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Adventist Research at an Ellen G. White Estate
branch office and associate professor of church
history at the Seventh-day Adventist Theological
Seminary, Berrien Springs, Michigan, United States.

Ellen White and the
personhood of the Holy Spirit

o Christian teaching is
more fundamental than
the doctrine of God. The
Seventh-day Adventist
biblical understanding of the Trinity
helps us to understand the revealed
nature, attributes, and character of
God. In the last 15 years, much has
been written on the history of the
Seventh-day Adventist understand-
ing of the Godhead or Trinity and,
particularly, the position of Jesus in
the Godhead." Less has been written
on the history of Ellen G. White and
the Adventist understanding of the
Holy Spirit in the Godhead.?
Against the background of early
Seventh-day Adventist theology and
experience, this article will explore
Ellen G. White's understanding of
the Holy Spirit. | will first provide
a brief overview of the Adventist
view on the personality of the Holy
Spirit through the early twentieth
century. Careful Bible study, together
with Ellen G. White's clear state-
ments, majorly influenced a change
in Adventist understanding. Because
of current questions, some attention
will be given to establishing the
veracity of Ellen G. White's clearest
statements on the nature of the Holy
Spirit in the Godhead.

Adventist views of the
Holy Spirit up to the
early twentieth century
The Sabbatarian and Seventh-day
Adventist understanding of the Holy
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Spirit, until the 1890s, was largely
focused on the tangible, or “living
reality,” of the Holy Spirit as a divine
manifestation rather than His nature
or personality.® During the period up
to the 1890s, most Adventists did
not accept that the Holy Spirit had
a distinct personality. For them, the
Godhead included the Father (who
was omnipotent and omniscient),
the pre-Incarnate begotten Divine
Son, and the Holy Spirit as a mani-
festation of the presence or power
of the Father or the Son. Adventists
emphasized the separate and distinct
personalities of the Father and the
Son. For many early Adventists, a
personality required a material form,
which prevented omnipresence.
By defining the Holy Spirit as an
influence or power from the Father
or the Son, it allowed for God to be
omnipresent.*

In 1877, J. H. Waggoner wrote of
the Holy Spirit as an /t rather than a
He. After writing of the “one question
which has been much controverted,”
that s, “the personality of the Spirit,”
he described the “Spirit of God” as
“that awful and mysterious power
which proceeds from the throne of
the universe.”® In 1878, Uriah Smith
answered the question “What is the
Holy Spirit?” by writing, “In a word
it may, perhaps, best be described
as a mysterious influence emanating
from the Father and the Son, their
representative and the medium of
their power.”® Both men remained

(17)

respectful of the mysterious nature
of the Holy Spirit. In 1878, D. M.
Canright, in a more argumenta-
tive and apologetic two-part article,
explicitly rejected the personhood of
the Holy Spirit, “The Holy Spirit is not
a person, not an individual, but is an
influence or power proceeding from
the Godhead.””

In 1889, M. C. Wilcox, one of
the editors of the Signs of the Times,
wrote, “God'’s power, separate from
his personal presence, is manifested
through his Spirit.”® In represent-
ing the idea of how God can be
omnipresent, Wilcox wrote in 1898:
“God is a person; how can His life
be everywhere present?” and then
compared the Spirit to an “aura” that
extends beyond a person.?

A few other Seventh-day
Adventists took a very different
view and speculated that perhaps
the Holy Spirit was an angel or in the
same class as the angels.™

The 1890s saw the beginning
of a shift toward accepting the per-
sonhood of the Holy Spirit. One
example of this change can be seen
in R. A. Underwood's understanding.
“The Holy Spirit is Christ’s personal
representative in the field; and he is
charged with the work of meeting
Satan, and defeating this personal
enemy of God and his government.
It seems strange to me, now, that |
ever believed that the Holy Spirit was
only an influence, in view of the work
he does.”™
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The shift in thinking on the per-
sonhood of the Holy Spirit was well
underway when, in 1907, A. T. Jones
wrote, “The Holy Spiritis not an influ-
ence; nor an impression, nor peace,
nor joy, nor any thing. . . . The Holy
Spirit is a Person, eternally a divine
Person.”"?

Ellen G. White and the
Holy Spirit up to the
1890s

Ellen G. White's writings are
particularly rich in regard to the Holy
Spirit, often referring to Him in both
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the Father and his Son Jesus Christ.
| gazed on Jesus' countenance and
admired his lovely person. . . . | asked
Jesus if his Father had a form like
himself; He said he had, but | could
not behold it.”™

Other cofounders of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church, such as James
White and Joseph Bates, also directly
countered the spiritualizing view in
print and supported the personhood
of the Father and Jesus.™

Second, like Adventists gen-
erally, Ellen G. White understood
the Holy Spirit in a practical and

deceptions of Satan.”'® She rejected
this idea.

