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The doctrine of the millennium has been one of the most debated and controversial

12

themes throughout the history of Christendom. Attempts to explain passages such as Revelation

13

20, have led scholars “to fashion a number of different systems explaining the return of Christ,”1

14

namely Amillennialism,2 Postmillennialism,3 and Premillennialism.4

15

Nineteenth century marked a revival on the theme of millennialism commencing in Great

16

Britain, which was based on a “new passion for the interpretation of the prophetic Scriptures,” as

17

well as in a renewal in trying to understand how Israel fits in the prophecy, these aspects led to

18

some students of the Bible to conclude that the millennium would take place before and not after

19

the second coming of Christ, as most of them had believed it would be.5 In America, during the

20

same period of time, “William Miller began to teach a similar kind of eschatology,” in an

21

atmosphere “drunk on the millennium,” 6 and in a world filled with a passion for this doctrine

22

that is difficult to grasp nowadays.7

23

William Miller, who has been considered “exponent of premillennialism in America”

24

during the nineteenth century,8 disregarded “the popular views of the spiritual reign of Christ,”9

25

and by 1818, came to one conclusion based on the Sola Scriptura principle, that Dan 8:14 was

26

speaking about the Second Coming of Christ.10 This understanding gave him a sense of urgency

27

and he began to gain great acceptance among other Christian denominations.11

28

Those who sympathized with Miller began to preach the premillennial reign of Christ
1

1

with “great intensity in an era when millennialism was at the center of Christian thought,”12 the

2

Millerite movement reached its peak in October 1844,13 gaining influence in different parts of

3

the world14 and became, in the following years, “not only the root of Seventh-day Adventism,

4

but also its prototype. Urgent eschatology, supernaturalism, self-righteous, remnant

5

consciousness—all these would become the characteristics of emerging Sabbatarian

6

Adventists.”15

7

The first and the last statements of the Millerite and Sabbatarian Adventist movements,

8

made evident the development of the doctrine between 1831-1850. As early as May 31, 1831, in

9

a letter written by William Miller to J. Atwood, it is possible to see that Miller believed that the

10

premillennial reign of Christ with His saints was understood to be on earth rather than in

11

heaven,16 on the other hand Ellen White expressed in 1850 in Early Writings, “after the saints are

12

changed to immortality and caught up together with Jesus, after they receive their harps, their

13

robes, and their crowns, and enter the city, Jesus and the saints sit in judgment.”17 Satan and his

14

angels remain on earth for a thousand years and the resurrection of the wicked occurs at the end

15

of this period.18

16

Even though this shift of locus of the reign of Christ during the millennium is evident in a

17

comparison of statements, some questions arise: (1) Did Sabbatarian Adventists adopted the

18

premillennial teaching from the Millerite movement without question? (2) Is it possible to see

19

any notable development in the doctrine? (3) Did Ellen G. White play any significant role in the

20

development of this teaching? (4) What was the significance of the doctrine of the millennium

21

for the Sabbatarian Adventist in the 1850s?

22
23
2
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Millennium Doctrine in the Millerite Movement (1831-1844)
The roots of the Seventh-day Adventist denomination can be traced back to the “great

3

intercontinental second-advent awakening of the first half of the nineteenth century,”19 therefore

4

it is considered to be the best place to begin searching for the development of this doctrine.20

5

Postmillennialism was the dominant position regarding the doctrine of the millennium,

6

spanning the period from the fourth up to eighteen century.21 Premillennialism came back into

7

theological prominence22 through the Spanish Jesuit Manuel Lacunza (1731-1801), who was

8

known as a herald of the Second Advent, and the man who stirred up “the two continents”

9

(Europe and America) with this doctrine.23

10

The work of Lacunza La Venida del Mesías en Gloria y Majestad24 was translated into

11

English by Edward Irving (1792-1834) in Great Britain and together with James H. Frere’s book

12

Babylon and Infidelity Foredoom, influenced Irving to interpret the 1,260, 1,290, and 1,335

13

prophetic periods according to the historicist interpretation of Bible prophecy. It also led him to

14

believe that the Second Coming of Christ would occur in 1868.25

15

William Miller later endorsed the historicist approach26 of prophetic interpretation,27

