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“Signs of the Times” —
How Biblical is Seventh-day Adventism’s
Historicist Interpretation of Jesus’ Olivet Discourse?
If analysts were to itemise the subject matter of Seventh-day Adventist sermons and publications in any
typical year across a dozen languages from Alaska to Australia, Jesus Christ’s Olivet Discourse1 would be
very high on every list of their frequent topics. Moreover, time and again Seventh-day Adventism expounds
it primarily in historicist terms as an unbroken sequence of temporal waymarks, or “signs of the times”2, between his First and Second Advents, specifically designed increasingly to proclaim the latter’s imminence.
The Olivet Discourse is a crucial consideration, therefore, in any adequate evaluation of Seventh-day Adventism’s paramount principle of prophetic interpretation,3 even though it is mentioned only passingly in Dr.
Desmond Ford’s epochal critique of some of his Church’s defining dogma4 and the DARCOM response.5
For it is merely incidental to its defense of its principal dogma, a pre-Advent judgment beginning in 1844.6
At first sight, Seventh-day Adventism’s ardent preachers appear to have it right regarding “the signs of the
times”. With some newspaper in one hand and their Bible in the other, they parade this planet’s woes as
the precise fulfilment of Jesus’ forecast. Wars, famines, earthquakes, Mt. 24:6f. – he is about to return! With
equal conviction such preachers look to the heavens. On May 19, 1780 the sun grew dark early, just as 29
had predicted. Nor was any eclipse responsible. That night’s moon rose blood-red, precisely as forecast,
moreover, especially in light of John’s more replete details in Rev. 6:12. Likewise, on November 13, 1833, the
night sky was shattered by a vast, sustained meteoric shower – exactly as Mt. 24:29 had also prophesied.
However, appearances can be downright deceptive, especially in such end-time speculations
as occupy so many conservative Christians! In fact, sometimes their triumphal cry “It fits!!” rings forth from
different groups, almost in unison, even though they view entirely different events as fulfilling the same predictive detail.7 The only safe procedure is to search for no such accomplishment until this extremely basic
question has been answered with the most meticulous care: What does Jesus’ prophecy actually predict?

The Olivet Discourse
Setting
Christ’s disciples once directed his attention to the Temple’s buildings, Mt. 24:1. “‘What massive
stones! What magnificent buildings!’”, Mk. 13:1. His response was as startling as it was succinct – “‘not one
stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down’”, Mt. 24:2. In other words, the utterly unthinkable would transpire. That beautiful Temple, now around 50 years in the building, Jn. 2:20, would be
demolished altogether! Surely, therefore, Jerusalem itself, and perhaps the very nation, would be destroyed.
Actually, this was no novel idea. According to Matthew, the Discourse followed hard upon the
heels of Jesus’ rejection of his stubborn city, 23:37f. His forecast of doom cannot be mistaken: “‘Fill up the
measure of the sin of your forefathers!… How will you escape being condemned to hell?… [U]pon you will
come all the righteous blood that has been shed on earth… Look, your house is left to you desolate’”, 32f.,
35, 38. Here, too, is a clear allusion to his Return: “‘[Y]ou will not see me again until you say, “Blessed is he
who comes in the name of the Lord”’”, 39. This vague connexion between Jerusalem’s judgment and the
End has an extremely important bearing on interpreting the ensuing Discourse, as we will observe shortly.
But first, some crucial preliminary considerations are very reliable pointers to that interpretation.
The distinct inference is that Jesus’ disciples were wrestling from the outset with the sheer horror of his extremely explosive prediction. What gigantic stones! What striking beauty! How could all of this
possibly be destroyed? Nevertheless, their confidence in their beloved Master was quite sufficient for them
to pose the paramount question(s) upon which his entire arresting Discourse is remarkably firmly founded.

The Disciples’ Question(s)
According to Matthew, the disciples ask, “‘when will this happen, and what will be the sign of
your coming and of the end of the age?’”, 24:3. At first sight, therefore, they appear to have two issues in
mind, the demise of the Temple and Jesus’ Return. This has induced many sincere interpreters to view his
response as a twofold prediction only partially relevant to his day. For instance, Seventh-day Adventism’s
most respected spokesperson claims that he did not treat the Fall of Jerusalem and his Return separately.
He mingled the description of these two events. Had He opened to His disciples future events as He beheld them, they
would have been unable to endure the sight. In mercy to them He blended the description of the two great crises, leaving
the disciples to study out the meaning for themselves. When He referred to the destruction of Jerusalem, His prophetic
words reached beyond that event to the ﬁnal conﬂagration in that day when the Lord shall rise out of His place to punish
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the world for their iniquity, when the earth shall disclose her blood, and shall no more cover her slain. This entire discourse
was given, not for the disciples only, but for those who should live in the last scenes of this earth’s history.8

It is downright tempting to classify such sentiments as merely the natural fruitage of an era of theological
immaturity and imprecision. Nevertheless, as D. Carson, himself a respected NT commentator, documents,
among conservative exegetes, this is “the most common approach—and that of most evangelicals today”.9
However, the reader’s salient question remains: Did Jesus’ disciples actually pose two distinct questions?
Luke reports them thus: “‘when will these things happen? And what will be the sign that they are about
the sign that they are all about to be fulfilled’”, 13:4. True, Matthew
to take place?’”, 21:7. Mark even refers to “‘the
alone mentions the Parousia explicitly. Yet the sign in all three synoptic Gospels is singular. Clearly, then, the
doom of the Temple is so climactic that these disciples can only associate it with Jesus’ Return. In effect,
they have only one question, not two. Indeed, this deduction accords well with the fact that this dialogue
springs from his solemn warning of judgment in the context of his Parousia, as we have already noticed.
This is a very firm basis for plumbing Christ’s protracted response. First, though, the thesis of a melded
prediction falters on one final, sweeping problem. As Carson demonstrates,10 it is impossible to unravel the
Discourse to separate the details relevant in turn to the Fall of Jerusalem and to the Parousia. That is, our
Lord threw away his interpretive key, despite his compassion – unless there never was any necessity for it.

The Beginning of Birth Pains
At last it is time to consider Jesus’ protracted reply to his disciples’ anxious question(s). When will the End
take place? And what will be its single sign? Surprisingly, he first appears to ignore their concerns entirely.
Many deceptive false Christs will arise, and reports and rumours of wars will abound, Mt. 24:4-6. Regardless, he directs, “‘see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come’”,
6. Or, as Luke reports it, “‘the end will not come right away’”, 21:9. He also records another decisive detail.
One of the false Christs’ delusive claims will be that “‘“[t]he time is near”’”, 8. So this assertion is certainly included in Jesus’ instant embargo: “‘Do not follow them.’” Obviously, his Return would not then be imminent!
time. However, his disciples are earnestly seeking his
In effect, Christ’s initial response is, Not for some time
sign of the End. Manifestly, then, in mentioning spurious Messiahs and wars, Jesus decisively excludes all
such events from that singular sign! They will take place. But the End will still be future as they transpire.
Regardless, as my study proceeds, I will confirm that Jesus did “detail” the time of his Return. Moreover,
there will be some precursors, at least: “‘[W]hen you see all these things, you know that it is near, right at
the door’”, Mt. 24:33.11 Hardly surprisingly, then, even the events he labels “not yet” have at least some tenuous nexus with his Return. Looking back to the false Christs, war, famine and earthquakes, 4-7, he terms
them all “‘the beginning of birth-pains’”, 8. The connexion, such as it is, inheres in Jesus’ striking metaphor.
In the Rabbinic writings of his era, birthpangs of the Messiah was a technical term for the trauma launching the Messianic Age of bliss.12 But in the OT, the simile of a woman in labour has two salient yet distinct
senses. On one hand, it depicts the anguish of those awaiting their nation’s demise — especially Yahweh’s
people before the Babylonian Captivity, Jer. 6:24.13 On the other, at times it pictures their hope of return from
captivity, Isa. 66:8.14 If possible, context will decide between these options as Jesus mouths the expression.
The closest relevant event, as we will note, is the Fall of Jerusalem. So the events launching his list must
presage that disaster, at least. The trouble is, as we will also observe, the other surpassing event close at
hand is Christ’s Return. And it will be by far the greatest restoration of all. Dogmatism over the precise purport of our Lord’s use of birth pains is therefore rather futile. Perhaps he had both climactic events in mind.
The significant point is this. The events which head his list do not signal the End that troubles his disciples. They are nothing more than “‘the beginning of birth-pains.’” The “birth” itself will take place. However,
in answering their anxious question, When?, Jesus’ very graphic metaphor by no means modifies his own
yet. Carson succinctly summarises Christ’s intent here. The effect of these verses is
cautionary label, Not yet
not to curb enthusiasm for the Lord’s return but to warn against false claimants and an expectation of a premature return
based on misconstrued signs.15

