Historical Idealism and Jehovah’s Witnesses
A critical analysis of how they present their history
Thomas Daniels
The religious movement known today as Jehovah’s Witnesses had its start in the 1870’s.1 Although this
was not particularly long ago when compared to the history of many other religious groups, it is still far
enough in the past that those interested in the history of this organization are entirely dependant upon the
printed page today.
Jehovah's Witnesses are somewhat unique in this respect inasmuch as there is a wealth of such material
available. As the publishing entity for Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Watch Tower Bible & Tract Society has
from its inception, printed and distributed prodigious quantities of literature, 2 much of which is still fairly
accessible today. This includes two official history books as well as several minor treatments of church
history over the last fifty years. 3
For Jehovah’s Witnesses, their past is important not just for its own sake, but because it carries an
important doctrinal significance. It is their belief that they as an organization were either directly involved
with or in some cases actually the target of a number of biblical prophecies and prophetic parallels realized
during the 20th century. 4 Therefore accuracy in the presentation of the past would ostensibly be very
important to them, as differences between what is believed to have happened and what actually did happen
could potentially carry a certain and perhaps severe doctrinal cost.
In this , Jehovah's Witnesses are not alone. To use another contemporary religious organization as an
example, a charge commonly leveled by critics of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints is that
the church attempts to make itself more attractive to potential converts through the deliberate presentation
of an idealized history. To cite one of many examples, it is alleged that there are substantial differences
between Joseph Smith’s handwritten account of his first vision and the version that is actually presented to
the public today. 5 While as a general rule it would be unrealistic to expect the official history of any
religion to perfectly match its period literature, especially when it comes to details that may be subjective,
significant discrepancies in regard to material details would be clearly indicative of something amiss. Were
the aforementioned charge true, it would place the leadership of the LDS church in a very unenviable
position, as their office al history would differ materially from what can be established through the church’s
own documents.
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Regardless of the motives or reasons why it is done, the deliberate presentation of a fictionalized history
would be dishonest. Commenting on the importance of honesty in religious organizations, the JW
publication Is This Life All There Is? stated on page 46:

For any thinking member of the JW faith, what did or did not happen in the late 19th and early 20th centuries
cannot simply be dismissed as irrelevant. Discrepancies between the period literature and what is presented
to potential converts today on material details should be a cause for serious concern. This paper will
through a thorough comparison between current and past publications analyze this question, specifically in
regard to the eschatology taught by Jehovah’s Witnesses .

Although the idea that the Second Coming of Christ is both imminent and in some cryptic way, predicted in
Scripture significantly predates the 19th century, the interpretive elements upon which Jehovah's Witnesses
base their version of this belief have their roots in the early 1800's. One individual that is of some interest
in this regard is John Aquila Brown, who in the year 1823 wrote a two volume work entitled The EvenTide; or, Last Triumph of the Blessed and Only Potentate, the King of Kings, and Lord of Lords. Brown
predicted that "The full glory of the kingdom of Israel shall be perfected" based upon a period of 2520
years. 6 This is the first known record of an expositor claiming that the "seven times" of Nebuchadnezzar
were a prophetic 2,520 year period. There is no record that Brown either sought or attained any significant
following, but his ideas and methods were to greatly influence others for years to come.
Around 1818, another gentleman by the name of William Miller became convinced that he could calculate
the date for Christ's return. Miller initially based his calculation upon the 2300 days of Daniel 8:14. He
believed that this period of days was prophetic inasmuch as it actually stood for a corresponding number of
years that should be counted from 457 BC., which he believed to be the year when Persian king Artaxerxes
issued the order to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem. Eventually Miller's scriptural reckoning was expanded
to fifteen separate proofs that Christ’s return and the start of the millennium or 7th “day” would occur
sometime between March 21, 1843 and March 21, 1844. These included such things as counting 2520 years
from the year 677 BC, which he believed to be the year when Jerusalem fell, and an intricate adaptation of
the Jewish Jubilee cycle, that involved counting 2450 years from 607 BC, which he believed to be the last
year of Josiah's reign. Miller recorded his interpretation in a sixty-four page pamphlet published in 1833
entitled Evidence from Scripture and History of the Second Coming of Christ About the Year AD 1843.
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Although Miller never intended to form a new sect, this seems to have been the unavoidable consequence
of the sensationalistic nature of his teachings. Miller traveled America preaching about Christ's return and
the time of the end. His message spread across most Protestant denominational lines and he soon came to
have a large following made of up Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians, and Congregationalists. These socalled "Millerites" were labeled by religious watchers of the day as "Adventists." As 1843 approached
Adventists became increasingly divisive and antagonistic towards fellow Christians who would not join
their movement. They began to publicly denounce all churches that rejected Miller's message, labeling
them as "Babylon the Great," a term drawn from the fourteenth and seventeenth chapters of Revelation.
Initially, Miller had been somewhat vague about the exact date of Christ's Second Coming, simply stating
that it would occur "about 1843." This was to change in January of 1843 when Miller stated that Christ
would return sometime between March of 1843 and March of 1844. However the year 1843 closed
uneventfully. Although the Millerites were resolute in the early weeks of 1844, when March had passed
without anything having happened, Miller became very despondent and even admitted publicly that a
mistake had been made. It was at this point where Samuel S. Snow, one of Miller’s followers suggested
that based upon the Jewish calendar, Christ should be expected in the fall of 1844 rather than the spring as
Miller had thought. Although this new date was looked forward to with even greater anticipation than the
previous one, October 22, 1844 would become known in religious history as the “Great Disappointment.”
After the second failure of Miller’s eschatology, the movement split into several sects. A few of the
prominent leaders within the Millerite movement however, expressing what has become a familiar
justification among end-times speculators, contended that what had been predicted was the “wrong thing at
the right time.” What this means is that they “spiritualized” the prediction, teaching that Christ had in fact
arrived right on schedule except that instead of descending to earth, he had entered into the most holy of the
heavenly temple. 7 Since this was an invisible spiritual event, it was impossible for any human to either
prove or disprove and so became a matter of faith. Those that accepted this explanation eventually came to
be known as Seventh Day Adventists.
Nelson H. Barbour, who had joined the Millerite movement in 1843 at the age of 19, did not accept this
explanation. In Barbour's own words, he "…lost his religion completely after the Great Disappointment." 8
He subsequently became a miner during the Australian gold rush and did not return home until some years
later in 1859. It was during his voyage home that Barbour discovered what he believed to be the critical
error in Miller's reckoning. While Miller had started his count of the 1260, 1290, and 1335 "year days" of
Revelation 11 and Daniel 12 at different points in the past, Barbour decided that all three periods should be
counted from a common starting point --- 538 CE. This would move the end point for the 1335 "year days"
and the time for Christ's arrival forward from 1843 to 1873. Upon his arrival in London, Barbour’s
subsequent research indicated that 1872 would mark 6000 years since man's creation. This he saw as a
remarkable confirmation of the validity of his approach. Soon an eschatological picture every bit as
complex as Miller's emerged based upon additional concepts such as “Israel's double,” the “Jubilee cycle,”
“Parallel dispensations” and Brown’s 2520 years derived from the seven times of Daniel chapter four.
Barbour located the latter between the years 606 BC and 1914 AD.
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Barbour published his findings in both the World's Crises and the Advent Christian Times, the two leading
papers of the Advent Christian Association. In 1873, he started a monthly of his own titled The Midnight
Cry and Herald of the Morning. What followed is in some ways similar to the earlier events surrounding
the Millerite movement. When the year 1873 ended with no visible confirmation, the date was extended to
the fall of 1874. When that year too came and went, Barbour and his followers experienced great concern.
It was at this point that B. W. Keith, a reader of The Midnight Cry noticed that Benjamin Wilson's
Emphatic Diaglott, an interlinear translation of J. J. Griesbach’s recension of the New Testament renders
the Greek word παρουσια (Parousia) as "presence." Based upon this rendering, he suggested that
perhaps Christ really had come in fall of 1874 after all, and that this had been an invisible event. Barbour,
who was unwilling to abandon his intricate chronology found this solution attractive.9 Once again it was a
case of expecting the “wrong thing at the right time."
Barbour subsequently published specific details as to the end of the Gentile Times in his monthly
periodical, which now carried the abbreviated title Herald Of The Morning. However, unlike John Aquila
Brown, he failed to account for the lack of a "zero year" between 1 BC and 1 AD.

