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INTRODUCTION

Ethical Considerations in
Prophecy-focused Seventh-day Adventist Evangelism

Much has been said and written regarding the importance of sharing the “Adventist
message.” In fact, it’s hard-wired into the DNA of Seventh-day Adventism, that we must share
“Christ’s last message of mercy,” a distinctive end-time prophetic message, before it’s too late.'
This missional focus has translated to the rapid growth of the Seventh-day Adventist Church
around the world.?

Despite this overall growth trend, Adventist methods of evangelism have changed little
over the past 150 years. The use of these same historical practices in evangelism among
culturally diverse people groups around the world has led to the rise of syncretistic practices and
beliefs among both church members and leaders, ultimately challenging the long-term viability
of mission.?

Americans today are increasingly less engaged in church, with striking declines in church
affiliation, church attendance and spiritual practice over the past twenty years, particularly
among younger generations.! > When it comes to Adventist church growth in America, we see

equally disturbing trends, with overall growth slowing and older members making up a larger
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percentage of membership. Looking closer, we notice that growth in America is happening at
higher rates among ethnic minority groups, meaning overall growth among the majority culture
is even lower.® This is all despite the fact that the church continues to have a strong emphasis on
sharing our faith through a traditional, prophecy-focused public evangelism model.”

While younger generations of Americans have increasingly disengaged from organized
Christian religion, their concerns about ethical questions like honesty, truth, and justice are
increasingly important, especially among digital natives in the emerging “Generation Z.”® ? It is
easier than ever before to fact-check claims online, to uncover hypocrisy, and to call out phonies,

fakes, and pretenders.

Problem and Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to find and evaluate these ethical concerns and suggest ways to
improve the Adventist approach to evangelism. In this paper, I hope (a) to develop an ethical
framework for evaluating motives and actions in the context of evangelism, (b) to identify
factors and practices in traditional prophecy-focused evangelism which may be creating barriers
to reaching digital natives within Western culture, primarily focusing on perceived or actual

ethical concerns, and (c) to suggest ways in which these ethical concerns can be addressed,
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avoided, or mitigated, with the goal of increasing the overall effectiveness of the work of sharing

the Adventist message.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Ethics Background

The term “ethics” deals with what is right and wrong morally.'® While numerous ethical
models exist, conservative Christian ethicists like Geisler espouse an absolutist, deontological
framework of Christian ethics that is founded in Biblical principles.'' Seventh-day Adventists,
especially, emphasize the binding nature of God’s Ten-Commandment law on Christians',
creating a clear moral and ethical framework that is grounded in God’s declarations from Mount
Sinai.

Within the context of American culture, competing value systems and their corresponding
ethical frameworks have shaped an increasingly fragmented and polarized political and social
landscape. Thus it would be difficult or impossible to broadly categorize American culture within
any on particular ethical framework or value system. Americans have traditionally valued liberty,
freedom of expression, individualism, hard work, and the resulting material advantages that
come from advanced societies. In addition, certain themes are emerging among the values of the
younger generations. These include an increasing concern for social justice issues such as
identifying and opposing abuse of power, fighting racial inequality, supporting women’s rights,

fostering diversity, slowing climate change, and being open and inclusive towards the LGBTQ+

%Geisler, Norman L. Essay. In Christian Ethics: Contemporary Issues & Options, Second Edition, 15. Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2010.

"Ibid., 19

12Seventh-Day Adventist Church Manual, 168—169. Hagerstown, MD: Secretariat, General Conference of
Seventh-day Adventists, 2016. Fundamental Belief Number 19: The Law of God



community.” In practice, not all values are lived out consistently, even among those who
embrace them.

While many of these societal values align in positive ways with Biblical and Christian
values, others seem to conflict with Biblical principles. In addition, the expression of our values
as Seventh-day Adventist Christians isn’t always a consistent reflection of our stated beliefs and
understanding. Hence, we have dichotomies of conflicting values, ethics, and practices, as

illustrated in (Figure 1).
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Certainly as Christians and as Seventh-day Adventists, our practice and values should
align. Especially in areas where our values align with the values of prevailing culture, if our

practice is out of alignment with our stated values, it nullifies the force of our message. No

Kim Parker, Nikki Graf and Ruth Igielnik. “Generation Z Looks a Lot Like Millennials on Key Social and
Political Issues.” Pew Research Center's Social & Demographic Trends Project. (January, 2019). Accessed
September 14, 2020. https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/01/17/generation-z-looks-a-lot-like-millennials-on-key-
social-and-political-issues/.



longer can we hide our hypocrisy under a cloak of secrecy — a bit of Internet research is often all
that is needed to uncover the scandal or betray the lie.