All very well. But precisely when does Christ answer their burning question? Certainly not until Mt. 24:14.
For in 9-13 he forecasts persecution in the midst of apostasy and deceit. Hence his counsel, 13, to endure
until the End. This is strongly confirmed in that, according to Lu. 21:12, this persecution actually begins before the events heading Matthew’s list. Our Lord’s dramatic proclamation, “‘this gospel of the kingdom will
be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations,’” Mt. 24:14, fortifies my conclusion, too. For it
is here at long last – never before, please observe – that he finally announces, “‘then
then the end will come.’”
In brief, then, Jesus does not answer his disciples’ question(s) immediately. Rather, he first mentions typical disturbing events – some of which will engulf believers – which might very easily be mistaken for that
solitary sign they are seeking. Earthquakes are especially noteworthy in this regard as a consequence of
yet!
global dynamics as old as the earth itself.16 So, as carefully as emphatically, he labels all of them, Not yet
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Broad Chronology
The striking change of pace in Jesus’ forecast at Mt. 24:15 is simply impossible to miss. This is signalled
by so [ou\n (oun )], the conjunction of consequence at the very outset of the entire section, binding it firmly
to the gospel proclamation above. In this second major section, these following events are listed in order:
• the desecration of the Temple, 15, as Jerusalem is routed, Lu. 21:20;
• the Christians’ flight to the mountains in haste, Mt. 24:16-18;
• the Great Tribulation, 20-22;
• false Christs and pseudo-prophets working deceptive miracles, 23-28;
• “‘signs in the sun, moon and stars’”, Lu. 21:25f., as listed in Mt. 24:29, although the former includes broad,
earthly upheavals as well;
• Christ’s Return in power and glory, 30f.
The paramount temporal point for my complete study is that all six of these events are bound together extremely tightly indeed. This is achieved largely by Jesus’ repeated use of the single Greek adverb tovte (tote ).
Basically, tote means then, with the specific nuance at that time or immediately after. For example, the persecution of Mt. 24:9 has a tragic outcome. “‘At that time [tote ] many will turn away from the faith’”, 10. There
is absolutely no hint here of the lapse of any significant time. Rather, immediacy is the manifest message.
Note that, as though it were its very backbone, tote appears seven times, effectively, in the passage 15-31:
• “‘when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation has come near’”, Lu. 21:
20, RSV;17
• “‘then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains’”, Mt. 24:16;
• “‘then there will be great distress,’” 21;
• “‘At that time if anyone says to you, “Look, here is the Christ!” or, “There he is!” do not believe it’”, 23;
• “‘At that time the sign of the Son of Man wil l appear in the sky,’” 30;
• “‘then all the tribes of the earth will mourn,’” 30, RSV;
• “‘then he will send out the angels, and gather his elect from the four winds,’” Mk. 13:27, RSV.
First, however, countless cautions of the peril of preconceived opinion come to mind from the annals of
Seventh-day Adventist interpretations of this passage. One example must suffice, especially salient in view
of its apological birth.18 W. R. L. Scragg quotes Mt. 24:14, then notices that then raises the question of time:
How long? you ask—only to be told that no human knows the day or the hour. While we aren’t told the day nor [sic ] the hour,
Jesus certainly encouraged us to think in terms of time. If you doubt that time is important, read carefully through Matthew
24 and note the use of “then,” “at that time,” “when.” Such expressions occur at least a dozen times…
… Nothing suggests that we have any right to spiritualise or deny the historic context of the signs. Therefore, we’re correct
and Scriptural when we call these “signs of the times”…19

Of course we have no right to deny the historic context of this any other scriptural passage. Nor, though,
should we ride roughshod over the clearest possible evidence, as Scragg certainly does. For instance, it
is surely impossible, if we read this passage with the care he wisely advocates, to miss the sense of immediacy in tote in the first, second, sixth and last verses in the list above. The third stands resolutely beside these four, too, in view of for [gavr (gar )], the causal conjunction preceding this adverb in Mt. 24:21. In
terms, then, of both literary structure and sheer consistency, there can be very little doubt whatever that, in
the remaining two verses on this list, tote has precisely the same contiguous sense as in all of the others.
A second temporal adverb, eujqevw~ (eutheo– s ), also has an extremely forceful bearing upon the interpretation of this passage, even though it appears once alone in Jesus’ complete Olivet Discourse, in Mt. 24:29:
• “‘Immediately after the distress of those days…’”
Beyond reasonable doubt, the distress in Jesus’ mind is the Great Tribulation which he mentions in 21f.,
as the expression “‘those days’”, 19, 22, clearly attests. Along with other terminal events on his list, this warrants comment in its own right. It will receive this scrutiny shortly. For now, eutheo– s serves two closely related, broad temporal functions. It confirms that tote expresses immediacy. And in reaching back over the
false Christs and prophets, it identifies Jesus’ second list as a sequence of rapid-fire eschatological events.
These broad deductions are verified repeatedly in his main details, as in this following sweeping survey.

The Fall of Jerusalem
In predicting the defilement of the Temple which launched his entire Discourse, Jesus refers to the Book
of Daniel, Mt. 24:15. Temporally, this has a twofold, cohesive impact upon the interpretation of Jesus’ entire
understand’”,
forecast. First, it attests that he thought his own era was the last. For his edict, “‘let the reader understand
15, implies decisively that this book was open in his day. For it had been sealed “‘until the time of the end’”,
Dan. 12:4, 9, quite specifically so that its major forecasts could not be comprehended in the interim. Indeed,
those with access to the Greek will observe his specific reference to the Septuagint of Daniel’s passage.20
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Secondly, Christ has good cause to mention “‘the abomination that causes desolation’”, Mt. 24:15. This expression appears twice in Daniel,21 although 8:11-13 is also pertinent. As I have demonstrated already,22 this
sacrilege would occur under the tyranny of the Little Horn, 9-12. To be precise, it would take place just before the time of the End, while Daniel’s book was still sealed. Already, therefore, some slight divergence is
apparent between his prediction and Jesus’ interpretation. However, this by no means suffices to challenge
the transparent fact that Christ expected this desecration to transpire within the very shadow of his Return.
Moreover, this accords perfectly with the consistent temporal data already to hand that our Lord’s climactic Parousia was originally scheduled to follow hard upon the heels of the Fall of Jerusalem. Some of my
readers will probably object here that Lu. 21:24 implies the passing of centuries. Yet every detail could have
taken place in mere decades. The only valid method of Bible study is the meticulous desire to know what
God’s inspired text really says. If “‘the times of the Gentiles’” which Jesus mentions here have any specific
duration, it is 42 months, Rev. 11:2. As I have already demonstrated,23 this is literal time – a mere 31/2 years.

The Great Tribulation
Our Lord also appeals directly to Daniel in predicting the Great Tribulation in Mt. 24:21. For Dan. 12:1 has
his caution about “‘a time of distress such as has not happened from the beginning of nations until then.’”
Close context indicates that this will occur in the time of the End.24 Jesus virtually quotes these words then
adds, “‘and never to be equalled again’”, Mt. 24:21. He therefore declares the event to be quite unique. There
can be only one tribulation greater than all before or since it in history’s vast panorama of passing events!
Naturally, therefore, Christ is speaking about the time of the End once more. This places the Christians’
flight to the mountains, too, within this time of the End. For he expresses his concern for nursing mothers
and the pregnant “‘in those days’”, 19. And he asks his disciples to pray that their flight be spared the difficulties of both winter and the Sabbath, 20. The cause is simple. “‘For then [tote ] there will be great distress,’”
21. Here the causal conjunction for [gavr (gar )] certainly binds the Great Tribulation to the flight. So the latter,
just like the former, was originally scheduled to take place immediately prior to our Lord’s climactic Return.

