
Wit nessing to Je ho vah’s Wit nesses
and the Watch tower Bi ble

and Tract So ci ety
A Brief His tory

Charles Taze Rus sell (Pres i dent, 1879-1916)
Rus sell (1852-1916), founder of this cult in 1879, was

raised a Con gre ga tion al ist but cop ied many Adventest teach -
ings and re jected Bib li cal teach ing of eter nal tor ment. Rus sell
founded The Her ald of the Morn ing (1879), which de vel oped
into to day’s The Watch tower An nouncing Je ho vah’s King -
dom . From 6,000 ini tial is sues, the pub li ca tion has grown to
17.8 mil lion cop ies per month in 106 lan guages. The other
Watch tower pe ri od i cal, Awake!, has a cir cu la tion of 15.6 mil -
lion per month in thirty-four lan guages.

In 1884, “Pas tor” Rus sell in cor po rated “Zion’s Watch
Tower Tract So ci ety” at Pitts burgh, Penn syl va nia, which in 
1886 pub lished the first in a se ries of seven books (Rus sell
wrote six by him self), now en ti tled Studies in the Scrip tures
and orig i nally pub lished as The Mil len nial Dawn. The sev -
enth vol ume, ed ited from his writ ings af ter his death and
pub lished in 1917, The Fin ished Mys tery, caused a split in
the or ga ni za tion, which cul mi nated in a clean di vi sion, the
larger group fol low ing J. F. Rutherford, the smaller re main -
ing by it self. This smaller group sub se quently be came “The 
Dawn Bi ble Stu dents As so ci a tion.” 

Rus sell was an ego tist who schemedfor ad vance ment. 
Rus sell had sold “Miricle Wheat” claim ing that it had been
blessed and would bring forth 5 times more wheat; how -
ever, the wheat did not grow well. In 1912, J. J. Ross, Pas tor
of James Street Bap tist Church, Ham il ton, On tario, 
publically ex posed Rus sell as a fraud prey ing upon the pub -
lic.  Rus sell sued Ross for li bel but lost. In the trial  Rus sell
fre quently con tra dicted him self, claim ing first to know the
Greek al pha bet, then claim ing un der pres sure that he might
make mis takes in iden ti fy ing the let ters, and then fi nally ad -
mit ting that he could n’t read the al pha bet at all when con -
fronted with a copy of it, prov ing himiself to be a per jurer

Rus sell wrote that it is im pos si ble to un der stand God’s
plan of sal va tion in de pend ent of Russellite the ol ogy. Rus -
sell also said that if one stud ies the Bi ble alone, void of Rus -
sell’s in ter pre ta tions, that one will walk in dark ness at the
end of two years. But Rus sell said there is a ray of hope for
all those fool ish enough to study God’s Word alone. If all
will adopt Russellism as a guide in bib li cal in ter pre ta tion,
man kind will en ter into a “new” King dom Age; for then, by
vir tue of the Rus sell’s ex po si tions, true un der stand ing of
the Bi ble’s ba sic doc trines will fol low.

Je ho vah’s Wit nesses pur sue this same line of theo log i -
cal er ror  to day  un der the ti tle The Watch tower An nouncing 
Je ho vah’s King dom.

Judge Jo seph Frank lin Rutherford (Pres i dent, 1916-1942)
When Rus sell died in 1916, Rutherford de clared that he 

was the mouth piece of Je ho vah for this age and that God
had des ig nated his words as the ex pres sion of di vine man -
date, and adopted the name “Je ho vah’s Wit nesses” (1931),
partly to dis tin guish Rutherford’s group from the splin ter
groups that arose af ter Rus sell’s death.

Many of Rus sell’s fol low ers left the So ci ety as a re sult
of this ac tion by Rutherford, only to be threat ened that they
would “suf fer de struc tion” if they did not re pent and rec og -
nize Je ho vah’s will as ex pressed through the So ci ety.

Rutherford led the cult to be called  Je ho vah’s Wit -
nesses, a name taken in 1931 at Co lum bus, Ohio, to dif fer -
en ti ate be tween the Watch tower or ga ni za tion and those
who re mained as true fol low ers of Rus sell as rep re sented by 
The Dawn Bi ble Stu dents and the Lay men’s Home Mis -
sion ary Move ment. Un der Rutherford’s lead er ship, the
“So ci ety” be came known by its pres ent com mon name,
“Je ho vah’s Wit nesses,” and its cor po rate name, The
Watch tower Bi ble and Tract So ci ety, with its in ter na tional
of fice in Brook lyn, New York.