Perhaps the more challenging areas are those where our values differ widely from the
values of the prevailing culture. One obvious example would be in affirmation of the LGBTQ+
lifestyle: while Biblical values teach us to affirm all people as children of God, the Bible also
places an equally high value on the traditional model of marriage and family. The very fact that
certain lifestyles and practices are called “sinful” can make the prevailing culture feel violated,
as seems to go against the values of equality and inclusiveness.'

Many would question the ethical justification of the very practice of “evangelism” or
proselytizing of any form." It has been argued that, considering the values of diversity and
inclusiveness, the act of convincing another person to alter their religious beliefs is simply an
abuse of power that violates the freedom of the less-powerful. Thiessen makes an excellent study
of this question in his recent book, The Scandal of Evangelism, in which he argues for an ethical
model of evangelism grounded in the Biblical mandate to love God and one’s neighbor.'®

Another important ethical question regards the practice of proselytizing or “evangelizing”
among Christians of other denominations—which has admittedly been the majority of
“evangelism” that has been conducted by the Adventist church in this country. This is an
important ethical discussion, which is has been addressed before,"” but which will be outside the

scope of this paper.
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Ethical Framework
Any discussion of ethics requires an examination of our own values and morals. What do
we actually believe to be right and wrong? What values are the most important, and why? Many
professions have a “code of conduct” which guides the ethical decisions for those working in
each profession. For Christian evangelists, though, there isn’t a single universally-accepted code
of conduct—other than (we hope) faithfulness to the Bible. Several Christian organizations have
attempted to create such a code of conduct, perhaps most prominently is a list prepared by a team

1.*8 This list includes

of Evangelical leaders and published in 1985 in the Cultic Studies Journa
points about honoring God and His calling, respecting and valuing other people without
discrimination, not using any force, coercion, or unethical persuasive mechanisms, avoiding self-
dealing and corruption and dealing truthfully, openly and honestly.

For the sake of this discussion, I will assume that Seventh-day Adventism embraces a
deontological ethical framework centered in God’s revelation of Himself, through His Word and
His Ten-commandment law, but most importantly through the Person and Ministry of Jesus
Christ."

In this paper, we will focus on three specific ethical values and how they relate to our
practice of evangelism. Among these ethical values, rooted in God’s revelation of Himself, none
is more central than God’s love for all His creation, and His desire for His creatures to

reciprocate that love towards Him others. In the context of evangelism, God’s love motivates us

to tell others the “Good News” because of our love for the other person and desire for his or her
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salvation and a better life. That love for others supersedes all thought of self-interest—whether
for my own personal gain, or even corporate self-interest such as “church growth.”

A second core attribute that springs from God’s character of love is the value of truth and
honesty. Adventists place a strong emphasis on “the truth” as found in God’s Word. But more
than just emphasizing “the truth” of the Bible, every action of our lives and especially our
methods of evangelism must be characterized by truth-telling, openness and honesty, and free
from all deception.

Finally, we will focus on the value of liberty and human dignity—the freedom of choice
that God gives to every individual, to accept or reject His love and truth. We value every human
being equally as a child of God, regardless of their race, gender, socioeconomic status, and
regardless of the choices they have made or continue to make. In the context of evangelism, this
value of liberty means that we honor ever person’s choices, and continue to respect and value
that person as a child of God even when that person chooses to disagree with our opinion. We
value them as a person even if he or she chooses to go against God’s principles. This means
avoiding all forms of coercion, force, or quid pro quo. It means attracting others to the gospel
message by love—yes, speaking the truth about the consequences of sin, and addressing sin
when it needs to be addressed, but never withholding love for that person regardless of their

choices.