Heavenly Signs
Thus far Jesus has been remarkably silent about the second half of his disciples’ question, What sign? Indeed, the very first time he mentions sign is in Lu. 21:11, “‘great signs from heaven.’” At first sight it may appear that these are certainly at home in his “Not yet” list. Rather, his purpose is clear in 25: “‘There will be
signs in the sun, moon and stars.’” With the addition of the clause, “‘the heavenly bodies will be shaken’”,
26, his list as in Mt. 24:29 is complete, in precise order at that. Yet this prime question remains: What did he
mean by his signs? The Dark Day and Night of May 19, 1780 and the meteor shower of November 13, 1833?
Scarcely! How can events spanning more than two centuries possibly presage an imminent Parousia!?
Occasionally Seventh-day Adventism even concedes that some, at least, of its precious “signs” were absolutely natural phenomena of extremely limited scope. For instance, the Dark Day was caused by forest
fires restricted to the New England region of the United States of America.25 By no means was it a supernatural, global portent for every Christian to behold in wonder, as Christ’s Olivet Discourse certainly implies!
Regardless, the huge tenacity of this sectarian tradition is well illustrated by a minor doctrinal crisis which
recently tested Seventh-day Adventist damage control policy. A loyal cleric queried the “signs of the times”
reading of Mt. 24 in his local Church paper.26 This drew an “immediate, widespread and intense reaction”.27
Its Editor regretted his absence at the time, permitting a partially edited essay through, and apologised for
publishing the author’s “quite tentative suggestions as authoritative statements.”28 And, before his bemused
readers could pause for breath, asking whether his apology really reflects the author’s obvious sentiments,
he attempted to smooth ruffled feathers with a conciliatory editorial which planted one foot in each camp.29
Enter Walter Scragg, the Division President, renowned amongst Seventh-day Adventists as an extremely
rare administrator relatively well informed about cardinal theological issues. Swapping his executive cap for
his erudite hat, Scragg closed the lid on the debate quickly and firmly. Probably his final article before retirement was as traditional a reiteration of the “signs of the times” thesis as one will find in Seventh-day Adventist circles, despite his perceptive stress upon Jesus himself as God’s sign, and his Return as the sign.
Scragg’s title says it all: “Looking for the Waymarks”.30 Suffice it to say that he reaffirms the Dark Day, the
falling stars and even that Lisbon earthquake way back on November 1, 1755 as prophetic waymarks between Jesus’ First and Second Advents. The trouble is, sacred Scripture teaches no such naïve nonsense.
First of all, setting out Mt. 24:29 as it appears, in effect, in the original Greek, with all emphasis supplied:
Immediately after the distress of those days –
• the sun will be darkened and
• the moon will not give its light and
• the stars will fall from the sky and
• the heavenly bodies will be shaken,
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manifestly, all four ethereal events occur in unison,
unison hard on the heels of that Great Tribulation. There is no
room for a sequence of scattered portents starting in 1780 and still incomplete today, almost 225 years later.
Secondly, God’s Word itself identifies these signs clearly. The OT often links the darkening of the sun and
moon, as in Isa. 13:10,31 and the falling of the stars, as in 34:4, with the judgment at the Day of Yahweh. They
are always a cluster of portents, never a sequence spanning the centuries. Why should Mt. 24:29 differ? Indeed, in the Greek 29 comes very close to being a conflation of the relevant portions of these two verses!
In brief, these heavenly signs cluster hard upon the heels of that Great Tribulation, just before Christ returns. So they add further solid evidence to all of the consistent data placing it near the Fall of Jerusalem.

The Sign of the Son of Man
Yet even this does not address the second half of the disciples’ query. For their precise concern is, “‘what
will be the sign of your coming…?’”, Mt. 24:3. It is no fortuity that Jesus’ reply peaks in his assurance: “‘the
sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky,’” 30. For the only sign that really counts is his actual Return.
He was to return soon after Jerusalem’s Fall. In so short a time, no “waymarks” would be needed! In contrast, the “signs of the times” ideology cannot sidestep this striking enigma. If this portion of the Olivet Discourse genuinely lists a timetable of signs which progressively count down to Christ’s Parousia, why is his
Return itself one of these signs, let alone the only one precisely matching his disciples’ specific question?

The Lesson from the Fig Tree
“But what about that fig tree?”, I hear many astute Seventh-day Adventists protest. “Don’t you realise that
Jesus gave all these signs to warn us when his Return is near?” Actually, that is not quite the “‘lesson from
the fig tree’”, Mt. 24:32, he intended. Granted, “‘when you see all these things,… it is… right at the door’”, 33.
Yet the crucial question is, What things? For one salient event, at least, is beyond all – the Return itself.32 A
keen acuity to context is crucial, then, if Jesus’ “simple” lesson from nature’s realm is to be analysed aright.
I submit that the evidence distinctly excludes Jesus’ initial list of events, 4-13, from portents of his looming
Return. Remember his caution, for instance, that one of the deceptive claims of the false Christs would be:
“‘“The time is near”’”, Lu. 21:8. The simplest and most plausible means I know of making sense of all these
things, in view of such possible contradictions, is to confine them to the sequence of rapid-fire events of Mt.
24:15-29. That is, the Fall of Jerusalem was initially intended to be the first actual precursor of Christ’s Return.
The other impassable hurdle for devotees of the “signs of the times” notion is the simple verb see [oJra`n
(hora– n )]. No “exegetical” squirming will alter the manifest fact that those who view the Parousia will “‘see all
these things’” personally
personally, just as they will see Jesus return in glory, 30. It is quite outrageous to insist that
literally. Yet I must cast my spiritual eye of discernif I live to witness his Parousia, I will see the last signs literally
ment all of the way back, for instance, to May 19, 1780, to “see” the Dark Day as just as much a sign, too.

This Generation
The point to which we now turn is so significant, although it is often ignored, in effect, that Jesus hammers it home with this forceful affirmation, “‘I tell you the truth, this generation will certainly not pass away
until all these things have happened’”, 34. Carson’s confident conclusion here is certainly beyond quibble:
“This generation”… can only with the greatest difﬁculty be made to mean anything other than the generation living when
Jesus spoke… [T]o make “this generation” refer to all believers in every age, or the generation of believers alive when eschatological events start to happen, is highly artiﬁcial.33

Indeed, the NT mentions that generation, Heb. 3:10, other generations, Eph. 3:5, and all generations, 21.34
Therefore the pronoun this really does mean this in the NT, even when it is applied to the noun generation.
The expression this generation is employed at least a dozen times in the three synoptic Gospels, ignoring parallels.35 And without one single exception, our Lord has his contemporaries in mind. For example,
in comparing the Jews’ rejection of both himself and John the Baptist, Mt. 11:18f., he laments: “‘To what can
I compare this generation?’”, 16. It would be arrant nonsense to apply such texts to humanity in general, or
specifically to our own generation. How, then, can 24:34 possibly be the solitary exception upon his lips?
In sum, Jesus addressed his own pristine disciples – from first to last – in his Olivet Discourse. He did not
predict the full course of Christian history for long centuries to come, even broadly, or leap across the millennia to our day. Originally, he intended to return immediately following the catastrophic Fall of Jerusalem.

Keep Watch
Except for Mt. 25:31-46, which depicts the judgment at Christ’s Return, the rest of his Olivet Discourse may
watch.
be subsumed completely, with forceful interpretive impact, under this single, simple heading: Keep watch
First: “‘No one knows about that day or hour… but only the Father’”, 24:36. Noah’s Flood offers a superb
parallel, 37-39. Life’s daily duties will be stalled in the very act, 40f.! This is the foundation of Christ’s repetitious warning: “‘Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come’”, 42.

6
Secondly, Jesus illustrates the uncertainty over the time of his Return by stating that a thief arrives unannounced, 43. His caution therefore sounds this higher note of urgency: “‘you must also be ready, because
the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him’”, 44! This counsel, repeated in 50, now
forms the basis of an appeal for moral fortitude, 45-51 – especially if his Return appears to be delayed, 48.
Such additional details of morality and seeming delay undergird Christ’s famous parable of those ten virgins, 25:1-12, although his admonition reverts to its fundamental form, 13. Likewise, his parable of the talents,
14-30, deals with the fidelity of the saints awaiting their Master’s return in the context of his apparent delay –
“‘After a long time the master… returned’”, 19. Here, however, Jesus’ routine admonition is implicit, not explicit.
In all, therefore, here is a portion of Christ’s Olivet Discourse which is almost twice as long of that which
most directly answers his disciples’ dual query. His simple, repeated caution is: “You do not know when I
will return. In fact, I will return when you do not expect me. So keep watch while you serve me faithfully.”
Why, though, does Jesus answer his disciples’ question, When?, only to insist, “I will come when you do
not expect me”? His allusion to a delayed Return may resolve this enigma. Yet it is hard to be definitive until we are perfectly clear about what he meant by this delay, especially with the benefit of hindsight. More
here anon. For now, his caveat, “I will return unexpectedly
unexpectedly”, almost twice as frequent as mention of the time,
dispels every notion of waymarks. The “signs of the times” thesis suffers another vast credibility crisis here.

