Scripture's own description of the church as belonging to all who are united 
to Christ by faith stands against every version of this claim, wherever it appears. 

The church as the body of Christ, described throughout Paul's letters, is defined by union with Christ 

through faith rather than by membership in any particular institutional structure, denominational name, 
or set of distinctive doctrinal markers, however biblically grounded some of those markers may be. 

Identity in Christ rather than an institution is the standard this book commends to every reader, Adventist 
and non-Adventist alike. A believer's ultimate confidence, security, and identity rest in union with Christ, 
not in denominational affiliation, institutional loyalty, or a particular prophetic framework, however 
cherished. This is the gospel truth that stands above every denomination examined in this book, including 
Adventism, and it is the truth the final chapter returns to as the proper ground of Christian hope. 
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PART EIG HT •  CHAPTER 41  

Preparing for Christ Rather Than Predictions 

Watchfulness, assurance, and the blessed hope 

Watchfulness without speculation is the posture Scripture consistently commends to believers awaiting 
Christ's return. Jesus Himself declined to specify the day or hour of His coming, instructing His disciples 
instead to watch and remain faithful, a instruction that stands in some tension with prophetic traditions, 
including strands of Adventism, that have devoted substantial energy to identifying specific signs, 

timelines, and mechanisms for end time events that Christ Himself declined to disclose. 

Assurance without presumption describes the balance the New Testament strikes between confident 
hope in Christ's finished work and ongoing, humble dependence on Him rather than on one's own record 
of obedience. This assurance is available now, continuously, to every believer united to Christ by faith, 
not delayed until an investigative process completes or a final crisis is survived without a Mediator. 

Faithfulness in the present, rather than anxious calculation about the future, is what Scripture actually 
calls believers to. The blessed hope, Paul's own phrase in Titus 2 for the return of Christ, is meant to purify 
and motivate present godly living, not to generate the kind of fear-driven uncertainty that some strands of 

Adventist eschatology, discussed throughout Part Four, have historically produced in sincere believers. 

Christ as the center of biblical prophecy is this book's final word. Every prophecy in Scripture ultimately 
points toward Him, His first coming, His finished work, and His promised return, and any prophetic 
system, however elaborate or historically significant, that shifts a believer's central focus away from Christ 
toward institutional loyalty, specific timelines, or anxious self-examination has drifted from what biblical 
prophecy is actually for. The question this book has asked throughout is worth asking one final time. Is 
Adventism, or any church, preparing its people primarily for Jesus Christ, or for a scenario that may never 
occur? Scripture's answer for every believer, in every tradition, is the same. Prepare for Christ. 
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Conclusion 

The Future Ultimately Belongs to Christ 

This book has traced Adventism's history from the Great Disappointment through its present global 
diversity, examined the theological foundations of its distinctive doctrines, considered the pressures 
reshaping its next generation, and weighed four possible trajectories for its future. Adventism's future 

remains genuinely uncertain. Reform, continuity, fragmentation, and growing internal diversity are all 
plausible outcomes, and this book has not claimed the ability to predict with certainty which path the 

denomination will ultimately take. 

What is not uncertain is this. Christ's kingdom remains secure regardless of what happens to any single 
denomination, including the one examined throughout this book. Institutions rise, change, divide, and 

disappear across the long span of church history, and Adventism, whatever its future course, is subject to 
the same historical realities that have reshaped and, in some cases, dissolved other religious movements 
before it. 

The Word of God endures through every one of these institutional changes, unaffected by the rise or 
decline of any particular denomination, and it remains the standard by which this book has tried to 

evaluate Adventism's doctrine and history throughout, not because Adventism is uniquely deserving of 
scrutiny, but because every tradition, our own included, owes that same accountability to Scripture. 

The believer's hope is not in the survival of a denomination, whatever its institutional strength, global 
reach, or historical resilience. The believer's hope is in the return of Jesus Christ, the completion of His 
finished work, and the assurance that is available now, in Him, to every believer who trusts Him rather 
than any institution, prophetic framework, or system of works for their standing before God. This is the 

hope Rescue Ministries International commends to every reader, Adventist and non-Adventist alike, as 

the only foundation secure enough to build a future on. 

 

CLOSING QUESTION  

"Is Adventism preparing people primarily for Jesus Christ, or for a prophetic 
scenario that may never occur?" 

RESCUE MINISTRIES INTERNATIONAL  
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