Third, her views on the Holy
Spirit were drawn from and centered
on the Bible. She, like other early
Adventists, was, first of all, a student
of Scripture. She was particularly
careful not to stray beyond the Bible
in her descriptions of the Holy Spirit.

In 1891, Ellen G. White wrote in
response to a man who believed that
the Holy Spirit was really the angel
Gabriel and that the 144,000 will be
Jews that acknowledge Jesus as
the Messiah. After giving important

WE CAN BE GRATEFUL THAT GOD HAS

LED THROUGHOUT THE HISTORY OF THE

CHURCH TO BUILD AN UNDERSTANDING

OF THE BIBLE THROUGH THE INFLUENCE OF

THE HOLY SPIRIT IN THE GIFT OF PROPHECY.

her published and unpublished writ-
ings. In fact, she refers to the Holy
Spirit almost as often as to Jesus.
Ellen G. White adopted three
important orientations regarding the
Holy Spirit and the Godhead dur-
ing her earlier years that continued
throughout her life. First was her
emphasis on the personhood of
God the Father and Jesus. During
1845 and 1846, there was a branch
of Millerite Adventists who argued
that Jesus had come spiritually on
October 22, 1844. They also spiritual-
ized the resurrection, heaven, the
New Jerusalem, the new earth, and
also the Father and Jesus. In 1846,
Ellen G. White wrote in affirmation
of the personhood of the Father and
Jesus: “l saw a throne, and on it sat
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demonstrable sense. The work of
the Holy Spirit was very present and
active in her Christian experience
and ministry. She received hundreds
of prophetic visions and dreams
and often experienced dramatic
blessings through the operation of
the Holy Spirit. During the first few
years of her prophetic ministry, Ellen
G. White was confronted by some
who believed that her visions were
a result of mesmerism—now known
as hypnotism—and said that there
was no Holy Spirit. This gave her
“keen anguish, well-nigh to despair.”

“Many would have me believe,”
she wrote, “that there was no Holy
Ghost and that all the exercises
that holy men of God have experi-
enced were only mesmerism or the

(18)

principles of biblical interpretation,
she directly addressed his positions.
“Your ideas of the two subjects you
mention do not harmonize with the
light which God has given me. The
nature of the Holy Spirit is a mystery
not clearly revealed, and you will
never be able to explain it to others
because the Lord has not revealed
it to you.” She then quoted John
14:16 and continued, “This refers
to the omnipresence of the Spirit of
Christ, called the Comforter.” Ellen G.
White then confessed the limits of
her own understanding: “There are
many mysteries which | do not seek
to understand or to explain; they
are too high for me, and too high
for you. On some of these points,
silence is golden.”’® In the absence
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of special insight on the nature and
personality of the Holy Spirit, Ellen G.
White stayed close to Scripture and,
unlike the other Adventist writers
previously cited, left the personality
of the Holy Spirit undefined.” This
was soon to change.

Ellen G. White on the Holy
Spirit from the early 1890s

Two vyears later, in 1893, she
wrote, “There is altogether too
little made of the work of the Holy
Spirit's influence upon the church.
... The Holy Spirit is the Comforter,
in Christ's name. He personifies
Christ, yet is a distinct personality.”'®

In 1896, she quoted the words
of Jesus in John 16:7, 8, and then
wrote her earliest clear statement
on the Holy Spirit as a Person in the
Godhead. “Evil had been accumulat-
ing for centuries, and could only be
restrained and resisted by the mighty
power of the Holy Spirit, the Third
Person of the Godhead, who would
come with no modified energy, but
in the fullness of divine power.” In
1898, Ellen G. White published these
words, with slight modification,
in The Desire of Ages." There is
no indication of a particular vision
that Ellen G. White received that
caused her to write more explicitly
on the personality of the Holy Spirit.
Nevertheless, as a messenger of the
Lord, she became very specific on
the issue during the 1890s. Through
the remainder of her life, she contin-
ued to support the personhood and
full deity of the Holy Spirit.?°

For example, Ellen G. White often
referred to John 14-16 and the
Comforter bringing the presence of
Jesus to the believer. She continued
this theme as she presented the
Holy Spirit as the Third Person of the
Godhead. She wrote, “Although our
Lord ascended from earth to heaven,
the Holy Spirit was appointed as His
representative among men.” She
then quoted John 14:15-18 and
continued, “Cumbered with human-
ity, Christ could not be in every place
personally; therefore it was alto-
gether for their advantage that He
should leave them, go to His Father,
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and send the Holy Spirit to be His
successor on earth.”?! Ellen G. White
was comfortable with the existing
tension of the Holy Spirit being a
Person and also representing Jesus.
One characteristic of the biblical
Trinity is to represent or point to Each
Other. The Holy Spirit represented
Jesus. Jesus, throughout His life on
earth, represented the Father (John
14:9), and the Father pointed to and
exalted the Son (Matt. 3:17; 17:5;
Mark 1:11; 9:7; Luke 3:22; 9:35).