Rutherford had been a spe cial judge of the Eighth Ju di -
cial Cir cuit Court of Boonville, Mis souri. Rutherford also
pos sessed a deep, pow er ful voice, which was ca pa ble of
hold ing large au di ences with its cre scendo-like ef fect. Rus -
sell’s writ ings were dis trib uted, some fif teen or twenty mil -
lion cop ies of them, over a pe riod of sixty years. Rutherford
wrote over one hun dred books and pam phlets, and his
works as of 1941 had been trans lated into eighty lan guages.

Na than Homer Knorr (Pres i dent, 1942-1977)
Fred er ick W. Franz (Pres i dent, 1977-1992)

Knorr was elected pres i dent im me di ately af ter
Rutherford’s death of can cer in 1942. Knorr was re spon si ble
for the Gilead Mis sion ary Training School in South Lan sing,
New York. He fol lowed dil i gently in the foot steps of Rus sell
and Rutherford. Knorr died in June of 1977, and Fred er ick W.
Franz, a long time leader and then vice-president of the So ci -
ety, was elected pres i dent, and pi loted the Watch tower in the
pat tern of his pre de ces sors. With each suc ceed ing pres i dent,
the con trol of the So ci ety grows stron ger.

Mil ton G. Henschel (1992-?)
Vice-President Mil ton G. Henschel be came pres i dent

when Franz died in 1992. Henschel is even more
“team-oriented” than was Franz re gard ing the high est au -
thor ity in the Watch tower, the Gov erning Body. Un der the
cor po rate lead er ship of the Gov erning Body, the Watch -
tower pub li ca tions and meet ings have fewer an tag o nis tic
de nounce ments of the less pop u lar Je ho vah’s Wit ness
distinctives, such as the re jec tion of birth day cel e bra tions
and higher ed u ca tion. The Gov erning Body has also en -
cour aged a strong evan ge lis tic out reach over seas, the
source of the vast ma jor ity of the con verts. The Gov erning
Body had con tin ued the un bro ken au toc racy of the So ci ety,

con sis tently con demn ing any dis sen sion, any crit i cism, and 
any doubt on the part of mem bers. Some ob serv ers spec u -
late that who ever suc ceeds Henschel will com plete the tran -
si tion from the sole dom i na tion lead er ship of Rus sell to the
anon y mous string-pulling of the Gov erning Body.

Today
To tal mem ber ship in the Watch tower Bi ble and Tract

So ci ety as of the end of 1996 was 5,413,769. Of that num -
ber, 975,829 are mem bers in the United States. Dur ing
1996, United States Wit nesses bap tized only 43,663 con -
verts, while world wide the con vert bap tisms num bered
366,579. 

Door-to-door “preach ing” is an es sen tial part of the
works nec es sary for Wit nesses to be saved, and Wit nesses
in the United States spent 178,325,740 hours “preach ing,”
with the world wide to tal in 1996 of more than 1.4 bil lion
hours. “Bi ble” stud ies, which are ac tu ally book  stud ies for
Wit nesses and po ten tial con verts to learn dis tinc tive
Watch tower doc trines and prac tices, are also es sen tial for
spir i tual prog ress in this sys tem. In 1996 Amer i can Je ho -
vah’s Wit nesses re ported con duct ing 530,200 “Bi ble”
stud ies, while Je ho vah’s Wit nesses world wide ac cu mu -
lated more than 4.8 mil lion “Bi ble” stud ies. The an nual
“Me mo rial” ser vice of Je ho vah’s Wit nesses is their
unbiblical ver sion of the “Lord’s Sup per,” and only a min -
ute frac tion of the mem bers, the “spir i tual class,” or
“anointed,” par take, but all Je ho vah’s Wit nesses and as
many friends, rel a tives, and pro spec tive mem bers as pos si -
ble are en cour aged to at tend. In 1996, al most 13 mil lion
peo ple at tended the Me mo rial ser vice. This is a prime re -
cruit ing tool, ex em pli fy ing the supposed “unity” of the
Watch tower So ci ety to a watch ing world.

Literature
One of the most dis tress ing traits of the Je ho vah’s Wit -

nesses is their com plete dis re gard for his tor i cal facts and
de pend able lit er ary. Je ho vah’s Wit nesses’ now deny theo -
log i cal con nec tion what so ever with “Pas tor” Charles T.
Rus sell, their ad mit ted founder and first pres i dent of The
Watch tower Bi ble and Tract So ci ety. Since Rus sell was
long ago proven to be a per jurer un der oath, a sworn ad ver -
sary of his tor i cal Chris tian ity, and a scho las tic fraud, it is
ob vi ous why the Wit nesses seek to avoid his in flu ence and
mem ory when ever pos si ble.