Review of Evangelistic Practices
While there is certainly some variance in evangelistic approach, prophecy-based
evangelism has changed little over the decades. Mark Finley, a veteran evangelist, outlines this

traditional evangelistic approach in his 2013 book, Fulfilling God's End-Time Mission: A



Comprehensive Evangelism Training Manual.”® A typical Adventist prophecy series will consist
of between twenty to twenty-eight presentations over a four to six week period.”* Each
presentation includes eye-popping graphics and study guides. A registration table is used to
collect names and contact info for follow-up. The meetings are advertised as a prophecy series,
often themed on Revelation.” Typically, meetings begin by studying Daniel 2 & 7, and consist of
a systematic exposition of Adventist doctrines such as the law, the Sabbath, and the state of the
dead, interspersed with themes from Revelation, ultimately culminating in the message of
Revelation 14.% Due to the fast pace and vast amount of doctrinal material to cover, the
presentations and study guides are arranged topically, pulling in texts from various places in
Scripture to support the conclusions made.

The goal of the evangelistic series is for individuals to make decisions with radical, life-
altering implications: the decision to accept Jesus as Lord and Savior, to keep the Sabbath, to live
healthfully, and to embrace the new teachings and lifestyle of Adventism.** Evangelists are
trained to encourage attendees to make these decisions, both by appeals from the pulpit and calls
for decision during in-home visitation.*

Once a decision is made, the pastor or evangelist who is performing the baptism is
responsible to see that the candidate is grounded in “the truth” and is practicing what they know.

While human leaders cannot read the heart, they can see external factors. Important indicators

“Finley, Mark. Fulfilling God's End-Time Mission: A Comprehensive Evangelism Training Manual. Nampa,
ID: Pacific Press Publishing Association, 2013.
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that a candidate is ready for baptism include taking a stand for the Sabbath, giving up tobacco
and alcohol, and living according to the principles of biblical marriage.*®

Not surprisingly, newly baptized members frequently face difficult challenges. Having
made so many radical and life-altering decisions over the past weeks, many find themselves
thrust into a community that may have difficulty identifying with the struggles of the new
believer. Unless a process of discipleship is put in place to pick up where the evangelistic series
left off, the few who made it through the series can struggle to maintain their Christian

experience.”

Highlighting Ethical Concerns

As stated before, Seventh-day Adventists have a strong deontological ethic: doing what is
right, because it is right, regardless of the consequences. This is notably demonstrated in the
regard for the seventh-day Sabbath, and the stand that many Adventists have taken for the
Sabbath regardless of losing employment, family ties or even liberty and life.

This strongly deontological ethical framework fosters a culture of traditionalism: we do
right because it is right, regardless of what others do. This can lead to the assumption that what
we do is inherently right, because we’ve always done it that way, and any other way is therefore
wrong.” In this case, prophecy-focused Adventist evangelism is a prime example. The Adventist
approach to evangelism has changed little over the past century-and-a-half, despite radical

changes in culture, technology, and just about every other aspect of life.*
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Some leaders within the Adventist church are asking whether this model of prophecy-
focused evangelism is even the right thing to do, given our current culture.* Rich Hannon asks
the question in a recent article in Spectrum Magazine, “Is historic evangelistic content God-
ordained irrespective of time and circumstance?”*' Hannon argues that the historic prophecy-
focused evangelistic paradigm, birthed in 19" century America, focused on teaching the
distinctive truths of Adventism to a largely Christian audience. It is true that our focus on
fulfilled prophecy in the Bible is a strong argument for the existence of God and the authority of
the Bible, but a 19" century paradigm can also gloss over the fundamentals of Christianity in
favor of focusing on prophetic distinctives. This may have been expedient and forgivable in 19"
century America, as the majority of those listening would already have a basic understanding of
Christianity. But what about today?

In today’s culture, one cannot assume that most of the American population are Christian.*
Hence the wrong evangelistic emphasis can actually lead people to embrace a set of beliefs
without first accepting Christ. Admittedly, Adventist evangelists have made a strong effort in the
past decades to make the prophecy-focused evangelism more Christ-centered. But is it possible
that using some of the same old evangelistic methods in today’s culture could be not only
misguided, but also unethical?