Disappointed Expectations
The fact that Jesus taught his pristine followers to expect his Return in their day is well attested in the remainder of the NT. A survey of its primary passages is apropos, beginning with those authors who, by a
very long measure, were best able to report the facts – the three eyewitnesses to his Discourse, Mk. 13:3.
First, Peter rationalised the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost by quoting Joel 2:28-32: “‘“In the last
days… I will pour out my Spirit”’”, Acts 2:17. This is explicable only if this senior apostle was convinced that
he really was living in earth’s closing years. Passing time did not alter his conviction, either. Jesus “was revealed in these last times”, 1 Pet. 1:20. And his assured response to the mocking, “‘Where is this “coming”
he promised?’”, 2 Pet. 3:4, was quite decisive: “[I]n the last days scoffers will come”, 3.36 Their ridicule itself
near”, 1 Pet. 4:7.
bespoke the time of the Parousia! Compare Peter’s simple caution, “[t]he end of all things is near
James, the second of Jesus’ select auditors, censured the greedy thus: “You have hoarded wealth in the
last days”, James 5:3. Far more striking, however, is his general appeal: “Be patient… until the Lord’s comnear… The Judge is standing at the door
door!”,
ing… [B]e patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near
7-9. Perhaps he had Jesus’ words in Mt. 24:33 specifically in mind here, even if “‘all these things’” were not
yet on display as he wrote. Whatever, at very least, his unmistakable, fundamental message is imminence.
John, the third of Christ’s favourites, displayed the tenacity of his faith, too, with his single, simple assertion, “this
this is the last hour”, 1 Jn. 2:18, in the context of those many antichrists who had already arrived upon
the scene.37 Moreover, observe that John’s temporal noun hour [w{ra (ho– ra )] does not readily connote era.
Moving beyond those specifically privileged to audit Christ’s Olivet Discourse personally, Paul likewise asserted: “The night is nearly over; the day is almost here”, Ro. 13:12. The towering apostle also insisted that
“the time is short
short… For this world in its present form is passing away
away”, 1 Cor. 7:29, 31.38 And, in counselling
39
his timid disciple Timothy personally, he warned: “There will be terrible times in the last days”, 2 Tim. 3:1.
One of Paul’s major statements merits separate attention. In the earliest piece of NT literature, our apostle
faced a unique pastoral problem. His Thessalonian flock were becoming alarmed by the demise of some
of their fellows, 1 Thess. 4:13. This shattered their belief that all of them would be alive when Jesus returned.
Then had their deceased forfeited eternal bliss? With the resurrection is sharp focus, Paul consoled them
thus: “[W]e who are still alive
alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who
have fallen asleep”, 15. Rather, “the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left
will be caught up together with them… to meet the Lord in the air”, 16f. In fact, this lengthy passage closes
as its fundamental, pastoral theme of support, 18, recurs in 5:11. Between these uniform, specific references,
Paul highlighted only the single subject, alertness because of the imminence of Christ’s punitive Parousia.
The pastoral crisis spawning the epistle to the Hebrews was far more serious. The converts from Judaism were on the verge of forfeiting their very salvation, as 2:1-4 and 3:7-4:11 all too forcefully reveal. A fearful
warning like 5:11-6:12 or 10:26f. says it all! Striving to avert this utter tragedy, the author reminded his flock of
their former stalwart hope, 10:32-34. Beyond the slightest quibble, then, his following words were spoken to
his own contemporaries: “[I]n just a very little while
while, ‘he who is coming will come and will not delay
delay’”, 37.
Per se, this is as transparent a token as you will ever find that pristine Christians were taught that Christ
would return in their day. They did not simply assume so! Yet there is far more to the matter than that. Behind delay is the Greek verb cronivzein (chronizein ). The fact that it recurs four more times alone in the entire NT, always in its Gospels, is extremely significant. In Mt. 24:48 this is the very verb which allows for a
delay in Christ’s Parousia. In 25:5 we observe the identical nuance. Compare 19, where the cognate noun
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crovno~ (chronos ) serves like function. Lu. 12:45 parallels Mt. 24:48 and warrants no separate attention. Finally, this verb stands apart only in Lu. 1:21, merely describing Zechariah’s delay in the temple. Regardless, at
very least, this demonstrates beyond all quibble that it has no innate sense of millennia of postponement.
My point is by no means facetious. The essential implication of the “signs of the times” philosophy is that
our Lord’s specific intent in his Olivet Discourse was the tortuous passage of some 2,000 years between
his First and Second Comings. For example: “Anchored in the historical times of Daniel/John, the prophecies unroll… in a continuous sequence of events down through the centuries until the… eternal kingdom.”40
Holy Writ teaches no such nonsense! The author’s mindful, inspired choice of this highly infrequent verb
chronizein in Heb. 10:37 means one thing and one alone, even though it appears in Hab. 2:3, Septuagint,
which he “quoted”. In reapplying it Messianically, he was interpreting Jesus’ purpose. The delay was meant
to be almost over in the author’s very own day. He expected mere decades
decades, not centuries or millennia
millennia, of
stalled hopes. It is almost certain, likewise, that John of Patmos had Jesus’ nuance of chronos in mind in
Rev. 10:6. At very least, the noun definitely denotes delay.41 In other words, the prophet John most certainly
expected his own generation to live on to observe all of his imminent, eschatological predictions fulfilled.42
That is, in terms of primary and even secondary purpose, not one single word in Jesus’ entire Olivet Discourse demands any fulfilment beyond the first Christian century. Why, then, today, almost 2,000 tortuous
years later, has he still not returned? For the disciples, little more came to pass than the Fall of Jerusalem
and the converts’ hasty flight into the mountains. Certainly, despite all of its its trauma, this was scarcely the
Great Tribulation which Jesus anticipated! For the Hebrews, the “very little while” stretched on and on until
death claimed them all. Likewise, John soon succumbed, just like some 60 generations that followed him.
In a word, Jesus did not return precisely as he repeatedly promised. So the NT data should be scoured
afresh to address this serious problem. In preparation, one extremely significant factor may point the way.

John of Patmos’ Profound Debt to Jesus’ Olivet Discourse
It has long been realised that in his seal septet, Rev. 6; 8:1, the prophet John is indebted to Jesus’ Olivet
Discourse.43 Indeed, sometimes this single fact is regarded as quite crucial to unravelling his entire daunting book.44 In strict literary sequence, here are the parallels between this septet and the synoptic gospels:
Mt. 24

Lu. 21(17)

Mk. 13

conquest, 1f.
warfare, 3f.

persecution, 9, 11-13

Antichrist, 8
warfare, 9f.
earthquakes, 11a
famines, 11a
pestilences, 11a
heavenly signs, 11b
persecution, 12-19

persecution, 9f.
false prophets, 11
apostasy, 12f.
gospel, 14
fall of Jerusalem, 15
time of trial, 16-22
last-day deceit, 23-28
heavenly signs, 29
mourning, 30
— [lacking] —
Parousia, 30f.
reprieve, 36-51

gospel, 10
fall of Jerusalem, 14a
time of trial, 14b-20
last-day deceit, 21-23
heavenly signs, 24f.
— [lacking] —
— [lacking] —
Parousia, 26f.
reprieve, 32-37

— [lacking] —
fall of Jerusalem, 20
time of trial, 21-24
— [lacking] —
signs, 25f.
— [lacking] —
terror, 25f.
Parousia, 27
reprieve, (17:26-36)