16

Yamagata emphasized that Joshua Spalding (1760-1825), a minister in Salem Massachusetts,

17

reached similar conclusions to those that the Millerite movement reached in the 1830s and

18

1840s, which can be considered another possible influence to Miller on his understanding of the

19

doctrine.28

20

William Miller stated between 1816 and 1818 that his methodology for studying the

21

Bible involved a verse-by-verse analysis of the Scripture using only the Cruden concordance;29

22

in his systematization of the divergent positions of premillennialism, Froom comments that in the

23

early 1840s Millerism was already recognized as one of the most widely accepted theories,
3

1

fraternizing with the British literalists on the premillennial and personal Advent of Christ, and

2

the historicist interpretation, differing with them in the nature of the millennial kingdom.30

3

Miller established a list of rules31 for interpreting the Scriptures, which led him to

4

conclude, “the only millennium taught in the word of God is the thousand years which are to

5

intervene between the first resurrection and that of the rest of the dead.” The “personal coming of

6

Christ and the regeneration of earth” will mark the commencement of the millennium.32 By 1822

7

Miller wrote a “compendium of his belief” in the millennium that he recognized was incomplete,

8

but knew that it could be corrected in the future. Twenty articles were written in total, of which

9

four related with the doctrine of the millennium.33 In his articles, he explained that this world

10

will be cleansed by fire, and afterwards, the “regenerated, sanctified, justified and glorified,”34

11

saints will abide forever. Two resurrections will occur at two separate times. The just will be

12

resurrected at the second coming, while the unjust will be resurrected at the end of the one

13

thousand years, “when the judgment of each will take place in their order, at their several

14

resurrections; when the just will receive everlasting life, and the unjust eternal condemnation.”35

15

Some years later, in 1833 William Miller wrote a tract of 64 pages entitled Evidences from

16

Scripture and History of the Second Coming of Christ About the Year A. D. 1843, and of His

17

Personal Reign of 1000 Years. This is one of his earliest publications36 which speaks about of his

18

understanding on the doctrine of the millennium. In his commentary on Rev 20:4, Miller

19

connected the coming of Christ in Dan 7:22 with this verse concluding that it depicts the

20

commencement of the millennium. He also linked the literal resurrection of the saints to the same

21

event, according to 1 Thess 4:16 and 1 Cor 15:22. At the second coming of Christ, the earth is

22

cleansed by fire, Satan and his angels will be cast into the bottomless pit, which is the place

23

prepared for them where “there will be no end although they may be loosed for a little season.”
4

1
2

On the same event, the kingdom of Rome and all the wicked are destroyed.37
At the end of the one thousand years, Satan is “loosed out of his prison” gathering “all the

3

spirits of the wicked dead” that lived on earth and who have been punished “during a long dark

4

night of dismal howling, [and] of dread despair and woe.” Satan brings them altogether in order

5

to try to attack the holy city, but fire descends “from God out of heaven,” and devours them, this

6

is called the second death.38

7

In his commentary of Rev 20:13, Miller makes clear that the saints “enter into that rest

8

that remaineth [sic] for the people of God. This rest I suppose to be the Millennial blessedness.”

9

The New Jerusalem descending from heaven consummates this rest, gathering the people of God

10

from everywhere and every time and entering into the holy city to reign with Christ for one

11

thousand years on earth.39

12

As a final note on his understanding of Rev 20, the scene that follows to verse 11 is

13

interpreted by Miller, as taking place after the one thousand years, on the second resurrection of

14

the wicked dead. The white throne judgment concludes with a final destruction of the wicked,

15

whereby they are cast into the lake of fire.40

16

In comparing his initial understanding on the doctrine of the millennium, with his later

17

publication in 1842,41 it is possible to see his differences with the common positions on the

18

millennial reign of Christ as follows,

19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26

The ancients believed in a temporal and personal reign of Christ on earth. The
moderns believe in a temporal, spiritual reign as a millennium. Both views are wrong both are too gross and carnal. I believe in a glorious, immortal and personal reign of
Jesus Christ with all his people on the purified earth forever. I believe the millennium is
between the two resurrections and two judgments: the righteous and the wicked, the just
and the unjust.42
In the same tenor, he continued to believe that the millennium will take place on earth, 43
5

1

and will be characterized by a “state of personal, and glorious, and immortal reign,” giving no

2

room to any kind of spiritualism as some had suggested during his time.44

3

It is considered important to highlight the point that Miller believed that the great white

4

throne judgment of Rev 20 would occur in two phases, the first phase at the second coming,

5

connecting that passage with Dan 7:9, 10, and the second phase at the end of the millennium.