Prophecy-focused evangelism is an excellent way to teach “correct” doctrines and lifestyle
practices, but if the eschatology and culture isn’t rooted firmly in the principles of Christian

doctrine, it becomes a half-truth. For instance, we can teach how the Sabbath was changed to

Sunday because of the pagan influence in the early medieval church, and how this change was
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prophesied in Scripture. But if we fail to connect the Sabbath to our relationship to Christ, we
can teach people to keep the Sabbath out of fear. People can also use the same logic to argue that
we should equally oppose all holidays with pagan origins (Christmas, Easter, etc). It is that
relationship with Christ that gives meaning to the Sabbath, hope in the Second coming, and
reason to avoid the false teachings of the “beast.”

While major Adventist evangelists have done a good job of making Christ the center of the
prophetic messages, the church is still criticized for emphasizing a peculiar eschatology,
worldview, and lifestyle above its emphasis on basic Christian doctrine.*

Ever since the days of William Miller, Adventists have used the sensational nature of
Biblical prophecy to raise interest and draw a crowd.* And when we believe that we have a
Biblical mandate to take the message to the world, it would seem both ethical and almost
obligatory to use any means possible to grip the attention of the multitudes.

However, there is a fine ethical line between sharing a message that is gripping—even
sensational—and sensationalism.* A sensational message grabs attention because of it’s
shocking truth—sensationalism is the tendency to bend the truth in order to grab attention. From
an ethical standpoint, one can be dishonest without telling an outright lie. This is the modus
operandi of sensational journalism or, in our case, sensational evangelism. In a world where
more and more information competes for our attention every day, Adventist evangelism has
resorted to increasingly creative and sensational ways to spread the message. A typical
evangelistic series is advertised with flashy graphics and claims or implications of uncovering

hidden secrets about the future. Association with a local church or denomination is downplayed

BLee, Chris. “Prophecy Show 2012: We Go Inside the Theatrics of Adventist Evangelism.” Proclamation!
Magazine, Vol. 13, No 2. (Summer 2012).
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or hidden, and advertising usually fails to disclose even the length of the series of meetings, often
advertising only the first weekend of meetings.

A brief review of one popular resource used by local Adventist churches and conferences
demonstrates this bent toward sensationalism. Of the 8 campaign titles listed under “Reaping
Campaigns,” all are designed to grab attention, playing on both curiosity and fear. Here is one
example:

¢ Final Events: Are you prepared for what happens next?
Prophecies from the Bible are unfolding right in front of our eyes. These cataclysmic
events point to a critical change in our world coming in the near future. Learn to
decipher prophecies of the Bible, and more.

The graphic shows a globe exploding, surrounded by a photo collage depicting world
leaders, disasters, and unrest.

Meeting topics also have a tendency to be long on sensation and small in information.
Mark Finley’s “Revelation of Hope” series includes titles like “Revelation’s Predictions for the
Twenty-First Century” and “Revelation Exposes History’s Greatest Hoax.” Titles like these strain
credulity—they border on dishonesty. After all, Revelation does not make specific predictions for
the 21* century (despite the fact that we believe much prophecy will be fulfilled in this century).
The topic of the meeting is “to introduce Revelation as God’s hopeful answer to our world’s
overwhelming problems.” Thus it’s an overview of prophecy and God’s message of hope—very
good material but nothing that would be “predictions for the Twenty-First Century.”

“Revelation Exposes History’s Greatest Hoax,” is a message dealing with the change of
the Sabbath, and specifically focuses on Daniel 7. While the Sabbath does become a central

focus in last day events, as we believe, supporting such a conclusion requires studying much
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more than just Revelation—as Revelation scarcely mentions the Sabbath specifically at all!
Again, this is a sensational title that borders on dishonesty, especially considering the topic this
title is designed to introduce.

Other areas of honesty plague the typical prophecy-focused evangelistic series. Christian’s
don’t generally like to come to meetings sponsored by a specific denomination, especially when
those meetings are designed specifically to advance denominational dogma. Seventh-day
Adventists, in particular, face a great deal of prejudice. In light of this fact, evangelists often try
every means possible to distance the meetings from the Adventist name and denomination. This
is usually accomplished by renting a public hall to hold the meetings, and omitting any church
name or affiliation from advertising material, instead using the name of the series, the evangelist,
or sometimes the name of the supporting ministry for branding. Sometimes volunteers are
instructed not to disclose their affiliation with the Adventist Church.*® Because of cost, and the
expectation that crowds will dwindle as truths are presented, the meetings that begin in a public
hall typically transition to the local Adventist church at some point. Also, the full duration of the
meetings isn’t typically advertised to the public (to allow for this “surprise” transition), so
attendees know little about what they’re signing up for when they come in the first night.