— [lacking] —
— [obsolete] —

➥

Antichrist, 6
warfare, 7, 8a
earthquakes, 8b
famines, 8b
— [lacking] —

➥

Antichrist, 5
warfare, 6, 7a
famines, 7b
earthquakes, 7b
— [lacking] —

Rev. 6

➥

famine, 5f.
pestilences, 7f.
persecution, 9-11

— [lacking] —
signs, 12-14
— [lacking] —
terror, 15-17
Parousia, 17

The Seal Septet and its Gospel Parallels

Table 1
Manifestly, John’s greatest debt is to Luke. For one thing, only seven of John’s eight items correspond to
Matthew’s fifteen and Mark’s twelve, if the first is considered. Compare eight of Luke’s thirteen. Even then,
two of the signs detailed in Lu. 21:11 anticipate those listed in 25f., the heavenly convulsions and the earthquakes, which better equate with the latter’s earthly upheavals than their fellows. And the time of trial is an
extension of persecution, with immediate reference to the Fall of Jerusalem, which was then mere history.
For another, it is especially significant that Luke alone lists pestilence and terror. The mourning of Mt. 24:
30 echoes nowhere in Rev. 6:15-17. The latter deals much more with sheer terror than mere mourning. And
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terror is definitely the very substance of Lu. 21:25f. alone in Christ’s Discourse. Equally, Luke alone omits the
gospel and deception. In other words, John follows Luke’s sequence meticulously
meticulously, apart from those earthquakes. Even then, this may be in “deference” to the massive earthquake which he forecasts in Rev. 6:14.
This is scarcely all mere coincidence! Therefore, to inspect each seal in light of the Olivet Discourse is a
superb opportunity to determine whether any modifications have revised Jesus’ greatest forecast since his
own day. And that investigation bears profoundly and decisively upon the very substance of NT prophecy!

Antichrist
Is the initial horseman Christ and/or his gospel, as many commentators and exegetes assert, along with
Seventh-day Adventist apologists,45 or Antichrist, the precise foil, with equal professional support? The case
for the former identity rests largely on the imagery of 19:11-21 and the victor motif of 5:5. Yet the above Table
1 virtually demands the latter identity.46 To replace conquest with gospel would manifestly ruin their mindful
pattern, especially when Luke’s record, John’s very closest model, never mentions the gospel of salvation.
But when does Antichrist “ride” forth? The key is the persecution to which the verb conquer points in 13.
The 42 months of affliction, 5, are a literal time period terminated by the Parousia.47 They also equate with
the Great Tribulation, 7:14, from which the saints enter heaven.48 My stress arises from the decisive fact that
the expression Great Tribulation is articular here in the Greek. Granted, the identical expression has no article in Mt. 24:21. Yet there is simply no mistaking this affliction eclipsing all before or since! Jesus and John
had Daniel’s forecast in Dan. 12:1 in specific focus, especially in Theodotion’s translation. Therefore, loosing
the first seal – hence launching the entire seal septet – marks the onset of the Great Tribulation, just before
Jesus’ Return. It does not launch some millennia-bridging epoch, as Seventh-day Adventists always insist.
In principle, this prediction only diverges from the Olivet Discourse in that its “Not yet” caution has lapsed.
Especially noteworthy, too, is that John reapplies Jesus’ original forecast to his own day, when his Parousia
is imminent.49 The Fall of Jerusalem is now only a painful memory some 25 years old. The Great Tribulation has been divorced from the Christians’ flight. It is a prophetic detail, therefore, as certain of fulfilment as
the Parousia, with a relative, not absolute, time frame. This is a cardinal clue to the nature of NT prophecy!

Warfare
Seventh-day Adventism’s prime apologist for its seal theology views John’s second seal in terms of “persecution, the loss of spiritual peace, and division over the gospel.”50 Elsewhere John’s Greek verb sfavzein
(sphazein ) behind slay, 6:4, appears to be applied to no more than Jesus’ death51 or Christian martyrdom.52
Yet 18:24 lays the blame squarely upon Babylon for “‘all
all who have been killed [sphazein] on the earth.’” The
greatest obstacle to Seventh-day Adventism’s stance, however, is that this cavalier forces men to slay each
other. At very least, this quite precludes persecution, for genuine converts do not slaughter their enemies in
kind! Likewise, even if the above Table 1 did not force us to view Lu. 21:9f. as the source of John’s second
seal, the reciprocal pronoun each other leaves us no room whatever to appeal to Mt. 10:32-36. This seal unleashes nothing but far-flung warfare – “‘[n]ation… against nation, and kingdom against kingdom’”, Lu. 21:10.
However, since this occurs in the “Not yet” portion of Jesus’ Olivet Discourse, does John reinterpret him?
Mildly at most. The warfare which Jesus forecast would rage till the End, as earth’s upheavals give way to
the eschatological signs, 10f., of 25f. So John’s second seal adds very little to our concept of NT prophecy.

Famine
The Table 1 parallels confirm that, just like the events of the second seal, those of the third are perfectly
literal. And famine is most certainly to be expected in the wake of warfare! In general terms, then, identical
conclusions apply to John’s third seal as to his second. We may move on, therefore, with no further delay.

Pestilence
John’s fourth seal stresses that the scourges Jesus foretold will afflict the earth in various forms until he
returns. So it is no more helpful in deducing the essence of NT prophecy than the prior two. The fraction
one quarter warrants a brief comment, however. This limit is in general accord with Luke’s less specific “in
various places”, 21:11. Because these scourges inflict death, Rev. 6:8 – a detail, interestingly, which Jesus restricts to persecution, Mt. 24:9 – the human race would be virtually destroyed were they allowed free rein.

Persecution
Seventh-day Adventism’s typical apologists identify the Christians of John’s fifth seal as the martyrs of the
Middle Ages.53 In contrast, there is a strong case for equating this persecution with the 42 months, especially in terms of the noun testimony.54 If so, it does not occupy 1,260 literal years during the Dark Ages, but
a mere 31/2 short years in the very shadow of the Parousia.55 The fact that Jesus’ sixth-seal Advent follows
hard on the heels of this fifth-seal massacre strengthens assurance, especially when 6:10 records the only
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Christian prayer in the entire book. This launches the entire trumpet septet,56 where God increasingly constrains the wicked to repent through crescent judgments culminating in the Parousia of the seventh bowl.57
The fact that judgment first occurs at the fifth seal confirms that the seal septet reinterprets the Olivet Discourse literally
literally. It follows that John’s first six seals span Antichrist’s hour of power, then his nemesis when
Christ returns, although a survey of his climactic sixth seal awaits our early attention. First, however, does
his fifth seal clarify our understanding of NT prophecy? Martyrdom is manifestly implicit in Jesus’ words: “‘If
those days had not been cut short, no one would survive’”, Mt. 24:22. So, except for the broader implications of judgment, this seal confirms but does not expand the first seal’s striking contribution to this study.

Eschatological Signs
Mt. 24:29 lists the major end-time signs in as those in the heavens, although Lu. 21:25f. includes physical
upheavals upon earth. The extremely close parallel in the initial half of John’s sixth seal cannot be missed:

Mt. :/Lu.  : f.

sun darkened
moon darkened
stars fall
heavenly bodies shaken
earthly upheavals

Rev. : 
great earthquake
sun blackened
moon like blood
stars fall
sky disappears
great earthquake

Table 2
Granted, Luke does not refer to earthquakes explicitly here. Yet, if their mention in 11 anticipates the earthly
upheavals of 25f., as his reference to the ethereal signs in the former looks forward to the latter, the parallel
between Luke’s record of the Discourse and the first six seals is even closer than first appears in Table 11.
Here, therefore, are further prophetic details which, like the Great Tribulation, John reapplies to his own day,
preserving their precise original order as well. This cluster is as certain of fulfilment as the Parousia, with a
relative not absolute time frame, like the latter. This is doubly a major clue to the substance of NT prophecy.