6

Both phases were depicted in the same verses of Revelation.45 Some years later, the passages of

7

Daniel 7 will become determinant in the development of the pre-Advent judgment doctrine

8

among the Sabbatarian Adventists.

9

Another important Millerite was Henry Dana Ward (1797-1884). He was an Episcopalian

10

clergyman and scholar who graduated from Harvard and who joined the Millerite movement and

11

chaired the First General Conference of Second Advent believers held in Boston in October 14,

12

1840,46 this was a significant reunion where Ward addressed one of four main lectures. His

13

lecture was entitled History and Doctrine of the Millennium. In Froom’s commentary of this

14

paper he stated that, “few men have made such a study of this theme. Century by century he

15

summons the testimony of the greatest expositors—giving exact citations, and carefully building

16

his case,”47 in summary, this is “the most thorough and really exhaustive study on the millennial

17

issue to be presented in the entire movement.”48

18

In this comprehensive treatment by Ward, the first and second part detailed a descriptive

19

history of the doctrine of the millennium throughout the centuries. It begins with the apostolic

20

era, and continued up to the eighteenth century. He refered to the doctrine as a “stumbling-block

21

to the curious, a sort of absurd quantity to the prophetic mathematicians; an enigma of mystery

22

like Melchisedec among kings, and divine like Elijah among prophets.”49

23

The third section of Ward’s paper emphasized the literal, personal, and premillennial
6

1

reign of Christ, with a literal resurrection of the saints at the Second Coming, a new heavens and

2

new earth, with no presence of sin and in immortal state. Satan is bound up when “the beast and

3

the false prophet are slain,” and the holy city is “manifested on the earth: for it is in the earth the

4

saints reign;” interestingly Ward also did a connection between Dan 7 and Rev 19-20 but added

5

also 1 Thess 4, Isa 65-66, and Ezekiel.50 In some sense, it is possible to conclude that this

6

became a consensus of the Millerite movement; the publication of this cited paper proved so.

7

Finally, few months after the disappointment of 1844, one of the conferences held in

8

Albany on April 23, considered it appropriate to appoint a committee of twelve persons51 in

9

order to establish principles to be used with the purpose of maintaining the unity that was

10

severely affected among the Millerite movement. The outcome of the committee was a list of ten

11

“important truths;” the first and second emphasized the destruction of earth by fire at the literal

12

and personal Second Coming of Christ, the creation of new heavens and a new earth, as well as

13

the judgment that will occur at the parousia.52 The fifth “important truth” dealt with the

14

“resurrection of the bodies of all the dead, both of the just and the unjust . . . those who are

15

Christ’s will be raised at his coming . . . the rest of the dead will not live again until after a

16

thousand years. And that the saints shall not all sleep, but shall be changed in the twinkling of an

17

eye at the last trump;”53 and the sixth important truth reads as such,

18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

That the only millennium taught in the Word of God is the thousand years which are to
intervene between the first resurrection and that of the rest of the dead, as inculcated in
the 20th of Revelation. And that the various portions of Scripture which refer to the
millennial state are to have their fulfilment after the resurrection of all the saints who
sleep in Jesus.54
With a series of recommendations for unity, encouragement, affirmation of beliefs,
among other resolutions to the believers of the Second Advent the session was closed.55

7
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2

Millennium Doctrine in Sabbatarian Adventism (1844-1850)

3

In order to compare the development of the doctrine of the millennium between the

4

Millerite Movement and the Sabbatarian Adventists, this section focuses on the development of

5

the doctrine in the Sabbatarian Adventist movement with special emphasis on their three major

6

proponents, namely Joseph Bates, James, and Ellen G. White.56

7

Joseph Bates expressed in 1846 that at the Second Coming the holy city of God will

8

descend with Christ seated on his throne, this city will become the “capital of the kingdom”, and

9

the earth is renewed at the same event.57

10

In both editions of the work The Seventh-day Sabbath a Perpetual Sign, Bates equated

11

the Millennium as the seventh sabbatical thousand year. Somehow he came to regard it as “the

12

antytipe of rest or the great Sabbath” with eschatological significance.58

13

The first expression of the doctrine of the millennium in any of James White’s writings59

14

appeared in an article written in The Advent Review in 1850 entitled “The Day of Judgment.” It

15

revealed a significant development to the previous Millerite and Sabbatarian Adventists

16

publications.