Herald Of The Morning September, 1875 p. 52

Charles Taze Russell, who would later found the Watch Tower Bible & Tract Society, first came into
contact with Barbour's research in January of 1876. Although Russell had been intrigued by some aspects
of Adventism since about 1869, he had previously rejected Adventist chronology and date setting. 10
However he was so impressed with Barbour's work that he paid his expenses to come to Philadelphia to
meet with him. Russell would later describe this meeting in the July 15, 1906 issue of Zion's Watch Tower:

[Reprints p. 3822]
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Russell explained that Barbour’s scriptural evidence had convinced him of the reality of Christ's invisible
presence and then continues:

[Reprints p. 3822]

The resultant work, Three Worlds And The Harvest Of This World bore the names of both men as
publishers. Three Worlds explained in extremely lengthy and at times, tentative terms that 1874 and the
commencement of Christ's invisible presence had marked the start of a forty-year “time of trouble” prior to
the millennium.
Another publication produced during the brief partnership between Russell and Barbour was a 64 page
booklet written entirely by Russell entitled, The Object And Manner Of Our Lord’s Return which is the
first known written record of Russell’s belief in an invisible Parousia. This was also published in the year
1877.

5

The partnership between Russell and Barbour ended just a year later when the latter rejected the doctrine of
substitutionary atonement.11 Russell however retained the elaborate chronology, prophetic speculation and
eschatology outlined in Three Worlds largely intact throughout the rest of his life. After the two parted
company, he commenced publication of a monthly of his own entitled Zion’s Watch Tower and Herald of
Christ’s Presence, the first issue of which appeared in July of 1879. As the title suggests, the purpose of
this periodical in part, was to announce the fact that unknown to the vast majority of humanity, the Second
Advent of Christ was underway, having commenced in 1874.

[Reprints p. 3]
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The first issue of Zion’s Watch Tower plainly stated that the object of its publication was to make known
the fact that mankind was living in the "last days" and the end of the "Gospel age."

[Reprints p. 3]

The May 1881 issue of Zion’s Watch Tower on page 5 emphasized the fact that the Bible Students were not
looking forward to Christ’s return as a future event:

[Reprints p. 224]

The January 15, 1892 issue of Zion's Watch Tower on page 19 spoke of the events which were expected to
occur in the coming years:

[Reprints p. 1354]
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The same issue on page 21 again stressed the fact that Mankind was living in the short time between
Christ’s invisible Parousia and his visible advent, reiterating the fact that everything would be over with by
October of 1914:

[Reprints p. 1355]

The July 15, 1894 issue of Zion's Watch Tower on page 224 explained the uniqueness of the times:

[Reprints p. 1675]

The same issue on page 266 reiterated that 1914 was the date for the end rather than the beginning of the
“time of trouble,” confidently stating that in the author’s opinion, these were “God’s dates”:
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The March 15, 1902 issue of Zion’s Watch Tower on page 88 questioned whether any Bible student who at
this point was ignorant of this important event was properly awake to the use of his privileges and
opportunities:

[Reprints p. 2676]

Between the years 1886 and 1904, Russell wrote and published six volumes in a series of books originally
known as Millennial Dawn and in printings subsequent to 1904 as Studies in the Scriptures. These books
systematically described Russell’s views in considerable detail. The first volume, originally titled The Plan
Of The Ages was intended to give a broad overview of God’s plan by defining terms as basic and
fundamental to the discussion as the Lord’s return, the day of judgement, the kingdom of God, etc. On
page 288, Russell explained that when fully set up, there would be two parts or “phases” to this kingdom:

The Divine Plan Of The Ages p. 288 (1916 edition)

It can be seen then that Russell believed that the earth served an important purpose in the Divine plan and
accordingly, the Kingdom of God would exist on earth as well as in heaven.
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Russell held a very clearly defined view of where he was in the stream of time and in the volumes that
followed, this was amplified upon at length. Russell for example, believed that he was living in the closing
days of the “Time of the End.” The third volume in the Millennial Dawn series, Thy Kingdom Come (1891)
explained on page 23 what he understood this term to mean:

Thy Kingdom Come p. 23 (Reprint of 1916 Edition)

10

Pages 304 and 305 explained that the seventh millennium had begun in 1873; that Christ’s Second Advent
had begun in 1874; and that the setting up of the kingdom had commenced in 1878:

(1905 edition)
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On pages 306 and 307, the significance of the dates was again emphasized:

(1905 edition)
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Volume II, The Time Is At Hand (1889) on pages 76, 77 & 78 specifically listed seven items due to occur
before the year 1914

(1907 edition)
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This list was finished on page 78

(1907 edition)
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Pages 98 and 99 acknowledged that the Bible Students were making a fairly sensational claim, but
concluded that because of the strong biblical evidence, the author considered this an established truth:

(1907 edition)
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Page 101 introduced further proof that the battle of Armageddon would be over with by 1914:

(1907 edition)
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Drawing upon a parallel with the length of Jesus’ earthly ministry, The Time Is At Hand taught that Christ
was crowned as King in the year 1878:

(1907 edition)
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Pages 242 and 243 again express confidence in the 1874 date, and emphasize the importance of the various
interrelationships to the overall integrity of the time prophecies

(1907 edition)
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The Battle Of Armageddon (1897) on pages 546 and 547 reiterated the fact that “The Day of
Vengeance” had begun in 1874 and would last for forty years:

(1913 edition)
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Owing to the fact that Russell dated both the crowning of Christ as King of the kingdom and the
resurrection of the sleeping saints to 1878, he felt that God’s Kingdom had in a real sense, been set up in
heaven in that year. All that remained for the kingdom to be complete was the gathering of those remaining
ones of the Lord’s “elect.”

The Battle Of Armageddon pp. 621, 622 (Reprint of 1916 edition)

This was reiterated in the August 1, 1904 issue of Zion’s Watch Tower on page 229:

[Reprints p.3405]
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Russell assigned a number of names to the period intervening between 1874 and 1914. As he used them,
the terms “Time of Trouble,” “Day of Vengeance,” “Day of Jehovah,” and “Day of Wrath” were all
explicit references to this period. Like Barbour, he envisioned this period as a gradually worsening class
struggle between capital and labor that would result in the collapse of all human institutions, economic,
political and religious. Although he felt that this descent into anarchy would likely include wars as well, it
was the millennial reign of Jesus Christ and the restoration of all things that was supposed to occur in 1914.
This was reaffirmed in the September 15, 1901 issue of Zion’s Watch Tower on page 293:

[Reprints p. 2876]

However, as 1914 approached, events did not quite unfold as Russell had expected they would. Just after
the turn of the century, his views on the subject began to noticeably waver. One minor change appeared in
the July 1, 1904 issue of Zion’s Watch Tower on page 197. Russell introduced his newly adjusted view
thusly:

[Reprints p. 3389]
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The idea that the final culmination of the “time of trouble” would follow rather than precede 1914 caused a
degree of uncertainty on the part of some of the Bible Students as is apparent from the question
subsequently published in the August 15, 1904 issue of Zion’s Watchtower on page 250. Note that Russell
was quite firm in his view that nothing was really changed.

[Reprints p. 3415]
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By 1914 though, Russell seemed willing to accept the possibility that much of his chronology could be
wrong. This erosion of his confidence was plainly evident in the January 1, 1914 issue of The Watch Tower
on page 1:

[Reprints p. 5373]

This implication here was not entirely lost upon the reading audience. This can be seen in another inquiry.
Note the melancholy tone of resignation in Russell’s reply:

[Reprints p. 5496]
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The dates that Russell was sufficiently confident in to refer to as “God’s dates” in the year 1894 were only
"views" that were potentially fallible twenty years later. The acknowledgment made in so many words, that
his books might only be of academic interest to Bible students in one-hundred years further testifies to the
doubt Russell was experiencing.
One month later however, when World War I broke out his confidence appeared by degrees to be restored
and he simply revised some of his predictions. Russell had taught for many years that the “Day of
Vengeance” had begun in 1874 but after World War I commenced he decided that this was actually the
beginning of Armageddon. This is reflected in the following quotes.
The February 1, 1916 issue of The Watch Tower said on page 38

[Reprints p. 5845]

The September 1, 1916 issue of The Watch Tower on page 265 said:

[Reprints p. 5950]

The same issue said on page 265:

[Reprints p. 5951]
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The author’s foreword to the 1916 edition of The Time Is At Hand said on page iii:

Charles Taze Russell died in October of 1916, firmly holding to the mistaken belief that the great war was
the “annihilation of all kingdoms” preceding the establishment of the Messianic Kingdom on earth. As it
can be seen, from about 1879 to 1904 Russell had predicted that the time of trouble would end sometime
before 1914 and from about 1904 until his death he felt it would end very soon after 1914. Although
Russell felt that wars could occur at any point during this time of trouble, he never specifically predicted
war in 1914 or for that matter, any other year. More importantly, it should be apparent from the foregoing
that he never expected that 1914 would witness a war that would mark the beginning of a generation long
period of trouble.
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In the years following Russell’s death, a number of changes had to be made. Particularly relevant to this
discussion was the gradual dismantling of the original Barbour/Russell chronology during the 20's and
early 30's. This began in 1920 when the significance of the 1878 date was modified. Although this date
was not discarded entirely, the crowning of Jesus as King of the Kingdom was moved forward from 1878
to 1914.