To day, the Watch tower Bi ble and Tract So ci ety is clearly
the leg acy of Charles Taze Rus sell and Judge Jo seph F.
Rutherford. Mag a zine pub li ca tions of about 832 mil lion com -
bined is sue cop ies per year, and new book ti tles each year en -
joy ing pub li ca tion runs of 3 to 5 mil lion cop ies each, in di cate
that the writ ten word is well ex ploited by the So ci ety.

The Watch tower pub lishes a va ri ety of Bi ble trans la -
tions in var i ous lan guages, as well as its own trans la tion
(care fully changed from the orig i nals to sup port pe cu liar

Watch tower doc trine) in Eng lish, the New World Trans la -
tion of the Holy Scrip tures. Greek in ter lin ear New Tes ta -
ment pub li ca tions in clude The King dom In ter lin ear
Trans la tion of the Greek Scrip tures  (1969, re vised in
1985). This in ter lin ear uses the Westcott and Hort Greek
text. One of their most im por tant book lets is Rea soning
From the Scrip tures (1985, re vised in 1989), which an -
swers the most com monly chal lenged Watch tower in ter -
pre ta tions and teach ings from Scrip ture.

Since Rutherford’s death, all So ci ety pub li ca tions are
is sued with out any au thor credit or anon y mously. The So ci -
ety po si tion is that this pre serves the hu mil ity of the con tri -
bu tors and fo cuses at ten tion on God’s Word and will rather
than on the hu man agency used to com mu ni cate that di vine
truth. De trac tors point out that con ceal ing the iden tity of the 
au thors makes it im pos si ble for any one to eval u ate the au -
thors’ qual i fi ca tions, ex per tise, or au thor ity in the ar eas in
which they write.

The two sig na ture mag a zines of the So ci ety, The
Watch tower, pub lished in 125 lan guages, and Awake!, pub -
l i shed in  e ighty-one lan  guages,  are  pub l ished
semi-monthly. Fig ures avail able for each of the Jan u ary
1996 is sues of The Watch tower (18.9 mil lion cop ies) and
Awake! (15.7 mil lion cop ies) in di cate the wide spread in flu -
ence of the So ci ety.

Ac tiv ities
The fol low ers of the Watch tower Bi ble and Tract So ci -

ety are man aged in a closely-controlled, tightly knit or ga ni -
za tional struc ture that is dic tated from the Gov erning Body
in Brook lyn, New York, and is not open to any ad ap ta tion
or re vi sion from any other au thor ity.  The Gov erning Body
is a group of “heav enly class” or “anointed” men (cur rently
num ber ing twelve) pre sided over by Pres i dent Henschel.

Pro spec tive mem bers are en cour aged to com mit them -
selves to the So ci ety as quickly as pos si ble and be come
mem bers through bap tism by im mer sion at the lo cal con -
gre ga tional level. New mem bers must im me di ately be gin
train ing for field work by spend ing time with older mem -
bers as they con duct their own field work. Pub lishers are
Wit nesses who com mit an av er age of 1,200 hours per year
in “field work,” in clud ing door-to-door re cruit ment, side -
walk so lic it ing, and “book” stud ies with pro spec tive and
new mem bers. Those who ded i cate a sig nif i cantly greater
amount of time than 1,200 hours earn the ti tle Pi o neer, to
dis tin guish them from mere pub lish ers.

Groups meet ing to gether are called con gre ga tions, but
the places where they meet are called King dom Halls, not
churches. Mem bers ap pointed from higher-up for lead er ship
are called Over seers or El ders. The per son who leads the el -
der meet ings is called the Pre siding Over seer of the con gre -
ga tion. The Ser vice Over seer han dles ser vice busi ness
within the con gre ga tion. Min is te rial Ser vants are del e gated
ad min is tra tive re spon si bil i ties as as sis tants to the el ders.
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Cir cuits are as so ci a tions of around twenty con gre ga -
tions, su per vised by a Cir cuit Over seer. Cir cuits or ga nize
twice-a-year con ven tions for their mem ber con gre ga tions.
Dis tricts are geo graph ical col lec tions of cir cuits
(twenty-two are in the United States). The Dis trict Over seer 
or ga nizes the an nual dis trict con ven tion, at which all new
teach ings and rules from the Gov erning Body are an -
nounced to the mem bers, and at which new pub li ca tions are
pre sented. Col lec tions of dis tricts are called Branches, col -
lec tions of branches are Zones, and the Brook lyn So ci ety
of fice is called the Head quar ters.