The Return of Christ
In his Olivet Discourse, Jesus’ primary parousial concern is gathering his faithful followers.58 The nemesis
of the wicked may be in view in the mourning of Mt. 24:30 and in the terror of Lu. 21:25f. However, at very
best this is merely implicit. The coin is completely reversed in the second part of John’s sixth seal, with the
wicked in sharpest focus, Rev. 6:15-17. Indeed, so fearful is the day that the nervous question is, “‘who can
stand?’”, 17. The progress obtains even though this passage parallels Lu. 21:25f. but not Mt. 24:30,59 Table 2.
2
Is this a reinterpretation of the Olivet Discourse bearing upon the nature of NT prophecy? Or is it a feature
peculiar to John? Fortunately, we do not need to search too far afield for his own transparent answer. It is
the Great Tribulation from which the vast multitude, Rev. 7:9, enters heaven to serve God in his temple, 14f.
Because this is a short, sharp period of persecution terminated by Christ’s Return,60 the saints of all ages
cannot be in view. Yet the blessings of 16f., anticipating 21:3f., must be universal. Then what is John about?
John’s primary purpose is pastoral.61 His sole concern is for his contemporaries,62 saint and sinner alike.
But the former, in dire peril from the latter, is his principal target.63 Believers are therefore singled out for his
special attention, above all for encouragement. A splendid example is the first resurrection, 20:4-6, which is
apparently confined entirely to last-day Christian martyrs.64 Regardless, there is no reason to doubt Christ’s
own assurance that all of the righteous will rise in the resurrection of life, Jn. 5:28f. Furthermore, the forceful implication of Rev. 20:5f. is that all who miss out on this initial resurrection will suffer the second death.
That is, here and in 7:9-17, at least, John mindfully restricts his sights in order to focus his flock’s attention.
They are “singled out for particular mention because of the situation of the Church for which John writes.”65
They must face the dreadful ordeal looming large upon their horizon, so they must be steeled against it.
They must be assured that the reward for fidelity here is theirs. “John is quite capable of concentrating on
one thing at a time so that he omits quite important considerations which are not immediately relevant.”66
Regardless, this is not characteristic of NT prophecy per se. The Parousia will occur. But its timing is relative not absolute. Jesus applied it to his day. When it lapsed, though, John calmly reapplied it to his own.

The Seventh Seal
The seventh seal’s importance cannot be overstated. As it is loosed, the crucial scroll in God’s hand, 5:
1, can at long last be opened, with profound implications for interpreting John’s book.67 Regardless, it barely

concerns its own septet, which climaxes in the Parousia at the sixth seal. However, the question remains,
How should we classify those two clusters of striking events which, at first sight, appear to intervene in 7?

10
Simply stated, these are interludes which each slice clean through this septet, bearing little temporal relationship either with it or with each other.68 For example, the 144,000 are sealed, 7:1-8, prior to the Parousia,
6:12-17. And the Great Multitude does not enter heaven, 7:9-17, prior to the Great Tribulation. Moreover, it is the
Lamb who opens each seal. Yet in the Greek, this subject is explicit as a noun in 6:1 alone. Thereafter it is
supplied by the translators for its relevant verb69 – even in 8:1! It would certainly stretch credibility downright
thin to suggest that the latter’s verb must look back two whole chapters for its own subject, especially with
the noun God so very proximate in 7:17 – unless 7 in toto disrupts the seal septet in literary terms, at least.

Unfulﬁlled Expectations Again
I have been by no means exhaustive in this important subject of the nature of prophecy. However, most
importantly, no NT author, prophet or otherwise, repeats the Olivet Discourse nearly as extensively as John.
And no one else applies it nearly so consistently. The Book of Revelation offers the extra advantage of the
greatest possible distance in time from Christ’s words. Certainly, a prophetic voice this side of the climactic
Fall of Jerusalem is crucial to detect any change which may have occurred. Then what change, if any, has
taken place? In a word, except for the Fall of Jerusalem itself, which by now was long past, John reapplies
our Lord’s complete sequence of rapid-fire, end-time events literally
literally, in precise order, to his contemporaries.
These, then, are the sole, permanent features of NT prophecy of which we can speak with assurance.
Even then, this is not to expect John’s every fine detail of warfare, famine or pestilence – transferred from
Jesus’ not yet list, please note – within his trumpet or bowl septet to have relevance beyond his own day.70
Yet, even those core details no more occurred for John than for Jesus. So, while they must eventuate, we
will never know when beforehand. Only “‘all these things’”, Mt. 24:33, will signal the imminence of Christ’s
Parousia. The events which he designated “birth pangs” have been manifest to every generation since his,
to which he certainly applied them. Therefore, they do not bespeak imminence to anyone
anyone. The passing of
a great deal of time has simply revealed that the “labour” of God’s Kingdom can be extremely protracted.
The crucial question, then, is this: Have these forecasts failed? For some interpreters, this is the obvious
solution to this enigma of non-fulfilling prophecies.71 If not, precisely what mechanism is in operation here?
One modern suggestion is the apotelesmatic principle. The Oxford English Dictionary credits the adjective to the Greek noun ajpotevlesma (apotelesma). This does not grace the NT, in fact. But it is represented
by its cognate verb ajpoteleiǹ (apotelein ), with the sense fruition by process, as in “full-grown”, James 1:15.
G. M. Price defines the precept thus: “[A] partial or preliminary fulfillment may take place in one age, then
long afterward a much more complete fulfillment.”72 D. Ford likewise maintains that prophecy is “apotelesmatic in nature, repeatedly fulfilling itself until the final flowering of its consummative accomplishment.”73 In
fact this is inadequate on at least two highly significant counts. First, process of fulfilment transparently implies purpose. This confronts the stubborn fact that forecasts like Christ’s great Olivet Discourse could have
been fulfilled in toto to their pristine recipients. Secondly, some events can have no partial fulfilment. Most
obvious is Jesus’ Return. However, the Great Tribulation is equally unique as exceeding all before or since.
Of course, none of this denies that, God being God and Satan being Satan, throughout history the faithful will often face such crises as those which engendered Christ’s Olivet Discourse and the Book of Revelation. But these are far more pseudo-fulfilments than partial fulfilments. A key opens a door if it fits every
contour of the lock. So ful
fulfilment applies to events precisely matching the full inventory. God is honoured
by rigorous exegesis, not the facile surmise marring much prophetic opinion. May we never encourage it!
Conditionality is a far more cogent option as a regulating principle. For instance, Jesus may not have returned to the first Christians when they did not finish his Gospel Commission, Mt. 24:14. Certainly, the Revelation’s dire threats were conditional for saints and sinners alike. So the doom they forecast would be quite
capricious if the former repented and the trauma threatening the latter failed to eventuate.74 The fact that the
Great Tribulation did not befall John’s flock as he had warned – the threat subsided when Emperor Domitian died75 – is therefore a thoroughly tenable reason why Jesus did not then return precisely as promised.
At very least, the NT itself does provide one answer to this perplexing enigma of the delay: “The Lord is
not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting any
anyone to perish, but every
everyone to come to repentance”, 2 Pet. 3:9. Perhaps that is all we really need to know.

The Essence of NT Prophecy
In essence, therefore, NT prophecy is no history in advance, punctuated by “prophetic waymarks”. It is
salvific, as manifest in 2 Pet. 3:9 and John’s entire forecast. God’s plea has ever been, “‘I take no pleasure
salvific
in the death of anyone
anyone… Repent and live!’”, Eze. 18:32.76 Hence his crucial conditionality principle, Jer. 18:1-12.
Actually, precisely the same can be said about Jesus’ Olivet Discourse. It germinated in his rejection by
his people, thereby calling divine judgment down upon their proud city, Lu. 21:22. And it is overshadowed
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by his repeated warnings, Be ready and watch. Indeed, this is all that can be said regarding Christ’s Return. There will be a small cluster of portents. But, as all these warnings reveal, it will then be far too late.
The tragedy, then, is that, at best, Seventh-day Adventism is making rather an exegetical fool of itself with
its naïve, historicist interpretation of Christ’s surpassing, Olivet Discourse. Even his select core of disciples
privileged to audit him were preterists
preterists, beyond all quibble! So was John of Patmos, who offers it no support whatever, even in his seal septet. The transparently farcical “signs of the times” which it parades can
scarcely convince the cautious to accept the momentous, NT doctrine of Jesus’ Return, let alone prepare
for it. But at worst, his follower’s only shield against the fearful, satanic deceptions about which he warns,
Mt. 24:4f.; 23-28, is a precise grasp of significant Bible truth, practised as faithfully as diligently, Eph. 6:10-18.77
These two fundamentally diverse ideologies of prophetic interpretation contrast very sharply, as follows:

Great Tribulation
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Parousia
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Parousia
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Figure 1: a Historicist Perspective on NT Prophecy
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Great Tribulation

