Perspective Digest
Volume 5 | Number 2 Article 7

4-1-2000

The Great Controversey Theme

Herbert E. Douglass

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd

Recommended Citation
Douglass, Herbert E. (2000) "The Great Controversey Theme," Perspective Digest. Vol. 5: No. 2, Article 7.
Available at: https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol5/iss2/7

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Adventist Theological Society at Digital Commons @
Andrews University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Perspective Digest by an authorized editor of Digital
Commons @ Andrews University. For more information, please contact repository@andrews.edu.


https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol5
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol5/iss2
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol5/iss2/7
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd?utm_source=digitalcommons.andrews.edu%2Fpd%2Fvol5%2Fiss2%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol5/iss2/7?utm_source=digitalcommons.andrews.edu%2Fpd%2Fvol5%2Fiss2%2F7&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:repository@andrews.edu

Douglass: The Great Controversey Theme

ERBERT E. POQOQUIGL

[HE GREA]
LONTROVERSY
THEME

Strangely, few Adventists realize the part this

1"\ \S S

“theory of everything” played in joining long-separated

truths into a coherent whole.

heologians, philosophers, and
scientists share a common
quest: They seek that one para-
digm that explains everything.'
Einstein thought he was on the
way to it with his theory of relativity.
But being on the way is not being
there. Noted scientist Stephen Haw-
king explained why the search for an
overall concept is pursued with such
ardor. In his 1988 book, A Brief His-
tory of Time, he wrote that were sci-
entists to discover the long-sought
“theory of everything,” which would
explain the workings of the varying

mechanisms of the universe, “we
would truly know the mind of God.”
Seventh-day Adventists have long
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had such a paradigm. They call it the
Great Controversy Theme (GCT).
Though it embraces events preceding
the war in the heavens and following
restoration of God’s one rebel world
to its place in a united universe, they
would hardly insist that it enables the
creature to know the mind of the
Creator! The Great Controversy
Theme does, however, explain the
overall message of the Bible as it
focuses on the person Jesus Christ
and the impact of

His mission on the

destiny of human-

ity. Thus the GCT is

the paradigm that

explains the mes-

sage and mission of

the Seventh-day

Adventist Church.?

It provides the co-

herency that unites

its theology, health

principles, educa-

tion, missiology,

ecclesiology, social relations, environ-
mental stewardship, etc.’

Though the GCT does not derive
from Ellen White, much of its sys-
tematically developed message is
enriched by her over-arching view of
the Bible. “The central theme of the
Bible,” she said, “the theme about
which every other in the whole book
clusters, is the redemption plan, the
restoration in the human soul of the

field for study. He has the key that
will unlock . . . the whole treasure-
house of God’s word™*

She further challenged her fellow
Adventists to study the Bible “as a
whole, and to see the relation of its
parts. ... [in order to] gain a knowl-
edge of its grand central theme, of
God’s original purpose for the
world, of the rise of the great con-
troversy, and of the work of redemp-
tion.” Adventists, she emphasized,

should “under-
stand the nature of
the two principles
that are con-
tending for supre-
macy, and should
learn to trace their
workings through
the records of his-
tory and proph-
ecy.” “From the
opening of the
great controversy,
she said, “it has
been Satan’s purpose to misrepre-
sent God’s character and to excite
rebellion against His law.”

The cosmic dimensions of the
“war in the heavens” didn’t escape her
notice. “The plan of salvation had a
yet broader and deeper purpose than
the salvation of man. It was not for
this alone that Christ came to the
earth; it was not merely that the
inhabitants of this little world might

¢ image of God. ... He who grasps this
¢ thought has before him an infinite

regard the law of God as it should be
regarded; but it was to vindicate the
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character of God before the uni-
verse.”” “The very essence of the
gospel is restoration,” she empha-
sized.® Restoration, not only forgive-
ness! God’s plan, which we know as
the “gospel,” shows how serious God
is about removing sin from the uni-
verse by restoring rebels into grateful,
trustworthy sons and daughters.

In clarifying the “everlasting
gospel,” which the world needs to
hear in these last days (Rev. 14:6, 7,
KJV), Seventh-day Adventists not
only transcend the age-old contro-
versies that have deeply divided
Christianity but also present the
“good news” in such a way that even
non-Christian religions can grasp its
freshness and simplicity.

Elliptical Truths

Adventists generally think of
Ellen White’s contribution to the
GCT in terms of her book The Great
Controversy, which describes the
cosmic parameters of the struggle
between Christ, the great Warrior
Prince, and Lucifer, who sought to
usurp the very prerogatives of Deity.
Her greatest contribution, however,
may be the manner in which she
applies the theme to resolve the
either/or controversies that have
rent Christendom and on a number
of occasions, threatened the doctri-
nal and relational unity of the
emerging Seventh-day Adventist
Church. In approaching her “applied
theology,” it would seem useful to

consider contending theologies and
philosophies as two circles of partial
truths. The GCT changes these
opposing circles into an ellipse—
each, however, retaining its trea-
sured truths, which, in the ellipse of
truth, are greatly enhanced.