This is all clever marketing—and it works, or at least this is what has worked in years gone
by. These methods have been honed and refined by time-honored evangelists. But is it right? In a
deontological ethical framework, which we claim to follow, when answering these questions of
“right” and “wrong,” we base our analysis on principle—regardless of the results. If these

practices are deceitful, then how can we be justified in using deceit to advance the cause of God?

*Healing Road. “Why SDAs Hide Their Identity.. in Their Own Words.” Last modified February 6, 2010.
Accessed October 29, 2020. https://8thday4life.wordpress.com/2010/02/06/why-sdas-hide-their-identity-in-their-
own-words/.
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Honest Methods

Our Christian ethic is founded on the principle of keeping God’s commandments. While
the fourth commandment has become our watch-word, do we teach the fourth commandment
while breaking the ninth? Is it possible that in our methods of prophecy-focused Adventist
evangelism, we have sold ourselves short? Is it possible that, in our excitement to get people
through the door on opening night, we’ve traded our integrity for a short-term win?

Evangelists of all people must hold themselves to a high standard of honesty and integrity.
This includes honesty with historical facts. One case in point—many Adventist evangelists
continue to reference a popular but shaky theory about the “number of the beast.”” Evangelists
have taught that a common title of the pope, “Vicarius Filii Dei,” is a fulfillment of this prophecy
and that this number helps identify the papacy with this “beast” of Revelation 13. The theory that
this title appeared on a papal tiara was long ago debunked, and the title is rarely used in Catholic
literature, yet it still appears in Adventist evangelistic material.*® * %

This issue of honesty must definitely extend to the use of Scripture. While Adventists are
known for being thorough students of Scripture, the methods typically used in prophecy-focused
evangelism demonstrate less-than-ideal principles of exegesis. Adventist study guides and
presentations present a compelling, seemingly invincible case by quoting verses and short

passages, mostly devoid of context. In most cases, believe that their use can be supported by

studying the context. However, we foster a poor method of Bible study and teach methods that

%Revelation 13:18
BrHere is wisdom” [Revelation 13:17], Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary (SDABC), rev. ed., ed.
Francis D. Nichol (Washington, DC: Review & Herald, 1976-1980), 7:823-824.
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can lead people to accept virtually any false teaching as well.*! Like Paul, we must preach the
gospel “not walking in craftiness nor handling the word of God deceitfully.” (2 Corinthians 4:2)

Consider the study on the Adventist doctrine of the state of the dead. Mark Finley presents
this study in his Search for Certainty lessons as a series of passages with little commentary.*
Question #8 in this lesson asks, “Are human beings conscious at death? How much do they
know?” The reference given is Ecclesiastes 9:5-6:

“For the living know that they will die; But the dead know nothing, And
they have no more reward, For the memory of them is forgotten. Also their
love, their hatred, and their envy have now perished; Nevermore will they
have a share In anything done under the sun.”

It’s a powerful “proof text” for unconsciousness in death, but by itself it would seem that
Solomon is making an argument only on appearances. One could argue that Solomon is denying
the reality of the resurrection, future reward or judgment. Solomon is making an argument for the
futility of life—all life ends in death—and he is describing death from a human standpoint. It
isn’t until you reach Ecclesiastes 12:13-14 that you find an implication of judgment and afterlife.
In its context, this text is a good argument for the teaching of “soul sleep” in death, but it requires
studying below the surface, and at face value could be inconclusive if we don’t teach these

principles of study.

“'Downing, Larry. “The Art and Practice of Biblical Proof-Texting.” Adventist Today (January 2017).
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A similar proof text is used to prove that we will still keep the Sabbath in heaven®: Isaiah
66:23:

“And it shall come to pass That from one New Moon to another, And from
one Sabbath to another, All flesh shall come to worship before Me, says the
LORD.

This passage is obviously speaking of the New Earth (verse 22). We make a big deal about
the Sabbath from this one verse, but what about the “New Moon”? This verse is good evidence
in our case for the Sabbath, but it also mentions another festival—the “New Moon,” which we
rarely speak of and could weaken our case. We can make a strong case for the Sabbath being
applied to Christians and (by extension) into eternity from the New Testament, combined with
the testimony of this passage.