The Watch Tower July 1, 1920 p. 196

Closely intertwined with this adjustment was a new viewpoint introduced two years later, in 1922. What
had been hoped for in 1914 or 1915 was something tangible, the rapture of the saints, the establishment of
God's Kingdom on earth and the Restitution. When this failed to occur, a degree of uncertainty followed
and the Bible Students subsequently looked to 1918, 1919 and finally, to 1925 which was the focal point of
the Millions campaign. However it became necessary long before 1925 to specifically explain just what the
expiration of the Gentile Times had actually meant. In the address “The Kingdom Of Heaven Is At Hand”
at the 1922 convention at Cedar Point, Ohio, J. F. Rutherford told his audience that the Kingdom of God
had in fact been established right on schedule, only invisibly in the heavens.12 Christ had come to the
heavenly temple and was even now preparing to judge the nations.13
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Three years later, in 1925, he specifically applied Revelation 12 to this event, stating that the symbolic
events prefigured the birth of the Kingdom:

The Watch Tower March 1, 1925 p. 69

With Christ taking his power to reign, the birth of the man-child and the ousting of Satan from heaven, a
new nation technically had come into existence in a manner similar to that of the American colonies when
England finally recognized their independence. This interpretation was a radical departure from what had
been taught up until this point in more ways than simply the expectations associated with the end of the
Gentile Times. Just a few years prior to this for example, it was taught that Michael, the dragon, and the
man-child of Revelation chapter twelve were the Pope, the Roman Empire, and the papacy respectively.14
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The newly adjusted Bible Student eschatology was summarized thus:

The Watch Tower March 1, 1925 p. 73

Further adjustments followed. In 1927 the date for the first resurrection was moved forward from 1878 to
1918. 15 At this point, the significance of 1878 was for all intents and purposes discarded entirely. However
from a purely doctrinal standpoint, the reinterpretation of Revelation 12 in 1925 was arguably the most
significant change of the 1920’s, one that the Witnesses often point to today as a milestone in their
development.16 The idea that God’s kingdom was born in the heavens in 1914, that Jesus has since been
ruling as king of that kingdom and that shortly, this kingdom will be established upon the earth is the core
message of the “Good news of the Kingdom” which Jehovah’s Witnesses have preached since. 17
The reader will notice that in some ways the eschatological framework that was emerging in the 1920’s was
a mirror image of what Russell had believed and taught. In other words, the events Russell thought were
past, the events he thought were still future, where he imagined himself to be in the stream of time and
what he hoped for was in many ways the same as what Jehovah’s Witnesses have believed since the 1920’s
and still believe today.
Russell believed he was living in the closing days of the Biblical “Time of the End.” He dated the Parousia
to 1874, the crowning of Christ as king of God’s kingdom and the resurrection of the sleeping saints to
1878. On this basis, he believed that the heavenly kingdom had been set up in that year. He believed that he
was living in a period of ingathering, a harvest separating the heavenly and earthly phases of God’s
kingdom. He saw the political and social disturbances of his day, the panics and depressions of the late
1800’s, the rise of labor movements, the increased pace of human advancement and discovery following
the industrial revolution all as confirmation of these dates. Russell believed that at the close of this harvest,
the nations of the earth would be overturned and the kingdom of God would be fully set up, that is to say
established upon the earth as it was in heaven.
15
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This is not to say that there are no differences. Although Russell believed that since 1878 each anointed
Christian was resurrected to a heavenly body at the moment of their death, he also believed that there
would be a mass rapture of the saints at the close of the harvest. Similarly, Jehovah’s Witnesses today
believe that since 1918, each anointed Christian is resurrected to a heavenly body at the moment of their
death, but unlike Russell, they believe that this will continue until the last one finally finishes his or her
earthly course. Russell believed that this harvest would last for forty years, stating that “The culmination of
the trouble in October 1914 is clearly marked in the Scriptures….” 18 Jehovah’s Witnesses since 1995 no
longer assign any length of time to this period, not even one as general as the life span of a generation.19
What made this replication possible was the systematic relocation of most of the events Russell thought had
occurred during the years 1874 – 1878 forty years forward to the years 1914 – 1918. Although some of
these changes were made with considerable fanfare, others were phased in gradually.
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The years 1799 and 1874 are two such examples. Although in 1921, their doctrinal significance was still
very much intact as the quote below shows, in ten years time both would be abandoned completely.

The Harp of God 1921 p. 231
(See page 236 in 1927 and later editions)
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On page 244 the importance of 1874, 1878 and 1914 was restated,

The Harp of God 1921 p. 244
(See pages 250 & 251 in 1927 and later editions)
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As the following sampling shows, Watch Towers during the 1920's were most emphatic about the 1874
date:

The Watch Tower March 1, 1922 p. 71

The Watch Tower November 1, 1922 p. 333
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The Watch Tower January 1, 1924 p. 5

The Watch Tower February 15, 1927 p. 54

The 1927 book Creation also taught the 1874 date as the beginning of the Parousia:
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Creation 1927 p. 289

In 1927, the year 1799 was still considered to be the beginning of the “Time of the End.”
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Creation 1927 p. 293

This however was the last such reference to 1799 as the beginning of the time of the end in the literature of
Jehovah’s Witnesses.
The 1929 book Prophecy reaffirmed the validity of the 1874 date:
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Prophecy 1929 pp. 65, 66
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The above reference from the book Prophecy was the last clear, unambiguous mention of the 1874 date in
connection with the Parousia ever to appear in the literature of Jehovah's Witnesses. From this point
forward the significance of 1874 began to be played down. For example, in contrast with the clarity of the
1920’s Watch Towers concerning 1874, note the vagueness of the following quote from the October 15,
1930 issue of The Watch Tower on page 308:

Even more indeterminate is a statement appearing two years later in the November 1, 1932 issue of The
Watchtower on page 325:

The first distinct reference to 1914 as the date for Christ’s Second Coming did not appear in The
Watchtower until the December 1, 1933 issue on page 362:

At this point, virtually every element of the original Barbour/Russell eschatological framework had either
been relocated or discarded. Aside from the idea that 1873 had marked the end of 6,000 years of Bible
chronology, 20 the only thing left was the expiration of the "Gentile times" in 1914 and even the
significance of that event had at this point, been changed completely.
20
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During the period prior to 1914, those associated with the Bible Students understood that the end of the
Gentile times would mean the complete overthrow of all earthly governments, their total elimination and
replacement by the earthly rule of Christ’s kingdom. No human government would remain. By 1925, the
significance assigned to the expiration of the Gentile times was understood to mean the end of their
“uninterrupted rule” of the earth, the “interruption” resulting from Christ’s invisibly having taken kingdom
power and begun reigning in 1914. The fact that nothing whatsoever had changed since 1914 as regards the
earthly government’s dominion of the earth was of no consequence as their “lease” of power had expired,
being invisibly cancelled by the invisible King, and thus the end of their appointed time had come. As was
the case with both William Miller in 1844 and Nelson Barbour in 1874, real expectations of tangible events
were spiritualized into heavenly invisible events. The hopes of an entire generation had turned out to be the
“wrong thing at the right time.”
These observations are not to imply that there is something inherently wrong when students of the Bible
make adjustments to their eschatological views as time progresses. A sincere Bible student would have
little choice when either new information comes to light or events simply do not unfold as they were
originally expected to. However in view of the fact these adjustments were made, there are certain claims
that obviously cannot truthfully be said about the Bible Students prior to 1914:
•

It cannot be said that they pointed forward to 1914 as the date for Christ’s invisible return.