17

In this article, the activity of the saints during the one thousand years, was first stated. He

18

describes the saints sitting on thrones of judgment with Christ, judging “not only the world, but

19

fallen angels” during the millennium.60

20

Another important shift in the understanding of the millennium, is in relation to the locus

21

of that event. The Millerite movement, as considered in the previous section, located the one

22

thousand years on earth, but James White came to a different conclusion. He expressed in his

23

article that “it [the millennium] will be introduced by the second advent of the ‘Son of man, in
8

1

his glory,’ and ‘all the holy angels with him,’ to gather the elect only—the righteous— both the

2

living and those who sleep. They will be ‘caught up together’ in ‘the clouds to meet the Lord in

3

the air.’”61 At the conclusion of the millennium the wicked are resurrected and the great white

4

throne scene takes place. It is not a time of judgment, but a time “to hear a sentence” according

5

to the millennial judgment of the saints, and to “receive the reward.”

6

Another shift in the development of the doctrine is the cosmic implication of this

7

annihilation of the wicked at the end of the millennium, James White pointed out that until that

8

moment “the universe is clean” and only then “the whole universe can join in one grand

9

jubilee.”62 The article shows evidence of tension with those who taught a millennium on earth.

10

He wrote that the arguments for that teaching, “look very inconsistent,” and only at the end of

11

the one thousand years the saints “will reign on earth.”63

12

Nevertheless, there is still one question that remains, and that is, when did the shift occur

13

regarding the locus of the millenium from the earth to heaven? Was the article that was printed in

14

the Advent Review a personal view of James White? To find an answer it will be necessary to

15

observe articles written among the Sabbatarian Adventists between 1847 (publication of the

16

Second Edition of Joseph Bates pamphlet) and September 1850 (James White’s article) on this

17

subject.

18

A series of important events took place in the Sabbatarian Adventists after the great

19

disappointment. There was a group of people who gathered for six Sabbath Bible conferences in

20

order to unify, clarify, solidify, and fortify their positions. These series of six Sabbath

21

conferences molded and shaped the future of the emerging movement.64

22
23

The second of these conferences was held in Volney, New York on August 18, 1848 at
David Arnold’s barn, where approximately 35 persons were present.65 Ellen White described this
9

1

reunion as one where “hardly two agreed.”66 This Conference was considered to be significant

2

since it was the only one where a discussion on Revelation 20 is mentioned. Ellen White wrote,

3
4
5
6
7
8
9

Some were holding serious errors, and each strenuously urged his own views, declaring
that they were according to the Scriptures.
One brother held that the one thousand years of the twentieth chapter of Revelation were
in the past, and that the one hundred and forty-four thousand mentioned in the seventh
and fourteenth chapters of Revelation, were those raised at Christ’s resurrection.67
The person who expressed this postmillennial view was David Arnold,68 which disagreed

10

with the teaching that the saints would be resurrected at the Second Coming. These expressions

11

were clearly different to the understanding of the millennium.69

12

The apparent new light on the millennium doctrine caused great trouble for Ellen White

13

because she stated, “that many errors were being presented as truth. It seemed to me that God

14

was dishonored. Great grief pressed upon my spirits, and I fainted under the burden. Some feared