Figure 2: a Conditionalist Perspective on NT Prophecy
Some readers may find it more helpful to visualise Figure 2 in terms of a locked suitcase carried everywhere during some long, tortuous, uncertain journey and opened, to expose its contents, only at its close.
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APPENDIX A
Earthquakes — One of Jesus’ “Signs of the Times”?
There can be no credible denial that Jesus himself included “‘great earthquakes… in various places’”, Lu.
21:11,1 amongst his enigmatic birth pains, Mt. 24:8.2 And Christians of various conservative persuasions have
long been zealous in parading the dismal statistics of earth’s crustal instability as spectacular fulfilments.3
Quite apart from the credibility of the entire theology of Christ’s “signs of the times”,4 this is sheer naïvety!
First, I will permit others to counter such zealots’ claims that global seismism is increasingly frequent.5 All
that warrants stressing here is that, even in OT times, severe earthquakes were no novelty whatever.6 And,
via the U.S. National Geophysical Data Center,7 a survey of the intervening millennia speaks clearly for itself:
Year

Location

Dead

Year

Location

Dead

365
856
893
1138
1201
1268
1290
1556
1667
1693
1703
1730
1731
1755
1779
1783
1868
1908
1915
1920

Crete
Iran
India; Iran
Egypt; Syria
Northern Egypt
Cilicia (Turkey)
Northeastern China
Central China
Caucasus (Azerbaijan)
Sicily
Honshu, Japan
Hokkaido, Japan
Beijing, China
Lisbon, Portugal
Northern Iran
Southern Italy
Ecuador
Sicily
Central Italy
Central China

50,000
200,000
330,000
330,000
1,100,000
60,000
100,000
830,000
80,000
100,000
200,000
137,000
100,000
60,000
100,000
50,000
70,000
75,000
29,970
200,000

1927
1932
1935
1939
1960
1962
1968
1972
1976
1976
1978
1980
19858
1988
1990
1993
1995
1999
2001

Central China
Central China
Western India (Pakistan)
Central Chile
Western Morocco
Northwestern Iran
Northeastern Iran
Nicaragua
Guatemala
Northeastern China
Eastern Iran
Northern Algeria
Central Mexico
Armenia
Northwestern Iran
Central India
Japan
Northwestern Turkey
Western India

200,000
70,000
60,000
30,000
12,000
10,000
11,588
5,000
23,000
240,000
15,000
5,000
7,200
25,000
40,000
9,743
5,502
17,000
25,000

This survey also utterly puts paid to Seventh-day Adventism’s assertion, important if not crucial to its historicist philosophy of prophetic interpretation,9 that the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 was “the most terrible earthquake that has ever been recorded.”10 Nor does “one of the strongest in recorded history”11 boost credibility.
Secondly and decisively, the simple fact of this matter is that global seismism has been a fairly significant
phenomenon ever since human footprints first shaped earth’s pristine pathways. Its continents float astride
huge tectonic plates which roam continuously across its molten interior.12 Earthquakes cluster mostly along
their edges as these plates grind slowly against each other.13 And this has been occurring with reasonable
consistency ever since Creation! It follows that, despite their magnitude and the immense death, terror and
havoc they cause world-wide, earthquakes never have been and never will be divine signs of anything –
with the sole exception that the greatest of all will announce the end-time judgment of the Day of the Lord.14
Cf. Mt. 24:7; Mk. 13:8.
Supra, 2.
E.g., Seventh-day Adventists. Generally, Ellen White holds, PP 108f., that the huge forests buried by Noah’s Flood “have since been changed
to coal… and… oil. The coal and oil frequently ignite and burn beneath the surface of the earth. Thus… limestone is burned… The action of
the water upon the lime adds fury to the intense heat, and causes earthquakes, volcanoes, and ﬁery issues… Volcanic eruptions follow; and…
the earth itself is convulsed…, great ﬁssures appear, and sometimes cities, villages, and burning mountains are swallowed up. These… manifestations will be more and more frequent and terrible just before… the end of the world, as signs of its speedy destruction.” It is quite an
instructive exercise, which cannot detain us, to compare these “inspired” assertions with reliable, scientiﬁc explanations of seismism! Speciﬁcally, she asserts quite naïvely, GC 304, that, in precise fulﬁlment of Jesus’ Olivet Discourse, the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 was “the most
terrible earthquake that has ever been recorded.” Cf. the so-called Jehovah’s Witnesses, whose theology is soundly rejected as typical in this
detail in “Are there more earthquakes this century?: Is this a sign that Jesus is to return?” @ www.bible.ca/pre-earthquakes-history-data.
4
The burden of my entire, main essay.
5
E.g., neic.usgs.gov/neis/eqlists/eqstats; neic.usgs.gov/neis/eqlists/graphs. Cf. the ﬁnal detail of my n. 3.
6
E.g., Amos 1:1; Zech. 14:5. Mt. 27:51-54; 28:2; Acts 16:26 obviously record divinely ordained earthquakes. Yet no special vocabulary is required.
7
Public record information adapted from World Book, Mac OS X edition, 2001. Cf. similar data @ www.disasterrelief.org/Library/WorldDis/
wde1_txt; www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0001439; www.swishweb.com/Disasters/Earthquakes/disaster01e.
8
9
N.b., two earthquakes were involved.
Supra, 4.
10
See my n. 3. All stress is supplied here and in the following quotation.
11
R. P. Lehmann, “The Second Coming of Jesus”, Handbook of Seventh-day Adventist Theology, ed. R. Dederan (Hagerstown: R&H, 2000), 906a.
12
Those unfamiliar with this absorbing subject will ﬁnd a comprehensive survey @ pubs.usgs.gov/gip/earthq1 and concise information @ both
www.thetech.org/hyper/quakes/plates and www.germantown.k12.il.us/html/earthquakes. Also helpful is the rather excellent animation
@ www.odsn.de/odsn/services/paleomap/animation. Most sites have further fruitful links.
13
E.g., access the graphic of seismic distribution @ neic.usgs.gov/neis/eqlists/MAG7/mag7. 14 E.g., Heb. 12:26; Rev. 6:12; 16:18. Cf. Eze. 38:19.
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APPENDIX B
Jesus’ Olivet Discourse Tests Ellen White’s Prophetic Credentials
It is no surprise that Ellen White fully endorses Seventh-day Adventism’s historicist interpretation of Jesus’
Olivet Discourse.1 However, her final stance diverges strikingly from her earlier position,2 both the result, she
insists, of divine inspiration. This is very interesting per se in evaluating her purported prophetic credentials.
But it takes on far more significance in light of her adamant appeals to the manifest guidance of the Holy
Spirit during the Millerite trauma of herself and her fellow pioneers of the Seventh-day Adventist movement.

The Holy Spirit’s Specific, Endorsing Guidance throughout the Millerite Movement
Ellen White appeals to her angel guide in sternly warning careless hands away from the sectarian theology3 that was gleaned and preached as William Miller alerted his nation that Jesus’ Return was imminent:
I was shown three steps—the ﬁrst, second, and third angels’ messages. Said my accompanying angel, “Woe to him who shall
move a block or stir a pin of these messages. The true understanding of these messages is of vital importance. The destiny
of souls hangs upon the manner in which they are received.” I was again brought down through these messages, and saw
how dearly the people of God had purchased their experience. It had been obtained through much suffering and severe conﬂict. God had led them along step by step, until He had placed them upon a solid, immovable platform. I saw individuals
approach the platform and examine the foundation. Some with rejoicing immediately stepped upon it. Others commenced
to ﬁnd fault with the foundation. They wished improvements made, and then the platform would be more perfect… Some
stepped off the platform to examine it and declared it to be laid wrong. But I saw that nearly all stood ﬁrm upon the platform and exhorted those who had stepped off to cease their complaints; for God was the Master BuiIder, and they were
ﬁghting against Him. They recounted the wonderful work of God, which had led them to the ﬁrm platform, and in union
raised their eyes to heaven and with a loud voice gloriﬁed God. This affected some of those who had complained and left
the platform, and they with humble look again stepped upon it.4