•

It cannot be said that they pointed forward to 1914 as the date for the heavenly birth of God’s kingdom

•

It cannot be said that they preached the good news of that established kingdom at or before 1914.

•

It cannot be said that they pointed forward to 1914 as the date for Christ to receive Kingly power

•

It cannot be said that they pointed forward to 1914 as the beginning of the time of the end.

None of these statements would be truthful. If any of these were either stated or implied deliberately, it
could only be viewed as attempts by Witness writers to falsify and create an idealized history more
attractive to potential converts today. This brings us to the crux of the matter, and the purpose of this paper.
Do Jehovah’s Witnesses accurately present their history today, or do they attempt to create an illusory
picture of harmony between current and past beliefs?
Unfortunately, a disturbing trend developed halfway into the 20th century when the Watch Tower Bible &
Tract Society began to claim in effect that the new eschatological framework that had emerged in the
1920's was actually what had been taught all along. Statements that were irrevocably incompatible with the
period literature, almost to the point of facetiousness began to appear with some regularity. For example,
little more than 20 years after the 1874 date was discarded, the following quote appeared in The
Watchtower:

The Watchtower June 15, 1954 p. 370
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Since it had been taught from 1879 clear up into the early 1930’s that "Christ’s return and his second
presence" had commenced in 1874, it should be obvious that Jehovah's Witnesses “long before World War
I” could not possibly have been pointing "to 1914 as the time for this great event to occur." The above
statement amounts to a claim that the 1874 date for the Parousia was never taught as such, a claim that is
thoroughly untrue and utter nonsense.
Was this simply a mistake? Given the 1954 date, it seems unlikely so soon after the fact that anyone except
perhaps an adolescent could possibly have been ignorant of the position the Watch Tower had advocated
for more than the first half-century of its existence. Nevertheless it is conceivable that this statement was
the unfortunate result of carelessness rather than design. However such an explanation understandably
becomes less plausible in direct proportion to the number and type of repeat occurrences. What follows is a
sampling of statements Jehovah's Witnesses have made about their history that are contradicted by their
own period literature, many of which, the reader will note, were made just 20 to 30 years after previous
teachings had been abandoned. Although a brief explanatory note is included with each, most require no
explanation at all.

The Watchtower April 1, 1953 p.215

The Bible Students could not have sounded the proclamation that Christ's reign would start in 1914 “for
some thirty-seven years prior to 1914” since it was taught clear up until 1920 that 1878 was the date for this
event.

The Watchtower July 15, 1965 p. 428

This quote deviates from the truth in two distinct ways. First, the 19th century Bible students were not
"anxiously awaiting his second presence" as they believed that Christ was already present and had been
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since 1874. Second, there is no evidence that anyone including C. T. Russell himself came to the
conclusion that Christ’s return would be invisible prior to 1874. Therefore one cannot truthfully say that
they taught anything about what "was to be" but only about what "was," or had already occurred.

The Watchtower April 1, 1984 p. 16

Since the 1874 date was not discarded until the 1930's, it is clear that the Bible Students had no such
“advance knowledge.”

Revelation – Its Grand Climax At Hand! 1988 p. 105

Awake! October 8, 1972 p. 15

At no point did the 19th century Bible Students teach that 1914 would mark the beginning of the “Time of
the end.” They taught clearly and in no uncertain terms that this period had commenced in 1799. Nether
did they teach or predict that catastrophic events would start in 1914. These events were to start well before
and culminate in 1914 at which point the commencement of the earthly phase of the kingdom, the dawn of
the “Golden Age” would begin.
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Awake! March 22, 1993 p. 10

This quote deviates from the truth in at least three distinct ways:
First, The July 1879 issue of Zion's Watch Tower mentions neither the 1914 date nor the
Gentile times. The year 1914 is not mentioned in this magazine until the December 1879 issue
on page 3, as being the end of the "day of wrath." The idea that the "Times of the Gentiles"
extend to 1914 is not mentioned until the March 1880 issue on page 2
Second, This chronology set the beginning of "Christ's invisible presence" at the year 1874,
not 1914.
Third, Russell predicted that by 1914 all the kingdoms of the world and false religion would
have been destroyed and God's kingdom established on the earth. So he did not "predict" the
first world war, because the nations who would have participated in it were to have already
been destroyed by 1914.

The Watchtower September 15, 1998 p.15

The Watchtower October 1, 1969 p. 589

As was clearly explained in The Time Is At Hand, the 19th century Bible Students maintained that Christ
had received Kingdom power in 1878. They were not looking forward to 1914 as the date when this event
would occur. The idea that this event had occurred in 1914 did not appear until the year 1920.
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Much more common than statements in obvious and direct conflict with dates that Jehovah's Witnesses
once linked to certain events are statements that conflict with doctrinal positions that they once taught. By
far the most prevalent example of this involves the doctrine of the heavenly establishment of God’s
Kingdom in 1914. Commenting on the fact that the Bible Students did not grasp this concept until some
years after the event ostensibly occurred, the 1930 publication Light volume I states:

This statement, though not terribly precise, is nevertheless completely true. It can clearly be seen from the
period literature that the Witness doctrine of God's kingdom as a heavenly government establishment in the
year 1914 AD did not even begin to emerge until the year 1920 and did not reach its final form until the
year 1925. In this regard, the article “Birth Of A Nation” appearing in the March 1, 1925 issue of The
Watch Tower is routinely pointed to as the first biblical explanation of this concept. 21 This is further
corroborated by other statements appearing in The Watchtower from time to time . For example, the 1955
article “The Triumphant Message of The Kingdom” stated:

The Watchtower October 15, 1955 p. 623

However not only is it common at other times for Witness literature to claim that this message was
preached prior to the year 1920, the claim is even made that it was actually announced well before 1914.
The 1930 – 1960 Watchtower Publications Index under the heading “1914 – Kingdom’s Establishment –
advance announcement” lists twenty separate references. 22 The 1930 – 1985 Index lists more than
thirty.23
Even those figures are misleading, as statements that in one way or another assert that the birth or
establishment of God’s heavenly kingdom in 1914 was proclaimed at or before the time it occurred

21

See The Watchtower September 1, 1989, p. 18; May 15, 1986, p. 14; July 1, 1985, p. 20; February 1, 1984, p. 23; September 1,
1983, p. 9
22

23

See page 202.
See pages 611, 612.
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positively abound in the modern literature of Jehovah’s Witnesses. A very small sampling can be seen in
the following excerpts:

Man's Salvation Out Of World Distress At Hand! 1975 p.243

1975 Yearbook of Jehovah’s Witnesses p.37

The Watchtower April 15, 1969 p244

1977 Yearbook of Jehovah's Witnesses p. 203

The Watchtower May 1, 1968 p. 265

The Watchtower February 15, 1967 p. 110

These and similar statements are representative of an idealized view of the history of Jehovah's Witnesses,
a history that is thoroughly contradicted by their own period literature.
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At the 2001 Teacher's of God's Word district convention of Jehovah's Witnesses a discourse was given
entitled "Jehovah Hates the Course of Treachery" This lecture contained the following statement:
"Are we personally alert that no unrighteousness be found on our lips? For example, can our family
members, including our mate really trust what we say? Can our brothers and sisters in the congregation?
It would be so easy to develop the habit of couching one's words so that they are technically accurate,
yet deliberately misleading to others."