15

that I was dying.”70

16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28

In a testimony of the events that occurred in Volney, one of the participants, Alexander
Ross stated that,
Sister White, while in vision, arose to her feet and took the family Bible upon her left
hand; the book was one of ordinary size. While holding it open, high up, without looking
toward it, with her right hand she would turn from text to text, and placing her finger on
the scripture, would repeat the same. I looked at many of the texts to see if she was
repeating the one to which she pointed. Myself or some of the company looked at them
all. In every case she not only repeated the text to which she pointed, but she did so while
her eyes were looking upward and in an opposite direction from the Bible. It was these
scriptures which she repeated that overthrew the false theories of the Sabbath-keepers
assembled at Volney, in August, 1848, and caused us to unite upon the truth.71
The Ellen White’s accompanying angel was displaying before her “some of the errors of

29

those present,” contrasting the truth with errors. She gladly reported that at the end of the

30

Conference all were united, and the meeting was “closed triumphantly.”72 She also commented

31

on her inability in understanding the Scriptures during that time, and the accuracy of the biblical
10

1

passages on specific matters was a tremendous witness for the group of brethren gathered there,

2

that the teaching was coming from above, and which they accepted “as light direct from heaven

3

the revelations given.”73 But the meaning also clarified the preeminence of the Bible study in the

4

investigation of the Scripture, where they “spent many hours . . . sometimes the entire night” in a

5

deep research with fasting and prayer. Arthur White, commenting on the Sabbath conferences of

6

1848, clarified that “in the experience of the Seventh-day Adventists the visions were not given

7

to take the place of Bible study. They were, however, a definite aid in Bible study, correcting

8

erroneous interpretations and pointing to what was truth.”74

9

After the Sabbath conferences ended, different views were adopted. Among the

10

resolutions accepted, was the doctrine of the millennium. The conferences had finally clarified

11

that it begins at the Second Coming, when the saints are translated into heaven. At the conclusion

12

of the millennium they return to earth and the wicked are resurrected to receive their punishment,

13

which is being destroyed together with Satan and his angels.75

14

The first mention by Ellen White relating to events during the millennium appeared in an

15

article written for The Present Truth entitled “To the Little Flock” where she detailed a vision

16

that she had in January 26, 1850. In this article she pointed out that the saints will be in heaven

17

during the one thousand years and that the destruction of the wicked will occur at the end of this

18

period with Satan and his angels.76

19

The following publication of Ellen White in relation to the doctrine of the millennium

20

was given in Early Writings, there she expressed that she had had another vision during the

21

general conference of believers held at Sutton, Vermont in September 1850. Interestingly, it is

22

was the same month that James White wrote his article “The Day of Judgment” in The Advent

23

Review as mentioned above.
11

1

The description of the events taking place at the Second Coming is detailed as follows,

2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

After the saints are changed to immortality and caught up together with Jesus, after they
receive their harps, their robes, and their crowns, and enter the city, Jesus and the saints
sit in judgment. The books are opened--the book of life and the book of death. The book
of life contains the good deeds of the saints; and the book of death contains the evil deeds
of the wicked. These books are compared with the statute book, the Bible, and according
to that men are judged.77

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

With reference to the activity of the saints during the millennium she stated the details as
follows,
The saints, in unison with Jesus, pass their judgment upon the wicked dead. “Behold ye,”
said the angel, “the saints, in unison with Jesus, sit in judgment, and mete out to the
wicked according to the deeds done in the body, and that which they must receive at the
execution of the judgment is set off against their names.” This, I saw, was the work of the
saints with Jesus through the one thousand years in the Holy City before it descends to
the earth.78
At the end of the millennium, the wicked are resurrected to receive the punishment that

19

has been meted out by the saints and Jesus; this is the time of the executive judgment, when fire

20

descends from heaven, and the earth is purified and eradicated from sin.

21

It is important to underline the phrase written in quotation marks, because she was not

22

using her own words, but specific words that were spoken by somebody else. The question that

23

can be asked is, who is this person that she is quoting? Ellen White later answered this question

24

by saying, “I would state that although I am as dependent upon the Spirit of the Lord in writing

25

my views as I am in receiving them, yet the words I employ in describing what I have seen are

26

my own, unless they be those spoken to me by an angel, which I always enclose in marks of

27

quotation.”79

28

The doctrine of the millennium was a distinctive teaching of the Sabbatarian Adventists,

29

although there are different nuances under the premillennialism umbrella, the Sabbatarian

30

Adventist understanding is totally different in various aspects. The vindication of God’s
12

1

character before the universe, the great controversy metanarrative, the involvement of the

2

redeemed in the judgment determining the reward of the wicked, Satan and his angels, are all a

3

part of the distinctive differences.