Even the text that we use to support our “proof text” or “verses-here-and-there” method of
Bible study is itself violently wrested from it’s Biblical context: Isaiah 28:10.

“For precept must be upon precept, precept upon precept, Line upon line,
line upon line, Here a little, there a little.”

The words translated “precept upon precept” etc. come from are a series of very short
repeated words in the original Hebrew. From the context, the prophet was likely quoting the
babbling mockery of the drunken priests and prophets, who when they heard the word of the
Lord, refused to understand.*

Even if the end result of these “proof-text” methods is to teach people Biblical truth, this

end does not justify dishonest means. If a text poses legitimate challenges to our position, or has

“Finley, Mark. “Christ’s Special Sign” in Search for Certainty Bible Studies 12 (Thousand Oaks, California:
It Is Written, 1999).

“MacLaren, Alexander. “The Judgment of Drunkards and Mockers” [Isaiah 28:1-13] Expositions of Holy
Scripture. London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1905.
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an equally valid alternative interpretation, it would be fair to at least acknowledge those, rather
than sweep these “under the rug” to be discovered later on critical reflection.

The purpose of evangelism is not simply to convey information, but to train participants in
the arts of personal Bible study (hermeneutics) and critical thinking. If in our zeal to convince
our listeners of “the truth” we short-circuit this process, we set up our listeners to be deceived by

the next shyster or con-artists who comes along with their own bag of proof texts.

Demonstrating Christ’s Love

Honesty is an important ethical consideration, and one to which not enough thought has
been given in prophecy-focused Adventist evangelism. There are other ethical considerations
worthy of note, however. One of the most basic ethical considerations for Christians has to do
with loving and valuing other human beings, regardless of their convictions or religious
persuasions.

It is true that Bible prophecy specifically identifies religious systems, even in the present
day, which are at war with God’s truth. Most notable are the first and second beast of Revelation
13—identified by Adventists as the power of the Roman Catholic Church and of the United
States of America, respectively. While it would be hard to find an evangelist in this country today
who is unpatriotic, many don’t mince words when it comes to speaking against the evils and
abuses of the Catholic church—especially on issues such as the change of the Sabbath,
suppression of the Bible, and use of its influence over secular power to coerce worship and
persecute those who believed and taught according to the Bible.

While it’s not wrong—and actually commendable—to identify systems of abuse and

oppression, this prophecy-focused evangelism often results in bolstering an anti-catholic
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sentiment among church members. If we focus to strongly on our opposition to “catholic” or
“pagan” teaching, we can form an identity based on what we oppose. Instead, we should teach
believers to form their identity in Christ. Then, from this vantage ground of a Christ-centered
identity, we can more easily recognize systems of error while loving God’s children who still
cling to them.

The church’s official stance condemns bigotry toward others, including people in the
Roman Catholic faith.* While mainstream evangelists today are careful to nuance the discussion
of the Catholic Church so as not to arouse hatred against Catholic people, a subculture of anti-
catholic sentiment still exists within the church and is fed by various independent ministries.

One area that is often of concern with evangelism is the fine line that comes when making
appeals for decision. Certainly there is much support, from the Christian worldview and ethic of
evangelism, for using scripture, logic, and appropriate powers of persuasion to encourage others
to make good decisions. On the other hand, all forms of pressure, manipulation and coercion
should be condemned. Certainly, outright manipulation in Adventist evangelism in this country is
probably uncommon. However, the format of the prophecy-focused meetings, with topics
arranged over many successive nights, can seem manipulative to attendees who come looking for
information and answers. Attendees who ask question and are told to come back for many nights
to hear the answer, may feel they are being “led down the garden path.” In an age when
information can be easily and freely accessed on the Internet, perhaps it’s time to revise our

method of answering difficult questions.

“General Conference of Seventh-day Adventist Administrative Committee. “How Seventh-day Adventists
View Roman Catholicism” (April 15, 1997). https://www.adventist.org/articles/how-seventh-day-adventists-view-
roman-catholicism/.
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As attendees accept Biblical truth during the prophecy series, they are also (ideally)
forming relationships with the church members at the same time. When an attendee reaches a
subject on which they are not ready to accept the Adventist position, it’s important that they are
not made to feel that their newly-formed relationships are held on the line when considering
whether to accept a given teaching of Adventistm. God commands us to love our neighbor, and
anything short of unconditional love is unethical and manipulative. Just as God has given us
freedom from guilt and sin, we must give others the freedom to accept truth at their own pace,
without “shunning” or making others feel unwelcome if they don’t immediately see eye-to-eye
with church positions.