Jehovah's Witnesses, therefore recognize that statements that are technically true can nevertheless, be
deliberately crafted so as to deceive. Does the organization of Jehovah's Witnesses practice what it
preaches in this regard? In the context of this discussion, there is certainly cause for concern. There are
several distinct techniques in which technically accurate statements can be crafted in such a way as to
convey a false impression, all of which can be found in the literature of Jehovah’s Witnesses.
The first is simply a misleading use of tense. This can be illustrated by the following statement. Notice the
bolded text:

“By 1879 the Bible Students had become convinced that Christ’s Second Coming would
begin his invisible presence.”
It is true that in the absence of a distinct anchor point, the future tense in English is not always clearly
indicative of posteriority. If for example, we were speaking of Christianity as a whole from the 1st century
clear to the present, we might use the future tense in connection with Christ’s Second Advent without
indicating a definite temporal relationship between this event and the subject group. However that is clearly
not the case in the above statement which deals with a specific group of persons at a specific time prior to
1914. It implies that Christ’s Parousia was a future event relative to the Bible Students in 1879.
However C. T. Russell, by his own testimony was convinced by N. H. Barbour in 1876 that Christ’s invisible
presence was already underway and had been since 1874. Consequently, he looked upon the start of the
Parousia as a past, rather than a future event. A correct statement about his views and those that shared
them in the year 1879 would have to read:

“By 1879 the Bible Students had become convinced that Christ’s Second Coming had begun
his invisible presence.”
With this in mind, note the use of the future tense in the following quotes:

The Watchtower January 15, 1955 p.45

The Watchtower May 1, 1991 p. 17
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In both of the above examples, references to Christ’s Second Coming made in the future tense are placed at
the head of a list of other things that the Bible Students really were looking forward to. This combination
virtually guarantees that the average reader will come away with an incorrect understanding minimizing or
even wiping away entirely the significance of the 1874 date. Two additional examples can be seen below:

The Watchtower July 1, 1979 p. 5

The Wa tchtower May 1, 1993 p. 11

Note the use of the term “would be” in both quotes. The temporal frame of reference in each case makes this
usage misleading.
A second and slightly more subtle technique is implication through ambiguity. Briefly, this occurs when a
number of statements that the target audience accepts as true are strung together in an equivocal manner.
The result is that the audience believes afterwards that they were told something that in reality was never
specifically stated at all. One of the most common ways to implement this technique is by grouping
statements together that are “true” for entirely different reasons. The reading audience will likely fail to
grasp the differences between the various frames of reference, either temporal or otherwise that make each
statement true. This may sound complicated, but in actual practice, it is really quite simple. Consider for
example, the following series of statements:
a.

Bible chronology fixes the time of Christ’s second presence

b.

This was understood as pointing to 1914.

c.

Zion’s Watch Tower pointed out the significance of 1914 in the year 1879.

In this example, all Jehovah’s Witnesses accepted statement “a” as true. Statement “b” is true, but it did
not become true until the early 1930’s and therefore by the time the significance of the chronology was
realized, it was actually pointing backward rather than forward. Statement “c” is also true but both the 19th
century time frame as well as the meaning assigned to the “significance of 1914” are not the same as that of
statement “b.” Simply put, the “significance of 1914 in the year 1879” had absolutely nothing to do with
“the time of Christ’s second presence.” But when the audience fails to grasp this, it is a virtual certainty
that this sequence of statements will be interpreted to mean that the Bible chronology pointing to 1914 as
the time of Christ’s second presence was understood in 1879. All three of these elements can be seen in the
following quote:

The Watchtower November 1, 1952 p.658
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Note that in this excerpt, the misdirection occurs not as a result of an out and out prevarication, but because
the sudden and undisclosed shift in the frame of reference makes the series of statements ambiguous when
read consecutively. A false imp ression although not specifically stated is still clearly conveyed.
Another example of this phenomenon can be seen in the following quote:

Life – How Did It Get Here? By Evolution Or By Creation? pp. 227 & 229

The problem with this quote lies in the sudden shift in how the “significance of 1914” is defined. An
explanation of the significance as understood by Jehovah’s Witnesses today is immediately followed by a
reference to its significance prior to 1914. When read consecutively, the idea is clearly conveyed that the
“significance of 1914” as understood by the Bible Students “decades before that date” included the
knowledge that “1914 would mark the birth of God's heavenly Kingdom” and the beginning of
“unprecedented world trouble” which again, is utter nonsense and completely false.
The following is a sampling of additional examples of implication through ambiguity as they have appeared
in contemporary Witness literature:

The Watchtower July 1, 1996 p. 19

Although it is true that the Bible Students “keenly awaited” the year 1914, this had nothing to do with
Christ’s enthronement as King.
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The Watchtower May 15, 1991 p. 9

The “awareness” which Jesus’ “faithful servants” had of his return had nothing to do with 1914.

The Watchtower May 1, 1968 p. 265

It is technically true that the Bible Students at or around the year 1914 believed that the “time of the end”
had begun. However linking that event to the establishment of God's kingdom in the heavens under Christ
in 1914 as the above excerpt does, clearly conveys the impression that they believed the “time of the end”
had begun in 1914, which is completely untrue.
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The Watchtower January 1, 2000 p. 8

Like the other examples, the problem here also revolves around the sudden shift from one sentence to the
next in how basic terms are defined. In this instance it is a case of how one defines the "world's
conclusion." As the reader should be well aware of by now, the 19th century Bible Students did not teach
that 1914 would mark the start of an extended period that would culminate in Armageddon, they taught that
this period would end in 1914. C.T. Russell in fact, thought that the first world war was the Armageddon of
the scriptures. Mixing the two views by prefacing a statement on the accuracy of Bible prophecy indicating
1914 as the beginning of the world's conclusion with a reference to term as understood by the 19th century
Bible Students serves no other purpose save the creation of an illusory picture of harmony between current
and past beliefs through deliberate misdirection.
A third technique of creating a false impression without actually lying involves simply asking questions:

The Watchtower April 1, 1991 p. 5

As with the previous examples, note that nothing has been said that is untrue in the technical sense.
Questions are asked, but nowhere is it stated that the Bible Students asked them. However only someone
intimately familiar with the history of Jehovah’s Witnesses would realize what the significance of 1914
actually was at that time, or know that by 1914 the Bible Students had been convinced that they were
witnessing the events fulfilling Jesus’ composite sign for years.
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Occasionally, two of these techniques are skillfully combined. Note the following two examples:

The Watchtower April 15, 1958 p. 238

If by the phrase, “the good news of God’s kingdom that was coming” the writer refers to the birth of an
invisible heavenly kingdom, then his use of the future tense is inappropriate and misleading since the Bible
Students did not teach this concept until 1925. If on the other hand, the writer is referring to the millennial
earthly kingdom that the Bible Students actually were looking forward to, then the sudden undisclosed shift
to the discussion of a heavenly kingdom makes the paragraph misleadingly ambiguous.

Jehovah’s Witnesses Unitedly Doing God’s Will Worldwide p. 8

It is possible that Russell accepted the idea of an invisible Parousia prior to 1874. Although he was not
specific, Russell stated as much in the July 15, 1906 issue of Zion’s Watch Tower. Unfortunately there is no
material evidence to prove this claim. Regardless, Russell certainly never announced that Christ’s presence
was to be invisible “far and wide by talks and printed page.” Further, the significance of 1914 in relation to
the heavenly kingdom was that it would be fully established in that year, meaning that the full number of the
anointed would be with Christ in heaven and that this kingdom would be ruling over earth. The claim that
“These teachings are identified with Jehovah’s Witnesses today” is therefore misleadingly ambiguous, as
Jehovah’s Witnesses today do not believe that those events happened in 1914.
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It would be a mistake however to conclude from the foregoing that the writers of the literature of Jehovah’s
Witnesses are ignorant of the history of their own organization. This is most certainly not the case. As the
foreword to the 1993 publication Jehovah's Witnesses Proclaimers Of God's Kingdom observes, "Certainly,
no one knows their modern-day history better than they themselves do." Correct statements about some of
the dates that have been covered thus far can be found within the corpus of contemporary Witness
literature. 24
WTB&TS writers also at times, exhibit an intimate knowledge of their period literature and do not hesitate
to quote from it in support of the point or points they wish to make. The excerpt below for example, quotes
from the March 1880 issue of Zion's Watch Tower.

Awake! October 22, 1989 pp. 20,21

Unfortunately however, this was only a partial quotation. The original article, written by J. H. Paton,
entitled “One Body One Spirit One Hope" was a discussion as to the degree to which the “Saints” would
participate in the coming conquest of the earthly “Gentile” kingdoms. The sentence in its entirety reads:

Zion’s Watch Tower March 1880 p. 2 [Reprints p. 82]

The complete sentence with its accompanying scripture caption does not support the idea that the phrase
“full sway” meant either “the beginning of God’s Kingdom” or "the enthronement of God's King" which
events Russell dated to 1878. Neither did it mean, “fully set up in heaven” as Jehovah’s Witnesses have
understood the concept since 1925. Russell never taught that 1914 would see a heavenly establishment of
God's Kingdom.