Je ho vah’s Wit nesses have only one day of cer e mony
each year, the Me mo rial of Christ’s Death at Pass over. At
this cer e mony, held in large au di to ri ums, all mem bers are
ex pected to be pres ent along with fam ily, friends, and pro -
spec tive mem bers. The el e ments of the Lord’s Sup per are
passed through the au di ence, but only those of the anointed
or heav enly class are al lowed to par take. (That num ber is
now fewer than 9,000 world wide since no one born af ter
1914 is con sid ered el i gi ble for the class.) Je ho vah’s Wit -
nesses re ject cel e bra tion of any other re li gious, na tional, or
cul tural hol i days (Christ mas, Easter, birth days, Sab bath or
Sunday cer e mo nies, etc.) as pa gan and idol a trous. Those
mem bers who are caught par tic i pat ing in such hol i days can
be disfellowshipped.

Each King dom Hall has five meet ings per week, which
all con gre ga tion mem bers are ex pected to at tend. The Pub -
lic Talk is usu ally held each Sunday, and the Watch tower
Study nor mally fol lows, while the Theo cra tic Min is try
School is usu ally a week day eve ning meet ing, fol lowed by
the Ser vice Meet ing. Each Wit ness is also re quired to at -
tend a weekly Book Study in ad di tion to his or her own
field work, and these book stud ies may be con ducted by the
Wit ness. The field work can not be ne glected, since “ev ery
one of the Wit nesses, whether serv ing at the world head -
quar ters, in branches, or in con gre ga tions, does this field -
work of per son ally tell ing oth ers about God’s King dom

Doc trinal Error
Trin ity

Je ho vah’s Wit nesses deny the trin ity, claim ing that it is
not log i cal to be lieve that there are three Gods in One. How -
ever, Bi ble be liev ing Chris tians do not be lieve that there are 
“three gods in one” (Let God Be True, 100), but do be lieve
that there are three Per sons all of the same Being or Sub -
stance—co equal, co ex is tent, and coeternal.

For ex am ple, God said in Gen e sis 1:26, “Let us make
man in our im age, af ter our like ness,” not in my im age, af ter 
my  like ness. Here plu ral ity is seen, God speak ing to His
coeternal Son (Christ) and ad dress ing Him as an equal.
Gen e sis 11:7 , with ref er ence to the Tower of Ba bel, also
sup ports the Tri une God doc trine. Here God, speak ing as an 
equal to His Son, de clares, “Let us go down and there con -
found their lan guage”—again, plu ral ity and equal dis -

course. In the face of all these texts, the Watch tower is
strangely si lent. Still, they de clare that “there is no ba sis for
con clud ing that the Holy Spirit is a per son.” 

The fact that the Holy Spirit is de scribed as pos sess ing
an ac tive will  (“If I go not away, the Com forter will not
come unto you,” John 16:7), which is the most con crete trait 
of a dis tinct per son al ity, and that He is said to ex er cise the
char ac ter is tics of a teacher ( John 16:8), ap par ently all falls
on deaf ears where the Watch tower is con cerned.

Diety of Je sus Christ
The de ity of Christ is a prime an swer to Je ho vah’s Wit -

nesses, for since the Trin ity is a re al ity and  Je sus and Je ho -
vah are “One” and the same, then the whole frame work of
the cult col lapses.

1.(a)Isa iah 7:14. “There fore the Lord [Je ho vah] him -
self shall give you a sign; Be hold, a vir gin shall con ceive,
and bear a son, and shall call his name Im man uel” (lit er ally, 
“God” or “Je ho vah with us,” since Je ho vah is the only
God).

 (b)Isa iah 9:6. “For unto us a child is born, unto us a son
is given: and the gov ern ment shall be upon his shoul der:
and his name shall be called Won der ful, Coun sel lor, The
mighty God, The ev er last ing Fa ther, The Prince of Peace.”

 (c)Mi cah 5:2. “But thou, Beth le hem Ephratah, though
thou be lit tle among the thou sands of Ju dah, yet out of thee
shall he come forth unto me that is to be ruler in Is rael;
whose goings forth have been from of old, from ev er last -
ing.”

2. John 1:1. “In the be gin ning [or “or i gin,” Greek,
arche] was the Word, [Logos] and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God [theos].” 

3. John 5:18 . “[He] said also that God was his Fa ther,
mak ing him self equal with God.”

4. John 20:28. “Thomas an swered and said unto him,
[Je sus} My Lord and my God.”

We see, then, that our Lord was equal with God the Fa -
ther and the Holy Spirit in His di vine na ture, though in fe rior 
(as a man), by choice, in His hu man na ture as the last Adam
(John 14:28; 1 Co rin thi ans 15:45–47).

