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APOCALYPTIC FICTION IN 
TIMES OF COVID-19

By Elias Brasil de Souza

Times of global upheaval, like the current 
COVID-19 pandemic, provide a fertile 
ground for apocalyptic speculation. Before 
we draw eschatological implications from 
COVID-19, we should remember that 

many other epidemics and pandemics have afflicted 
the human race throughout history. In 430 BC a dev-
astating plague believed to be typhus struck Athens. It 
began during the Peloponnesian War and lasted three 
years, killing possibly as many as seventy-five thousand 
or one hundred thousand people—about a quarter of 
the city’s population.1 As the plague ravished the city, 
many Athenians gave themselves up to the unbridled 
gratification of their carnal instincts. Seeing that all 
stripes of people were perishing, “they judged that pi-
ety and impiety came to the same thing, and . . . no one 
expected that he would live to be called to account and 
pay the penalty of his misdeeds.”2 
 In AD 541 the Byzantine world was hit by what has 
been dubbed the world’s first true pandemic. Known 
as the Plague of Justinian, it was caused by the bacillus 
Yersinia pestis and killed millions of people.3 The plague 
heightened eschatological expectations as some be-
lieved that the six thousandth year from creation would 
have fallen between AD 492 and 508. Thus, many saw 
the plague as foreboding Jesus’ coming and the last 
judgment.4

 In the 1340s, the Plague of Justinian rose its ugly 
head again, but this time with a new name: the Black 
Death. Nothing like it had ever happened before; it 
struck Europe with merciless fury, killing a third of its 
population and erasing entire towns from the map.5 

Some saw the plague as a demonstration of God’s 
judgment upon sin and “a precursor to the end of the 
world.”6

 In 1918 an influenza virus emerged that killed 
more people than any other outbreak of disease in hu-
man history. Although the Black Death of the 1300s 
killed a much larger proportion of the population, in 
raw numbers influenza killed more than the plague, 
and even more than AIDS has today. Epidemiologists 
estimate that it “caused at least fifty million deaths 
worldwide, and possibly as many as one hundred mil-

lion.”7 Unsurprisingly, influenza also sparked its fair 
share of religious frenzy, acting as a “powerful midwife 
to prophetism and eschatological belief.”8

 Other plagues could be mentioned, but this sketch 
will suffice to indicate two points: On the one hand 
we learn that humanity’s struggle with the microbial 
world is by no means unique to COVID-19. Indeed, 
humans have been under the sword of microscopic 
enemies since the entrance of sin. On the other hand, 
like other major crises—such as war—pandemics can 
spark eschatological frenzies, and even in the post-En-
lightenment world some people remain vulnerable to 
apocalyptic speculations. Rather than an eschatological 
trigger of the last events, COVID-19 may be better per-
ceived as an indication of the ravaging effects of sin in 
the world.
 Unfortunately, an adverse side effect of COVID-19 
has been the upsurge of sensationalist interpretations 
of biblical eschatology. One case in point lies in the 
ideas propagated by Walter Veith, a South African zo-
ologist and Seventh-day Adventist author and speaker 
who runs the Amazing Discoveries media ministry.9 

To press home the argument that the end of the world 
is imminent, Veith builds an eschatological scenario 
by correlating current events with quotes from Ellen 
G. White and biblical passages. With the creativity of 
a fiction writer, Veith puts together conspiracy theo-
ries merged with an idiosyncratic understanding of 
Adventist eschatology to convey the message that the 
end is near. In principle there should be no problem 
in proclaiming the imminence of Jesus’ soon coming; 
this remains a vital component of the gospel message 
and the blessed hope of the church. The problem lies in 
the fact that Veith’s exposition consists of 1) concocting 
conspiracy theories based on the news headlines and 2) 
postulating a time frame for the end of the world.10 The 
critique that follows addresses these two aspects of Ve-
ith’s teachings and should not be construed as an eval-
uation of his person, Christian experience, or motives.

Conspiracy Theories
 In his presentation, Veith pays lip service to the 
historicist position but seems more concerned with ad-
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vancing speculations concerning the correlation of cur-
rent events with biblical prophecy. Although correctly 
recognizing that Jesus related the “abomination of the 
desolation” to the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in 
AD 70, Veith reapplies the abomination of the desola-
tion to the future implementation of the Sunday law. In 
doing so, he overlooks the historicist view that has re-
lated the abomination of the desolation to the work of 
papal Rome and the oppression of God’s people during 
the 1260 years mentioned in Daniel and Revelation.11 