24

For accurate statements about:

1874 See The Watchtower August 15, 1974 p. 507
Jehovah’s Witnesses Proclaimers of God’s Kingdom pp. 47, 133, 631
God’s Kingdom of a Thousand Years Has Approached pp. 188,189
1878 See Jehovah’s Witnesses Proclaimers of God’s Kingdom p. 632
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As it was used in the source material the term “full sway” was an explicit reference to the point in time
when the “stone” crushes the “dream image” and therefore meant complete control over the earth.25
Although Russell and his associates believed that this would occur in 1914, this is an event that Jehovah’s
Witnesses are still waiting for.26
Quoting a sentence only partially, punctuating it as if it were complete and then failing to indicate this
omission by ellipses is not a terribly accurate or honest quoting practice. When it is done solely for the
purpose of forcing a statement out of the source material that in reality, it doesn’t make at all, this can only
be viewed as deliberate, calculated manipulation. This practice cannot be ascribed to human error or
carelessness no matter how charitable we are willing to be. Yet this particular reference has been
reproduced in this context over and over in Witness literature.27
Another example of source manipulation occurs in the 1959 publication Jehovah’s Witnesses In The Divine
Purpose. Discussing the book The Diving Plan Of The Ages, the following statements are made on page
31:

25
26

See The Time Is At Hand p. 78 photographically reproduced on page 14 of this paper
Pay Attention To Daniel's Prophecy, Watchtower Bible & Tract Society, 1999, pp. 61,62

27

See for example Pay Attention to Daniel's Prophecy Watch Tower Bible & Tract Society, 1999, p. 261; The Watchtower April 1,
1984, p. 6; April 15, 1984, pp. 3-4; July 1, 1973, p. 402; August 1, 1971, p. 468 From Paradise Lost to Paradise Regained Watch
Tower Bible & Tract Society, 1958, p. 170
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The problem here is that Russell did not “foresee” anything that can truthfully be said to be relevant to the
year 1959. As Russell used the term, the “Day of Jehovah” was synonymous with the “Day of Vengeance,”
“Day of Wrath,” and “Time of Great Trouble.” This was quite clear in the chapter heading:

The Divine Plan Of The Ages p. 307
(Reprint of 1916 edition)

All of these terms described the “forty years of trouble” inclusive of the period between 1874 and 1914.28
As can be seen below, Russell was quite clear on this point as well as his intention to elaborate further in
the next volume, much of which information has been reproduced for the reader already:

The Divine Plan Of The Ages p. 336
(Reprint of 1916 edition)
28

See pages 20 and 21 of this paper.
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Therefore Russell was explicitly referring to the time period prior to 1914. The “saints” of whom he spoke
were his contemporaries, adults living in the year 1886, not persons who would live seventy-three years
later. The author or authors of Jehovah’s Witnesses In The Divine Purpose carefully chose comments about
the “Day of Jehovah” out of 36 pages of material29 and presented them as a contiguous excerpt in an
attempt to claim that Russell had foreseen the period following 1914. Yet the omitted material clearly
contradicts that notion. The year 1914 was the end point for the "Day of Jehovah."

A different type of manipulation involves the publication date of an important document in Witness history,
The Object And Manner Of Our Lord’s Return. The reader can see from the frontispiece that the
publication date is clearly 1877.

In harmony with this, the 1930 – 1960 Watch Tower Publications Index listed 1877 as the publication date
for Object And Manner:

(p. 306)

The 1877 publication date is of interest, because this booklet is the crucial piece of evidence that would
substantiate the idea that the young Russell had ever looked to the Parousia as a future rather than a past
event. As should be obvious at this point, a publication date of 1876 or later lends no support to this idea.
However this was to change in the mid-1970’s when the 1975 Yearbook Of Jehovah’s Witnesses simply
moved the publication date back four years to 1873:
29

The excerpt was taken from pages 307, 338 and 342
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(p. 36)

The 1930 – 1985 Watch Tower Publications Index followed suit, listing the “new” publication date for
Object And Manner:

(Page 916)

Unfortunately, an 1873 publication date simply cannot be reconciled with the material within the booklet
itself:

Note Russell’s explicit reference to Barbour's publication. Herald of the Morning did not begin publication
until June of 1875, and its predecessor, The Midnight Cry and Herald of the Morning ceased publication in
October of 1874. Also, according to Russell himself, he did not come across this publication or contact N.
H. Barbour until January of 1876. Further, Russell made the statement, "the Master is come and.... the
harvest is progressing," neither of which would have been said until after the harvest began, "in October,
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1874." It would therefore seem extremely unlikely that "The Object and Manner Of Our Lord's Return”
could possibly have been published prior to 1877.
Why then was the publication date moved from 1877 to 1873? Had new information come to light? Had an
earlier printing been found? Or was this simply a case of manipulation? It appears that the latter was the
case, as the 1993 publication Jehovah's Witnesses Proclaimers of God's Kingdom reset the publication date
to 1877. 30

30

See pages 47, 557, 575
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Another area of interest has to do with the fact that the boundaries Nelson Barbour calculated for the 2,520
prophetic years were incorrect. Originally, he thought that 536 BC was the first year of Cyrus, the
conqueror of Babylon. By adding the seventy years to this date, he came up with 606 BC as the date for the
desolation of Jerusalem by the Babylonians and by subtracting 606 from 2520, he came up with 1914 AD
as the end of the Gentile Times. However since there is no "zero year" between 1 BC and 1 AD, one
cannot simply subtract 606 from 2520 to arrive at 1914 when the boundary between BC and AD has been
crossed. Sooner or later this problem would have to be dealt with and there were only two real ways to do
this. Either the end point of the 2520 years could be moved from 1914 to 1915, or the starting point could
be moved from 606 to 607. It should also be realized that if the adjustment were made to 606, than a further
adjustment to the 536 date as the end point of the seventy years of Jerusalem's desolation would also be
required.
Charles Taze Russell had been confronted with this problem as early as 1904, and had addressed this topic
in a sermon given on January 11 of that year. He again addressed this problem in the December 1, 1912
issue of The Watch Tower. As can be seen in the following excerpt, Russell was not overly concerned with
a discrepancy of one year, allowing that the date for the end of the Gentile Times could be either 1914 or
1915.

[Reprints p. 5141]
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However after 1914 had passed, and the date was, doctrinally speaking, pretty well "set in stone," the fact
that no "zero year" is included at the beginning of our Christian era was simply ignored.31 It was not until
the year 1943 that any attempt was made to resolve this problem. This appeared in the newly released
publication The Truth Shall Make You Free

The Truth Shall Make You Free p. 239

While the resolution of discrepancies through an appeal to ancient calendaring systems is certainly nothing
new in the field of end times chronology, there are still some interesting aspects to this explanation that
should be noted. First of all, notice that Jerusalem's fall is explicitly stated to have occurred in 606 BC. The
explanation above makes no attempt to relocate that event and simply holds that, for reasons that are left
unstated, the seventy years of desolation should synchronize with the ancient calendar and therefore should
be counted from the autumn of the previous year. Also worthy of note is the focus upon the fall rather than
the destruction of the city. Witness publications, both before and since, have consistently maintained that it
is the latter which is the pivotal event.
To any that stopped and thought about it, both ideas, first that there was any need to synchronize with the
"vulgar year," and second, that the seventy years of desolation should begin their count a year before the
city was actually desolated must have seemed somewhat farfetched. The very next year a slightly different
explanation was given. This appeared as a footnote in the book The Kingdom Is At Hand.