The Res ur rec tion of Christ
Je ho vah’s Wit nesses deny the bodily res ur rec tion of

the Lord Je sus Christ and claim that He was raised a “di vine
spirit be ing” or as an “in vis i ble spirit crea ture.” They state
that Je sus sim ply took hu man forms as He needed them,
which en abled Him to be seen, for as the Word [Logos] He
would have been in vis i ble to the hu man eye. In short, Je sus
did not ap pear in the same form that hung upon the cross
since that body ei ther “dis solved into gases or … is pre -
served some where as the grand me mo rial of God’s love.”
This, in spite of Paul’s di rect ref u ta tion in 1 Tim o thy 2:5,
where he calls “the man Christ Je sus” our only me di a -
tor—some thirty years af ter the res ur rec tion! Christ him self 
proph e sied His own bodily res ur rec tion, and John tells us

“He spake of the tem ple of His body” (John 2:21).

The Phys i cal Re turn of Christ
Je ho vah’s Wit nesses de clare that Christ re turned to the

tem ple in 1914 and cleansed it by 1918 for judg ment upon
sin ful men and Sa tan’s or ga ni za tions. They af firm that
since He did not rise phys i cally, nei ther will He re turn phys -
i cally.

The phys i cal re turn of Christ is the “blessed hope” of
Bi ble be liev ing Chris tians (Ti tus 2:13), and the lan guage
used to por tray its vis i ble cer tainty is most ex plicit. In Ti tus
The lan guage is self-explanatory. When the Lord re turns
with His saints, “ev ery eye shall see Him” (Mat thew 24:30,
cf. Rev e la tion 1:7). How then can Je ho vah’s Wit nesses
claim that He has al ready re turned but is in vis i ble? The an -
swer is they can not and still re main hon est scrip tur ally. To
fur ther es tab lish these great truths, the apos tle Paul writ ing
to Tim o thy in 1 Tim o thy 6:14 clearly states that the Lord Je -
sus will ap pear phys i cally. In 1 Thessalonians 4:16–17 the
Lord’s re turn is re vealed as be ing vis i ble and au di ble, not
in vis i ble as Je ho vah’s Wit nesses af firm. The doc trine of the 
phys i cal re turn of Christ can not be de nied with out also de -
ny ing God’s Word.

Hell and Eter nal Pun ish ment
Je ho vah’s Wit ness teach that hell (sheol) is lit er ally “the

grave,” the place where mor tals await the res ur rec tion. Je ho -
vah’s Wit nesses de scribe death as be ing un con scious ness or
ex tinc tion. Death in the bib li cal sense al ways means sep a ra -
tion and never means ex tinc tion or an ni hi la tion. “The soul that 
sinneth … it shall die” (Ezekiel 18:4) is a ref er ence to the time
when Adam sinned and his soul be came sep a rated  from God
in the sense of fel low ship—and con se quently, as a re sult of
sin, all men die or are sep a rated from God by Adam’s as well
as their own sins. But God has pro vided a rec on cil i a tion for us
in the per son of His Son, and we are “born again,” re gen er ated
and rec on ciled to God by the sac ri fice of His Son “in whom
we have re demp tion through his blood, even the for give ness
of sins” (Colossians 1:14, cf. John 3:3–7, 15–16; 2 Co rin thi ans 
5:17–21). So then death is not ex tinc tion but con scious ex is -
tence, as is dem on strated in Mat thew 17:1–3, when Mo ses and 
Eli jah talked with Christ. Mo ses’ body was dead but  Mo ses as 
a liv ing soul spoke to Christ, and he was alive and con scious!
Sub stan ti ating all this is Christ’s own dec la ra tion, “I am the
res ur rec tion, and the life; he that be liev eth in me, though he
were dead, yet shall he live: And who so ever liveth and be liev -
eth in me shall never die” (John 11:25–26). There fore, death is
only the sep a ra tion be tween, not the ex tinc tion of, per son al i -
ties (Isa iah 59:1–2; see also 2 Co rin thi ans 5:8).

For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. But if I live in the
flesh, this is the fruit of my la bour: yet what I shall choose I wot
not. For I am in a strait be twixt two, hav ing a de sire to de part,
and to be with Christ; which is far better. Philippians 1:21-23

Wit nessing
to

Je ho vah’s Wit nesses
and the

Watch tower Bi ble
and Tract So ci ety

 But though we, or an an gel from heaven, preach any
other gos pel unto you than that which we have preached
unto you, let him be ac cursed.  As we said be fore, so say I
now again, If any man preach any other gos pel unto you

than that ye have re ceived, let him be ac cursed. 
Galatians 1:8-9

By Dr. Gail E. Terrell
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