This can be especially difficult, but is imperative to communicate, in the process of
clearing for baptism. At baptism, the doctrines of Adventism become a package deal. If someone
accepts most of the tenants of Adventism, but struggles with others, they aren’t qualified to be
baptized. The pastor or leader working with these members must be careful not to hold out
baptism as a means of coercing individuals to assent to teachings they don’t truly believe, and
members must create a culture where visitors and interests are loved and accepted at every point
in their spiritual journey.

This is especially imperative to consider when addressing lifestyle issues, including
modesty, diet, marriage, and particularly our relationship with LGBTQ+ individuals and
community. While these issues don’t directly relate to the “prophetic” aspects of evangelism,
lifestyle issues are always addressed at some point in traditional Adventist evangelism. While the
truth must be spoken, the way in which it is spoken can raise ethical issues. The Adventist stance
on some issues (particularly marriage questions) is considered by many in today’s culture to be

unethical by definition. While a full discussion of issues relating to individuals in the LGBTQ+
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community is outside the scope of this paper, the church has made an important distinction that
must be emphasized to our members and community.** While we are “opposed to homosexual
practices and relationships,” we recognize that “Jesus affirmed the dignity of all human
beings.”* The church position does not condemn a person who is same-sex attracted, for
instance, even though it would condemn a same-sex relationship (the same way it would
condemn a polyamorous relationship or any other unbliblical relationship). Jesus Himself was
“tempted in all points as we are” yet he was “without sin” (Hebrews 4:15), so being tempted
does not make one sinful. Yet there are clearly sexual practices that are condemned in Scripture.
(Leviticus 18:22, Exodus 20:14, Hebrews 13:4 etc.) This may still seem “unethical” to call a
common practice sinful, but again, we can make a distinction between condemning a practice
while still loving and accepting the person. A careful communication of this distinction and a
commitment to love and respect all individuals regardless of their choices would go a long ways
towards improving the ethical reputation of the Seventh-day Adventist church.

Speaking of ethics: we claim to have a message for “every nation, tribe, tongue, and
people.”® Yet time after time, our prophecy meetings are advertised in the exact same way, to the
exact same group of people: by a flashy brochure sent through the mail. How unethical is it to
ignore those who aren’t interested in a flashy, sensational prophecy brochure in the mailbox?
Only a certain segment of people would be interested in attending a seminar that is advertised

through the mail. Many people never see these fliers. Many others may want to come, but are

“*Koranteng-Pipim, Samuel. “Born a Gay and Born Again? Adventism’s Changing Attitude Toward
Homosexuality.” Journal of the Adventist Theological Society, 10/1-2 (1999): 141-183.
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1408&context=jats.

“General Conference of Seventh-day Adventists Executive Committee. “Homosexuality” (October 17,
2012). https://www.adventist.org/articles’/homosexuality/.

“*Revelation 14:6
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unable to. Of those who see it, how many are turned off by the flashy, sensational appeal? Should

this be our only tool of preaching this message to our communities?

Shunning Selfish Motives

At this point, I must address perhaps the most glaring ethical concern in much of Seventh-
day Adventist evangelism: a paradigm which is assumed in the introduction. Do we assume that
the purpose of evangelism is to foster church growth? This is certainly ethical and commendable
if, by “Church Growth”, we mean expanding the “Kingdom of God” in a spiritual sense.

But if we mean anything else by “Church Growth,” I ask these questions in conclusion: Is
the end goal of proclamation to build numbers in attendance at our worship services? To expand
the “tithe base” of the church members? To bolster the church coffers and the ego of the
evangelist? If so, then the entire prospect of evangelism is entirely self-serving. It is self-

evangelism in the name of God—the definition of moral and ethical bankruptcy.