4

On the other hand, this doctrine was developed after a deep biblical analysis during the

5

Sabbath conferences, and Ellen White’s visions confirmed, clarified and expanded some

6

important aspects. But as James White expressed in The Review and Herald, Oct. 16, 1855, no

7

teaching during the conference came as a result of a vision, but as a deep analysis and study of

8

the biblical passages, “it should be here understood that all these views as held by the body of

9

Sabbath-keepers, were brought out from the Scriptures before Mrs, W[hite]. had any view in

10

regard to them. These sentiments are founded upon the Scriptures as their only basis.”80

11
12
13
14
15

Conclusions
Based on the findings, it is possible to express the development of the doctrine of the
millennium in Adventism between 1831-1850 as follows:
First, social, political, intellectual, and religious aspects favored the development of the

16

doctrine of the millennium among Millerites during the nineteenth century, William Miller’s

17

preaching found a receptive atmosphere to spread the premillennial reign of Christ;

18

Second, the development of the doctrine of the millennium among the Millerite

19

movement based its emphasis on the study of the Bible, and it reached its very different

20

conclusions, as compared to previous held beliefs. The teaching of a thousand years on earth had

21

no parallel among other premillennialists of the nineteenth century. The role of William Miller in

22

the development of the doctrine of the millennium became a determinant for the movement in

23

the following years, the historicist approach of prophetic interpretation was endorsed by Miller,
13

1

whereby he focused on a verse-by-verse analysis, and he used the principle of Sola Scriptura,

2

which became the foundation for the doctrinal development of the millennium teaching.

3

Third, the Millerite movement in the 1840s reached a general consensus on the doctrine

4

of the millennium, agreeing with Miller’s understanding; the lecture presented by Henry Dana

5

Ward in the First General Conference of the movement, became the accepted teaching of the

6

Millerites. It is important to emphasize that there is no statement in relation to the activity of the

7

redeemed during the one thousand years in the Millerite publications.

8

Fourth, Sabbatarian Adventists leaders, such as Joseph Bates and James White were

9

involved in the process of this eschatological and distinctive teaching, during the Sabbatarian

10

Conferences, although Bates emphasis and sermons were focused on the Sabbath, glimpses of

11

the millennium teaching were observed in his publications. On the other hand, James White can

12

be considered as one of the first Sabbatarians to publishing a detailed description of the

13

millennium, including the activity of the saints during the one thousand years.

14

Fifth, the development of the doctrine evidenced a deep analysis of the biblical text, the

15

principle of the Sola Scriptura that the Millerite movement used, was later endorsed by the

16

Sabbatarians during the Conferences in 1848. No minor debate occurred in relation to this

17

doctrine, which is evidence that the Sabbatarian Adventists did not simply accept the Millerite

18

teaching without question, but compared their teaching thoroughly with Scripture.

19

Sixth, Ellen White played a passive role during the discussion of the doctrine, although

20

she was not confortable with David Arnold’s teaching, she remained silence on her position;

21

during that crucial moment of the early movement, the vision helped them to be able to clarify

22

some concepts and contrasting truth from error, until finally, unity reigned among them. Her

14

1

later publications show additional details on the activity of the saints during the millennium, with

2

specific words used by her accompanying angel.

3

Seventh, the doctrine of the millennium was not dependent nor did it hinge on the pre-

4

Advent judgment teaching, it was developed in a different time and manner. The millennium

5

doctrine included such as issues as, the vindication of God’s character before the universe, the

6

great controversy metanarrative, and the involvement of the redeemed in the judgment

7

determining the punishment of the wicked, Satan and his angels, which are all a part of the

8

distinctive differences of the Sabbatarian Adventists in relation to the Millerite movement and

9

the premillennial evangelical umbrella of the nineteenth century teaching in America.

10

Eight, this teaching reached a significant development during the first years of the

11

Sabbatarian Adventist movement, some maturity that is not seen in relation to other distinctive

12

doctrines of the Seventh-day Adventist denomination. It has resisted the analysis and revisions

13

during of the following decades that lead until the present time.
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