The Kingdom Is At Hand p. 171

31

See for example The Harp Of God pp. 229,244; Comfort For The Jews pp. 44,58,59; Deliverance pp. 101,246; Creation pp.
293,303; Government pp. 91,164,166,167,169,249,277; Life pp. 107,128,129; Light vol. 1 p. 195; Vindication vol. I pp.
20,21,47,48,50,123,296,313; Vindication vol. III pp. 104,174; Preservation p. 15; Jehovah pp. 9,342; Riches pp. 60,172; Enemies
p. 217; The New World p. 77
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The relevant portion of the chronology referenced in this quote appeared on page 175:

The Kingdom Is At Hand p. 175

On this basis it can be seen that there are serious discrepancies between the 1944 and 1943 explanations.
First of all, a technical distinction as to the point in time from which the seventy years should be counted
does not in any way justify physically moving the date of Jerusalem's fall. Yet no other reason was offered
for making this change save an appeal to the 1943 explanation. Secondly, note that in the chart above, the
fall of Jerusalem is located in the month of Ab, a summer month that corresponds to the latter half of July
and first half of August in our calendar. This adjustment cannot be justified in the name of synchronization
with the ancient calendar year for the simple reason that this places the fall of Jerusalem before the start of

the seventy years, in the summer of the year that by this self same explanation, technically began in the
autumn of 608 BC. Although not specifically stated, it would appear that the pivotal event was once again
the desolation, rather than the fall of the city. The one time shift in 1943 was necessary for the plausibility
of the explanation, but becomes a mere pretense when the calendar is rolled back exactly a full year. This
can easily be seen in the chart above. Taken together, these two explanations amount to little more than a
"smoke and mirrors" method of preserving the 1914 date and it is difficult to imagine that any thinking
Witness could have contemplated them without a great deal of consternation.
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Eight years later, an entirely different explanation appeared, one that adjusted the date for Jerusalem's fall
indirectly by relocating the terminus for the 70 years:

The Watchtower May 1, 1952 pp. 271,272
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To understand exactly what had happened here, a little background is required. As can be seen in the
following excerpt, Barbour's original claim was that the 536 BC date was derived from Ptolemy's kinglist:

Three Worlds And The Harvest Of This World p. 194

However in waving his hand before the difficulties of biblical chronology,32 Barbour quite apparently failed
to realize that this kinglist allows from the first year of Nebuchadnezzer to the last year of Nabonidus, only
sixty-six years for the entire Neo-Babylonian period. This fact was not lost on Russell, who simply rejected
not only those portions of the kinglist with which he did not agree, but all other methods of secularly
establishing biblical chronology as well.33 Paradoxically however, he continued to insist that 536 BC was a
reliable date. 34 As with the "zero year," this problem was completely gi nored throughout the entire
Rutherford era. All of the Society's publications up to and including The Truth Shall Make You Free list the
606 BC/536 BC anchor points for Jerusalem's seventy years of desolation. The year 536 BC was held to be
both the first year of Cyrus and the terminus of the seventy years. The 1944 book, The Kingdom Is At
Hand, adjusted the anchor points to 607 BC/537 BC, but as has been pointed out, the explanation that was
given did not justify the adjustment that was actually made. The November 1, 1949 issue of The
Watchtower gives 537 BC as the end of the seventy years, but states that this was the year in which the
temple in Jerusalem was rebuilt,35 which would move the conquest of Babylon by Cyrus back to some
unstated point prior to this. Finally, by accepting the secularly established date of 539 BC for the fall of
Babylon, the 1952 explanation makes an additional adjustment, but retains the 537 BC date for the end of
the seventy years through the assertion that the Jews were repatriated in the fall of that year. Although there
is not sufficient evidence to justify setting the time of this event with such precision,36 Jehovah's Witnesses
have accepted this explanation ever since.
Jehovah's Witnesses today portray the resolution of the "zero year" problem thusly:

Revelation - Its Grand Climax At Hand! p. 105

32

Barbour claimed on page 68 of Three Worlds that the entire chronology of the Bible could be worked out in one evening with
pencil and paper.
33
34

Zion's Watch Tower, May 15, 1896, pp. 104,105 [Reprints 1975]
Ibid pp. 104,105,113 [Reprints 1975,1980]; Zion's Watch Tower, October 1, 1904, p. 297 [Reprints 3437]

35

On page 326, the following statement was made: "She was trodden down under the Gentile heel and she never afterward regained
absolute independence from the Gentile heel under a ruler of King David's line, even after she and here temple were rebuilt seventy
years later, in 537 B.C."
36

Carefully read paragraph 23 of the May 1, 1952 issue of The Watchtower appearing on page 63 of this paper. Note that it is simply
assumed that the Jews returned to their homeland in the fall of 537 BC.
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This above quote, though succinct, contains a number of obvious inaccuracies:
First: The early Bible Students had certainly been aware of the lack of a "zero year." This simply
did not become a problem of any significance until after 1914.
Second: The explanations that were given at the time the adjustment was actually made cannot
truthfully be portrayed today as the product of "research." Research became necessary only after the
fact as a means of replacing these faulty, embarrassing explanations and this took nearly a decade to
work out.
Third: Like the 1952 explanation, this quote implies that the resolution of the "zero year" problem
involved two errors that simp ly cancelled each other out. In reality three separate errors were by
degrees, made to cancel each other out, and each time, the result was the preservation of the 1914
date:
1.
2.
3.

Failing to account for the lack of a "zero year."
Assigning the wrong year for the fall of Babylon.
Assigning the wrong event as the terminus for the seventy-years.

Fourth: This quote pretends that a one-time adjustment was made in 1943 and everything has been
fine since then. This is untrue.
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Thus far, little has been said about the largest and most recent historical work produced by the Watch
Tower Bible & Tract Society, Jehovah's Witnesses Proclaimers Of God's Kingdom. Billed at the time of its
release in 1993 as "objective and candid," 37 this book afforded WTB&TS writers and policy makers with a
unique opportunity to make a clean break with what can only be viewed as nearly half a century of
historical idealism.
In this respect, there are certainly positive things that can be said about Proclaimers. One that is
immediately noticeable is its forthrightness concerning things that have at times, evidently caused the
Witnesses some degree of embarrassment. One example involves C. T. Russell's connections with a
number of prominent Adventist figures of his day such as Jonas Wendell, George Storrs and George W.
Stetson. It is a fact easily documentable from the period literature that Russell openly acknowledged his
indebtedness to these men on certain points and quite apparently considered them to be his Christian
brothers. The Proclaimers book frankly acknowledges this fact. 38
As has been pointed out already, the Proclaimers book honestly acknowledges the 1877 publication date of
The Object And Manner of Our Lord's Return. Further, the Proclaimers book accurately describes not only
the doctrinal significance attached to the year 1874, 39 but that of 1878 as well, the only such instance in the
modern literature of Jehovah’s Witnesses . 40
Another example involves Nelson H. Barbour. Despite the fact that Jehovah's Witnesses today are indebted
to Barbour for the one single chronological element taught during the entire Russell era that they still
accept as valid, Witness publications typically have managed only a few generally derisive comments about
Barbour when and if they even spoke of him at all. Barbour's position in the disagreement with Russell over
the mechanics of the Ransom has routinely been twisted into a rejection of the Ransom itself. 41 For years,
instead of giving credit where credit is due, Jehovah’s Witness writers have attempted to claim that C. T.
Russell was actually the author of the 2,520 year time calculation. A typical example can be seen in the
following excerpt:

The Watchtower April 1, 1984 p. 7
37

This was stated in the discourse at the time of its release, in The Watchtower May 1, 1994 p. 16 and in the publisher's foreword to
the book itself.
38
39

40

See pages 45-46
See pages 47, 631-632
See pages 631-632

41

See for example The Watchtower March 1, 1989 p. 23; January 1, 1955 p. 8. Barbour explained his position at length in the August
1877 issue of Herald Of The Morning pp. 26-28. Although Barbour's move towards Socinianism proved to be incompatible with what
was in many respects, an essentially Arminian outlook on the part of Russell, Barbour certainly never rejected the doctrine of the
Ransom itself.

62

In reality, the calculations in question were entirely Barbour's.42 Further, while in regard to Three Worlds,
it is true that Russell both financed and "gave some time and thought to its preparation," 43 he was not its
coauthor and in point of fact did not ever refer to himself as such. Jehovah's Witnesses Proclaimers Of
God's Kingdom marks a refreshing departure from previous treatments of the subject by presenting a more
accurate presentation of the difference of opinion between Russell and Barbour concerning the Ransom. 44
Even though it is strongly implied that Russell independently arrived at the 1914 date at around the same
time as Barbour,45 the indirect acknowledgement that Barbour’s application of the 2,520 years to the period
of 606 B.C. to 1914 A.D. predates anything Russell wrote on the subject 46 is nevertheless, a unique
occurrence within contemporary Witness literature.
Despite the greater candor however, Proclaimers is no more an objective look at Witness history than the
Witness publication Life How Did It Get Here? By Evolution Or By Creation? is an objective look at
evolutionary theory. And this is not simply a case of a human failing on the part of the author or authors to
hold their personal feelings, prejudices and doctrinal bias in abeyance. Proclaimers does not provide the
reader with anything resembling an orderly chronological record of events, instead selectively presenting
the history of Jehovah’s Witnesses as a tool in the promotion of theological precepts peculiar to Jehovahs
Witnesses. These include the idea that Jehovah’s Witnesses are God’s chosen people, that they are fulfilling
a unique, important and privileged role both as proclaimers of God’s Kingdom, and His sole channel in the
dissemination of Bible truth today, and that their efforts are divinely directed.
Since Jehovah's Witnesses do not actually claim to be divinely inspired, they hold these beliefs not because
God or Christ have in some tangible fashion, told them so, but as an inference drawn from their perception
of events in conjunction with their own unique interpretation of Scripture. Consequently, this is not only an
extremely complimentary organizational self-portrait, it is one that is almost entirely subjective as well.
This observation is not made as a criticism per se because in truth we would hardly expect a book written
by Jehovah's Witnesses, and for Jehovah's Witnesses to present anything other than a pleasant picture.
Although it is problematic that a book that is not objective and quite evidently not intended to be would be
billed as such, the real issue with Proclaimers is not its lack of objectivity, but its lack of accuracy. Both in
content and execution, the same pattern of dissemblance documentable in contemporary Witness literature
is present in Proclaimers as well. This pattern ranges from statements that are simply misleading to those
that are demonstrably false. For example, in regard to where the Bible Students immediately following
1914 imagined themselves to be in the stream of time, Proclaimers states