In philosophy and theology, the
two circles are generally known as
“objectivism” and “subjectivism.”
Towering theological and philosoph-
ical thinkers can be found in both
circles. For example, in the “subjec-
tive” circle (truth is to be found in
reason, feeling, research, etc.) would
be such thinkers as Plato, Aristotle,
Aquinas, Hegel, Schleiermacher,
Bultmann, etc. In the objective circle
(truth comes from outside human-
ity) we find Martin Luther, John Wes-
ley, Karl Barth, etc., all with the Bible
and its transcendent truths forming
their presuppositions. The history of
the Christian Church is a record of
whichever circle is predominant at
the moment. Overemphasis on tran-
scendence (leading to cold orthodoxy
untempered by relevance) invariably
awakens overemphasis on imma-
nence (leading to the hot autonomy
of reason and feeling, untempered by
revelation).

Many will feel more at home with
the above paragraphs if they think of
the objectivist circle as “conserva-
tive” and the subjectivist circle as
“liberal”>—unfortunate labels, to be
sure, which tend to produce more
heat than light. Each circle, however,
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The progress of reform depends upon a clear

recognition of fundamental truth. While, on the one hand,

danger lurks in a narrow philosophy and a hard,

cold orthodoxy, on the other hand, there is great danger

in a careless liberalism.

emphasizes something correct and
timely.

Key words for conservatives (for
which they will fight to the death)
are: transcendence, authority, law,
structure, security, and grace—all
good words to hold on to. The his-
toric weakness of objectivism (con-
servatism) is to often misunderstand
the character of God (e.g., Calvin
and his sovereign God, leading to
predestination, eternal hell, etc.),
which, in turn, leads to misunder-
standing faith. When faith is misun-
derstood, “only believe,” in some
form or another, becomes the blind
pathway to “correct doctrine” and
the suppression of relevance.

Key words for liberals (for which
they will fight to the death) are:
immanence, responsibility, reason,
flexibility, meaning, relevance, and
faith—also good words to hold on
to. The historic weakness of liberal-
ism lies in its subjectivity. Pietists,
mystics, rationalists, charismatics,
and whoever else puts human
autonomy before divinely revealed
truths, base their security on reason,

intuition, or historical research.

Absolutes are rarely appealed to.
Faith again is misunderstood, but in
subjectivism, it describes religious
teeling and/or reason as the basis of
autonomous tests of truth.

Inevitable Consequences

So does the Great Controversy
Theme fit into one circle or the
other? Or does it transcend them and
thus offer an elliptical unity? How
did Ellen White utilize the GCT to
settle theological disputes within the
Adventist Church? Though not using
the terms objectivism or subjectivism,
Ellen White understood the historical
standoff between these two circles:
“The progress of reform depends
upon a clear recognition of funda-
mental truth. While, on the one
hand, danger lurks in a narrow phi-
losophy and a hard, cold orthodoxy,
on the other hand, there is great dan-
ger in a careless liberalism.”

“Hard, cold orthodoxy” and
“careless liberalism” are the inev-
itable consequences of letting truth
remain in two circles rather than let-
ting truth be truth in its elliptical
form. Ellen White transcended these

29
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“We have not held up before the people the righteousness

of Christ and the full significance of His great plan of

redemption. We have left out Christ and His matchless love,

brought in theories and reasonings, and preached

argumentative discourses.”—Ellen G. White.

two circles by uniting authority and
responsibility, doctrinal security and
heart assurance, so that the Seventh-
day Adventist Church need not
rehash the theological arguments
that have divided Christendom.

Transcending Impasses

Her concept of the GCT as an
elliptical paradigm helped Ellen
White transcend conventional theo-
logical impasses. An example: She was
instrumental in keeping the denomi-
nation together during the 1888 Gen-
eral Conference session and the years
following. She helped the church rise
above the 19th-century objectivists
(with their overemphasis on doc-
trine), and 19th-century subjectivists
(with their overemphasis on feeling
and human autonomy).

“While one class pervert the doc-
trine of justification by faith and
neglect to comply with the conditions
laid down in the Word of God—‘If ye
love Me, keep My commandments’—
there is fully as great an error on the
part of those who claim to believe and
obey the commandments of God but
who place themselves in opposition

to the precious rays of light—new to
them—reflected from the cross of
Calvary. The first class do not see the
wondrous things in the law of God
for all who are doers of His Word.
The others cavil over trivialities and
neglect the weightier matters, mercy
and the love of God.

“Many have lost very much in that
they have not opened the eyes of their
understanding to discern the won-
drous things in the law of God. On
the one hand, religionists generally
have divorced the law and the gospel,
while we have almost done the same
from another standpoint. We have
not held up before the people the
righteousness of Christ and the full
significance of His great plan of re-
demption. We have left out Christ
and His matchless love, brought in
theories and reasonings, and

10

preached argumentative discourses.

Elliptical Harmony

In numerous other areas Ellen
White applied the principles of the
GCT to bring seemingly irreconcil-
able truths into elliptical harmony.

Among them, the relationship

30
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between:

e Christ’s work on the cross and
the work of the Holy Spirit;

e Christ’s role as Sacrifice/Sav-
iour and as High Priest/Mediator;

® Believing in Christ and abiding
in Him;

e Christ’s free gift of remission of
sins and His free gift of His attri-
butes in the development of Chris-
tian character;

¢ Imputed and imparted right-
eousness;

¢ Objective authority and subjec-
tive responsibility in the faith expe-
rience; and

® God’s work and humanity’s
work in the salvation process."

Theology does matter. Correct
theology matters most. Ellen White’s
emphasis on the Great Controversy
Theme had much to do with devel-
oping the Adventist awareness that
joined long-separated truths into the
coherent, intellectually satisfying,
heart-affirming statement that John
saw as “the everlasting gospel.” O
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