Ellen G. White's use of He
and /t while referring to
the Holy Spirit

In 1936, H. C. Lacey claimed
that his 1895 series of early morning
Bible studies at the Armidale camp
meeting and his 1896 presenta-
tions at an institute in Cooranbong,
Australia, influenced Ellen G. White
to accept the personhood of the Holy
Spirit. Lacey speculated that Ellen G.
White had not used the term Person
or referred to the Holy Spirit with the
personal pronoun He or Him before
his presentation.??

An examination of Ellen G.
White's statements show that she
did use the word Person to refer
to the Holy Spirit as early as 1893,
as quoted above. But she used
the pronouns /t and He variously
both before and after her explicit
statements on the personality of
the Holy Spirit. In 1884, she wrote,
“The Holy Spirit exalts and glorifies
the Saviour. It is his office to present
Christ.”2® In 1891, she wrote of
the “Holy Spirit working upon our
hearts.” She continued, “[H]e takes
of the things of God, and presents
them anew to our minds.”?* In 7The
Desire of Ages, written in 1898, she
clearly articulates the personhood of
the Holy Spirit, “When the Spirit of
God takes possession of the heart,
it transforms the life.”?® In 1900, she
wrote, “The Holy Spirit has gone out
into all the world; everywhere it is
moving upon the hearts of men."?®

The Desire of Ages not only
helped to explain the personhood
of the Holy Spirit, but it also clearly
taught the eternity of Jesus and

(19)

His full equality with the Father.
Her statement, “In Christ is life,
original, unborrowed, underived,”
along with other statements on
the divinity of Jesus helped many
Adventists to take a new look at
Scripture to understand Jesus' place
in the Godhead. %’

Veracity of Ellen G.
White's statements

There are some who believe
in the prophetic authority of Ellen
G. White's writings but deny the
personhood of the Holy Spirit and
His place in the Godhead. Ellen G.
White's clear statements place them
in a difficult position. In response,
they have argued that her secretaries
or editors inserted these statements
without her knowledge. Tim Poirier,
vice director of the Ellen G. White
Estate, published a helpful paper in
2006 tracing back key statements
by Ellen G. White to their original
source.

Original drafts, written by the
hand of Ellen G. White, are avail-
able for at least four of her clearest
statements.?® Other documents are
accessible in the original typed form
and contain handwritten notations
by Ellen G. White on the pages.?*
At the top of one typed manuscript,
Ellen G. White had written the words,
“| have read this carefully and accept
it.”3® Several of these statements
were published in various forms.
Ellen G. White, herself, paid for the
publishing plates of 7The Desire of
Ages and most of her other books.
In 7The Desire of Ages, she even sent
corrections for the book after the
first edition was already published.
These changes were incorporated
in the second printing. The degree
of veracity for Ellen G. White's state-
ments is significant, and editors find
it hard to argue that she did not write
the statements regarding the Holy
Spirit that appear in print.

Seventh-day Adventists believe
that Ellen G. White was given the
prophetic gift. Her emphatic state-
ments had a significant influence
on the development of the Adventist
understanding of the Trinity,
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particularly through support of the
eternal and original nature of Jesus
and the full divinity and personhood
of the Holy Spirit. Nevertheless,
Seventh-day Adventist doctrine is
established through the authority
of Scripture rather than through
the writings of Ellen G. White. Mrs.
White understood her prophetic
role was to bring people to the
Bible as the final authority and the
basis for all faith and practice. She
wrote in her first published tract: “I
recommend to you, dear reader, the
word of God as the rule of your faith
and practice.”®" On many occasions
she defined the relationship of her
writings to the Bible. In one of her
more compelling statements, she
defined her prophetic role: “I have
a work of great responsibility to
do—to impart by pen and voice the
instruction given me, not alone to
Seventh-day Adventists, but to the
world. | have published many books,
large and small, and some of these
have been translated into several
languages. This is my work—to open
the Scriptures to others as God has
opened them to me."”%?

Seventh-day Adventists have a
more biblical orientation on the Holy
Spirit because of the writings of
Ellen G. White. We can be grateful
that God has led throughout the
history of the church to build an
understanding of the Bible through
the influence of the Holy Spiritin the
gift of prophecy. ™
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