Jehovah's Witnesses Proclaimers Of God's Kingdom p. 137

42

Barbour clearly stated his belief that the Gentile times were a 2520 year period extending from 606 B.C. to 1914 A.D. in the
September 1875 issue of Herald Of The Morning, several months before he met Russell. Russell by his own testimony had soundly
rejected Adventist chronology and date setting prior to meeting Barbour.
43

Charles Taze Russell, Harvest Gatherings And Siftings The Watch Tower; July 15, 1906 p. 230

44

See page 131 as well as page 620 where a page from both Barbour's and Russell's opposing art icles as they appeared in the Herald
of The Morning are partially reproduced.
45

46

See p 134
See page 135 and 622
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As was plainly stated in the prospectus appearing on the first page of the July 1879 issue of Zion's Watch
Tower, the Bible Students had thought from the very beginning that they were living in "the last days." 47
Consequently the most that can truthfully be said is that the Bible Students gradually came to appreciate
that "the last days" had started in 1914 instead of 1799 as they had originally thought.
In regard to significance the Bible Students attached to the expiration of the Gentile Times, the following
statement is made on page 135:

Jehovah's Witness Proclaimers Of God's Kingdom p. 135

No justification accompanies the idea that the Bible Students “were not completely sure of what would
happen” save the fact that they revised their expectations when these went unrealized in 1914. Yet this fact
by itself does nothing to establish what their attitude had actually been prior to this date. In reality, the
seven point enumeration of the expectations attached to 1914 appearing on pages 76 - 78 of The Time Is At
Hand was very specific and distinct. The discussion abounded with words and phrases like "facts,"
"proof," "established truth," "Bible evidence," and "firmly established in the Scriptures."48 Proclaimers,
which on this question, carefully avoids actually quoting the period literature, asserts that the Bible
Students simply "thought," "suggested," or "earnestly hoped," that this or that might happen but "were not
completely sure." 49 Thus the significance attached to the end of the Gentile Times is wrapped up in false
and misleading statements which completely obscure the aggressive message preached by the Bible
Students for over a quarter century prior to 1914.
In discussing the views of C. T. Russell and his associates, Proclaimers, like virtually all other Witness
literature, uses the future tense to describe events that were not in fact regarded as such:

Jehovah's Witness Proclaimers Of God's Kingdom p. 622

Russell did not at any point attempt to give international publicity to the idea that Christ would return
invisibly. As has been explained and documented at length, Russell's message was that Christ had
returned.
47

48
49

See pages 8 and 9 of this paper. See also pages 121, 718 and 724 of Proclaimers .
The Time Is At Hand pages 76 - 102
Jehovah's Witnesses Proclaimers Of God's Kingdom p. 135
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Proclaimers also attempts to perpetuate the fiction common in Witness literature, that Russell and the Bible
Students had expected a heavenly rather than an earthly establishment of God's Kingdom in 1914. One such
example occurs on page 635:

Jehovah's Witnesses Proclaimers of God's Kingdom p. 635

Although it is true that Russell expected the fully glorification of the church in 1914, this is not what he
was here referring to. As the complete quotation clearly shows, Russell's use of the term "the inauguration
of Messiah's Kingdom in the world" was an explicit reference to that kingdom's earthly establishment.

The Watch Tower October 15, 1913 p306 [Reprints 5328]
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Aside from the obvious moral implications of such a practice, does the presentation of an idealized
doctrinal history affect anyone? This would naturally vary with the individual, but several striking
examples appear in Witness publications themselves. For example, the life stories of those who have been
Jehovah’s Witnesses for many years are often told in The Watchtower. One such story appearing in the
May 1, 1988 issue told of a woman named Matsue Ishii who was born in Japan in the year 1909. She first
came into contact with the Bible Students in the latter half of the 1920’s and her recollection of this
experience is as follows:

The Watchtower May 1, 1988 p. 22

According to the article, this occurred in 1928. The problem is that Matsue Ishii's recollection of this event
cannot be reconciled with reality because all editions of The Harp Of God clearly and explicitly teach that
Christ’s second advent was realized in 1874. 50 For that matter the same can be said for the 1927 book
Creation, the 1929 book Prophecy, as well as all of the 1920’s Watch Towers.
Another life story concerns Jack H. Nathan, a British man born in 1897. He gives a similar rendition of his
first encounter with the Bible Students:

The Watchtower September 1, 1990 p. 11

50

See pages 30 and 31 of this paper.
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By Nathan's own testimony this happened on or about the year 1920, more than ten years before Jehovah’s
Witnesses would even begin to phase out the doctrinal significance of 1874 and at a time when the main
teaching publications were still Russell’s Studies In The Scriptures. Further, since Nathan subsequently
became a colporteur51 in 1922, he would have been intimately familiar with a number of other books over
the next few years that all taught the 1874 date for the Parousia. 52
It hardly seems likely that both Nathan and Ishii would remember in ways that are demonstrably false what
were obviously very important turning points in their lives, Yet this clearly appears to be the case. If we
give everyone involved the benefit of the doubt by assuming that:
(a) These two individuals were both telling the truth as they remember it.
(b) That their memoirs were neither edited nor tampered with by other writers prior to publication.
What are we left with? What explanation can there be for this type of a lapse, especially on the part of Jack
Nathan? Where could these two individuals have gotten the erroneous idea that Jehovah’s Witnesses have
always taught that Christ’s invisible presence dates from 1914?
These are not the only examples of this phenomenon. In 1967, the Life story of Maxwell Friend appeared
in The Watchtower. He relates how in 1912 he obtained a copy of The Divine Plan Of The Ages, how he
eagerly read it, and how the message contained therein brought tears to his eyes. He then claims that he
“...shared in spreading the good news of God’s kingdom as well as in giving emphatic warning that the year
1914 would see the beginning of the world-shaking “time of the end” of the present evil disorder of
things.”53 This is incredible in view of the fact that it was taught clear up until the late 1920's that the
“time of the end” began in 1799
The life story of Seth Keith appeared in the 1969 Watchtower. Keith relates how in 1911 he received two
pieces of literature from a traveling Bible Student. In Keith’s words, “One told about the condition of the
dead and the other intimated that the Second Coming of Christ Jesus was due” 54 This too is incredible
given the fact that this was some 21 years before the 1874 date would be discarded.
It can be seen then, that the history of Jehovah’s Witnesses has been thoroughly idealized. Official church
history abounds both with false statements and statements that give false impressions. Period literature,
when it is quoted at all, has been misrepresented and openly manipulated. Even the life stories of elderly
Witnesses, for reasons that we can only speculate upon, are irreconcilable with church literature
contemporary with those accounts.
History is neither kind nor cruel. Whether it is our friend or our enemy is entirely dependent upon our own
willingness to honestly acknowledge it. It is unfortunate that Jehovah’s Witnesses seem to prefer that it be
their enemy.

51

A traveling evangelist.

52

These would include: The Harp Of God (1921) Deliverance (1926) Creation (1927) Government (1928) Reconciliation (1928) and
Prophecy (1929)
53
54

A Theatrical Spectacle to the World, Both to Angels and to Men The Watchtower April 15, 1967 p. 252
Over Half a Century of Satisfying Service The Watchtower August 15, 1969 p. 507
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