Suggestions for Mitigating Ethical Concerns
A recent study highlighted the fact that businesses and organizations who take the high
road morally and ethically actually can improve their bottom line.* *° In the same way, the
Adventist church can improve by addressing the real and perceived ethical concerns present in
our primary mode of reaching out to our neighbors and communities. Is the prophecy-focused
method of proclamation ethically bankrupt? Not necessarily. Not every concern mentioned is

inherently unethical. After all, Noah’s message was both sensational and prophetic: the warning

49May, D. R,, Chang, Y. K., & Shao, R. (2015). Does ethical membership matter? Moral identification and its
organizational implications. Journal of Applied Psychology, 100(3), 681-694. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038344.

Sher, Ben. “Corporate Ethics Can Affect an Organization’s Bottom Line.” (November 2019).
https://www.ioatwork.com/corporate-ethics-can-affect-bottom-line/.
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of a coming flood. In a similar way, Seventh-day Adventists take the Biblical mandate to
proclaim an end-time prophetic message to the world, symbolized by the three angels of
Revelation 14.

Prophecy-focused evangelism is a tool—and it has been a useful tool that provides a
framework for systematically presenting the teachings of the Bible in the community. But there
need to be other tools in the toolbox. We have tools for connecting with the community: health
programs, community services, children’s ministries, and most importantly, building one-on-one
relationships. However, these tools cannot be used to replace an evangelistic series. We need to
build other frameworks for presenting the Adventist message in a complete way—thinking
outside the box of traditional prophecy-focused evangelism. It needs to be relevant, deal with
current issues that our next generation is facing, Biblically sound, and ethically acceptable.
Examples may include suicide prevention, managing depression, the quest for love, purpose in
life, controlling anxiety, abuse recovery, and social justice. It should include prophecy, but

prophecy does not need to be the only focus.

SUMMARY

In the introduction to this paper, it was noted that prophecy-focused evangelism in America
is increasingly less effective at reaching emerging generations in the majority culture. It was
postulated that one cause for this decline may be an increased awareness of ethical concerns
relating to the methods of conducting prophecy-focused evangelism. We have demonstrated that
ethical concerns do exist in the way that Seventh-day Adventist prophecy-focused evangelism

has been conducted. These ethical concerns range from sensationalism to perceived dishonesty in
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advertising; sometimes hiding our true identity, teaching poor hermeneutics for the sake of
simplicity and failing to address inconsistencies in scriptural application. Other concerns related
to fostering hatred toward groups of people (such as Catholics), and using (perceived or actual)
manipulative techniques to keep attendees coming back and to gain decisions.

Finally, we briefly discussed ways in which these concerns can be addressed. We discussed
shifting the paradigm of evangelism away from “Church Growth” and toward “Kingdom

Growth” and ultimately faithfulness to God’s calling.

Conclusions

Prophecy-focused Adventist evangelism is not ethically bankrupt, but it is in need of
reform. We must stop using bait-and-switch tactics in advertising, and diversify our advertising
methods. We must learn to speak more openly and candidly when discussing difficult and
controversial passages, and must learn to be sensitive to others’ viewpoints which are different
from ours. Our message must center in Christ, and our teachings must spring from that Christ-
centered identity, teaching the truth while not fostering hatred towards others. Finally, our
friendship must be genuine and demonstrate unconditional love towards all, before and after
baptism.

It is my firm belief that by prayerfully considering the ethical concerns outlined in the
paper, Adventists leaders and evangelists can find ways to addressing and mitigating these

concerns and to proclaim the Biblical message truthfully and honestly, in the spirit of Christ.
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Suggestions for Further Research

This paper has touched on a wide range of ethical considerations relating to prophecy-
focused evangelism. Several topics mentioned—such as ethical considerations in our relations to
the LGBTQ+ community—deserve a thorough research on their own. In making the case for this
paper, it would be helpful to trace a more solid causal relationship between ethical blunders in
evangelism and attrition of members and attendees. Evidence abounds in websites and
periodicals dedicated to “helping” former Adventists, but time and space prevent a thorough
investigation of these claims. Perhaps most helpful would be research to develop and test new
methods of Adventist evangelism among emerging generations in Western culture, that are
relevant to the needs and questions asked by the younger generations, and presented in formats
that are more readily connected with. Such methods would be helpful from the standpoint of
church growth (regardless of the ethics of focusing on that metric), but most importantly, I
believe, would bring glory to God through the advancement of His Kingdom and the hastening

of His soon return!

512 peter 3:12
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