In fact, she and her fellows were called out of their former Churches and assembled together during this
very process of discovery.5 No wonder, then, which power it really is directing his assaults upon this truth:
… Satan is at work to undermine the faith of the people of God at this time… The prophecies of Daniel and the Revelation
are misinterpreted… [T]he truth has been set forth at the appointed time by the very men whom God was leading to do
this special work. These men followed on step by step in the very fulﬁllment of prophecy, and those who have not had a
personal experience in this work, [sic ] are to take the Word of God and believe on “their word” who have been led by the
Lord in the proclamation of the ﬁrst, second, and third angels’ messages…
… [V]ery erroneous work… will continue to be done by those who seek to ﬁnd new light in the prophecies, and who begin
by turning away from the light that God has already given. The messages of Revelation 14 are those by which the world is to
be tested… [T]he Lord does not lay upon those who have not had an experience in His work the burden of making a new
exposition of those prophecies which He has, by His Holy Spirit, moved upon His chosen servants to explain.6
… For the past ﬁfty years every phase of heresy has been brought to bear upon us, to becloud our minds regarding… the
message of… the angels of the fourteenth chapter of Revelation. Messages of every order and kind have been urged upon
Seventh-day Adventists, to take the place of the truth which, point by point, has been sought out by prayerful study, and
testiﬁed to by the miracle-working power of the Lord. But the waymarks which have made us what we are, [sic ] are to be
preserved, and they will be preserved, as God has signiﬁed through His Word and the testimony of His Spirit. He calls upon
us to hold ﬁrmly, with the grip of faith, to the fundamental principles that are based upon unquestionable authority.7

Therefore, Seventh-day Adventists should certainly refuse to heed the words of anyone whose message
contradicts the special points of our faith. They gather together a mass of Scripture, and pile it as proof around their asserted theories… And while the Scriptures are God’s word, and are to be respected, the application of them, if such application moves one pillar from the foundation that God has sustained these ﬁfty years, is a great mistake. He who makes such
an application knows not the wonderful demonstration of the Holy Spirit that gave power and force to the past messages…8

So confident of her experience is Ellen White, in fact, that she makes this most astounding comparison:
Not a peg or pin is to be removed. No human authority has any more right to change the location of these messages than
to substitute the New Testament for the Old Testament. The Old Testament is the gospel in ﬁgures and symbols. The New
Testament is the substance. One is as essential as the other… The ﬁrst and second messages were given in 1843 and 1844, and
we are now under the proclamation of the third; but all three messages are still to be proclaimed…9

And that is just a step beyond her bold citation then application of 1 Jn. 1:1-3 to her own pioneer experience:
I testify the things which I have seen, the things which I have heard, the things which my hands have handled of the Word
of life. And this testimony I know to be of the Father and the Son. We have seen and do testify that the power of the Holy
Ghost has accompanied the presentation of the truth,… giving the messages in their order. To deny this work would be to deny the Holy Ghost, and would place us in that company who have departed from the faith, giving heed to seducing spirits.10
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Millerite Interpretation of Jesus’ Olivet Discourse
The beliefs of Seventh-day Adventist pioneers do not always echo those of William Miller himself.11 What
counts here, though, is Ellen White’s grasp of the relevant portion of Jesus’ Olivet Discourse, his parable of
the ten virgins, Mt. 25:1-13. The fact that she applies it literally to their experience majors in these quotations:
The parable of the ten virgins of Matthew 25… illustrates the experience of the Adventist people… In this parable their experience is illustrated by the incidents of an Eastern marriage…
The coming of Christ, as announced by the ﬁrst angel’s message [Rev. 14:6f.], was understood to be represented by the coming of the bridegroom. The widespread reformation under the proclamation of His soon coming, [sic ] answered to the going forth of the virgins…
… By the tarrying of the bridegroom is represented the passing of the time when the Lord was expected, the disappointment, and the seeming delay. In this time of uncertainty, the interest of the superﬁcial and halfhearted soon began to waver,
and their efforts to relax; but those whose faith was based on a personal knowledge of the Bible had a rock beneath their
feet, which the waves of disappointment could not wash away. “They all slumbered and slept;” one class in unconcern and
abandonment of their faith, the other class patiently waiting till clearer light should be given. Yet in the night of trial the latter seemed to lose, to some extent, their zeal and devotion. The halfhearted and superﬁcial could no longer lean upon the
faith of their brethren. Each must stand or fall for himself…
… In the summer of 1844, midway between the time when it had been ﬁrst thought that the 2300 days would end, and the
autumn of the same year, to which it was afterward found that they extended, the message was proclaimed in the very
words of Scripture: “Behold, the Bridegroom cometh!”…
In the parable of Matthew 25 the time of waiting and slumber is followed by the coming of the bridegroom… [T]he “midnight
cry” was heralded by thousands of believers.
Like a tidal wave the movement swept… [f]rom city to city, from village to village, and into remote country places it went,
until the waiting people of God were fully aroused… It bore the characteristics that mark the work of God in every age…
Of all the great religious movements since the days of the apostles, none have [sic ] been more free from human imperfection and the wiles of Satan than was that of the autumn of 1844. Even now, after the lapse of many years, all who shared
in that movement and who have stood ﬁrm upon the platform of truth still feel the holy inﬂuence of that blessed work and
bear witness that it was of God.
At the call, “The Bridegroom cometh; go ye out to meet Him,” the waiting ones “arose and trimmed their lamps;” they
studied the word of God with an intensity of interest before unknown. Angels were sent from heaven to arouse those who
had become discouraged and prepare them to receive the message. The work did not stand in the wisdom and learning of
men, but in the power of God. It was not the most talented, but the most humble and devoted, who were the ﬁrst to hear
and obey the call… The churches in general closed their doors against this message, and a large company of those who received it withdrew from their connection. In the providence of God this proclamation united with the second angel’s message [Rev. 14:8] and gave power to that work.
The message, “Behold, the Bridegroom cometh!” was not so much a matter of argument, though the Scripture proof was
clear and conclusive. There went with it an impelling power that moved the soul. There was no doubt, no questioning…
[U]nbelievers who ﬂocked to the Adventist meetings… [felt] the convincing power attending the message…12
The coming of Christ as our high priest to the most holy place, for the cleansing of the sanctuary,… is… represented by the
coming of the bridegroom to the marriage, described by Christ in the parable of the ten virgins, [sic ] of Matthew 25.
… The coming of the bridegroom… takes place before the marriage. The marriage represents the reception by Christ of His
kingdom. The Holy City, the New Jerusalem, which is the capital and representative of the kingdom, is called “the bride,
the Lamb’s wife.”… Revelation 21:9, 10. Clearly, then, the bride represents the Holy City, and the virgins that go out to meet
the bridegroom are a symbol of the church. In the Revelation the people of God are said to be the guests at the marriage
supper. Revelation 19:9. If guests [sic ], they cannot be represented also as the bride [sic ]. Christ… will receive from the
Ancient of Days in heaven, “dominion, and glory, and a kingdom;” He will receive the New Jerusalem,… “prepared as a bride
adorned for her husband.” Daniel 7:14; Revelation 21:2. Having received the kingdom, He will come in His glory, as King of
kings and Lord of lords, for the redemption of His people, who are… to partake of the marriage supper of the Lamb.
The proclamation, “Behold, the Bridegroom cometh,” in the summer of 1844, led thousands to expect the immediate advent of the Lord. At the appointed time the Bridegroom came, not to the earth, as the people expected, but to the Ancient
of Days in heaven, to the marriage, the reception of His kingdom. “They that were ready went in with Him to the marriage:
and the door was shut.” They were not to be present in person at the marriage; for it takes place in heaven, while they
are upon the earth. The followers of Christ are to “wait for their Lord, when He will return from the wedding.” Luke 12:36.
But they are to understand His work, and to follow Him by faith as He goes in before God. It is in this sense that they are
said to go in to the marriage.
In the parable it was those that had oil in their vessels with their lamps that went in to the marriage. Those who, with a
knowledge of the truth from the Scriptures, had also the Spirit and grace of God, and who, in the night of their bitter trial,
had patiently waited, searching the Bible for clearer light—these saw the truth concerning the sanctuary in heaven and the
Saviour’s change in ministration, and by faith they followed Him in His work in the sanctuary above. And all who through the
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testimony of the Scriptures accept the same truths, following Christ by faith as He enters in before God to perform the last
work of mediation, and at its close to receive His kingdom—all these are represented as going in to the marriage…
When the work of investigation shall be ended, when the cases of those who in all ages have professed to be followers of
Christ have been examined and decided, then, and not till then, probation will close, and the door of mercy will be shut.
Thus in the one short sentence, “They that were ready went in with Him to the marriage: and the door was shut,” we are carried down through the Saviour’s ﬁnal ministration, to the time when the great work for man’s salvation shall be completed.13
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At worst, it poses some questions concerning her reference to the Holy Spirit’s unqualified blessing on the
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