Ironically, Veith’s interpretation comes much closer 
to a futuristic rather than historicist understanding of 
apocalyptic prophecy.
 To make his prophetic scenario look plausible, 
Veith argues that the United States president Donald 
Trump, the vice president Mike Pence, and Anthony 
Fauci—who serves as director of the National Institute 
of Allergy and Infectious Diseases—are part of a Jesuit 
conspiracy to restore Roman Catholic dominance over 
the world. That all three men are currently involved 
in the enforcement of COVID-19 regulations would 
be a sign that the last events are upon us. But on what 
grounds does Veith make such an inference? For Veith 
the evidence seems clear: all three men have studied in 
Jesuit schools and thus must be part of a Jesuit scheme 
to restore Roman Catholicism to its former glory. In-
deed, Trump and Fauci have studied in Jesuit schools 
and Mike Pence has a Catholic background.12 But to 
argue that these factors make them part of a large Ro-
man Catholic plan to restore its former power cannot 
be sustained with serious arguments.
 In the same vein, Veith also understands the ap-
pointment of William Barr (a Roman Catholic) to 
serve in the position of United States attorney general 
as another step in this Roman Catholic machination. 
According to Veith, Barr allegedly reinstated the death 
penalty; since the second beast of Revelation (the Unit-
ed States) would make use of the death penalty, Veith 
understands Barr’s appointment to have prophetic im-
plications. Indeed, Barr reinstated the death penalty for 
the “executions of five death-row inmates convicted of 
murdering . . . children and the elderly.”13 But the idea 
that Barr’s action has a bearing on the prophecy of Rev-
elation 13 strains credibility. Following the same logic, 
Veith also sees the Supreme Court appointment of Brett 
Kavanaugh—who happens to be a Roman Catholic—as 
another element in this vast network of Jesuit/Catholic 
stratagem to restore Catholicism.
 In the wake of his exposition to show the influence 
of Catholicism, Veith mentions John Henry Newman 
(1801–1890), an Anglican priest converted to Cathol-
icism and subsequently made cardinal.14 Veith argues 
that Newman’s conversion destroyed Protestantism in 
England. Such a claim seems to exaggerate the histori-
cal significance of Newman’s conversion.15 In addition, 
from a theological perspective, Veith’s statement seems 
to minimize the close similarities between Anglican-
ism and Roman Catholicism. 
 In the same context, Veith refers to Newman’s 
canonization by Pope Benedict XVI with information 

that cannot be corroborated by any credible source. 
For example, Veith asserts that the pope had Newman’s 
remains dug up, held Newman’s moldy bones in his 
hands, and ordered the bones to be disseminated all 
over the world to be venerated. An investigation of this 
claim reveals that Veith’s reconstruction lacks historical 
credibility. Indeed, the Vatican decided to move New-
man’s remains from his burial site in a small cemetery 
near Rednal to a marble sarcophagus in the Birming-
ham Oratory, a congregation established by Newman. 
However, as the tomb was opened, 

Newman’s corpse was mystifyingly absent, 
[and] there remained a paltry cluster of sun-
dry materials—“brass, wooden, and cloth ar-
tifacts.” The empty grave was forensically pre-
dictable: according to the opinion of medical 
professionals present for the exhumation, the 
sodden clay native to the area, coupled with 
the mold in which Newman insisted his casket 
be enshrouded, rendered conditions ideal for 
the quickened and complete decomposition 
of a corpse.16 

 In view of Veith’s fictional account of Newman’s 
bones, one wonders how much of Veith’s presentation 
stems from fanciful imagination as opposed to serious 
research. If Veith’s depiction of the pope holding New-
ton’s bones can be taken as a measure of his respect for 
the facts, one wonders how many of Veith’s prophetic 
predictions abide by the same standards. Unfortunate-
ly, many of Veith’s correlations between current events 
and prophetic fulfillment spring more from a fertile 
imagination than from serious engagement with the 
biblical text and historical sources. For Veith, the pres-
ence of Catholics in the United States government and 
Supreme Court indicates a Roman Catholic conspiracy. 
But what about the presence of Protestants, Evangel-
icals, Mormons, and secular people who most likely 
outnumber Roman Catholics in the United States gov-
ernment? Furthermore, does a degree from a Roman 
Catholic institution turn one into a Jesuit agent? For 
Veith, the answer is an unequivocal yes.
 Veith claims not to be propagating conspiracy the-
ories, but his reasoning indicates otherwise. He sees 
prophetic fulfillment not only in the United States, as 
previously noted, but also in movements among Is-
lamic leaders, Orthodox rabbis, the prime minister of 
Israel, the Turkish president, and the Russian leader 
Vladimir Putin. He also refers to locust plagues in Af-
rica and a reported arrival of American soldiers in Eu-
rope as part of a wide network of events signaling the 
impending unfolding of eschatological events. With a 
sleight of hand, Veith’s presentation weaves everything 
into a checkered tapestry of eschatological fiction.
However, an even bigger problem lies behind Veith’s 
eschatological speculation: his inclination to prophetic 
time setting, to which we now turn.
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Time Setting
 Distinguishing between hard time setting (a pre-
cise date) and soft time setting (an approximate date), 
Veith seems inclined to favor a soft time setting. But 
how can Veith argue such a “soft time setting” in view 
of biblical passages such as “But of that day and hour no 
one knows, not even the angels of heaven, but My Fa-
ther only” (Matt 24:36)?17 Veith argues that such a read-
ing would exclude even Jesus, which of course would 
not make sense since Jesus is one with the Father. Veith 
apparently ignores the standard explanation, that 

as a man on earth Christ voluntarily limited 
His knowledge and power to the capacities of 
human beings in order that His own perfect 
life might be an example of how we should 
live, and that His ministry might be a pattern 
we could follow, aided by the same divine 
guidance and help that were His (see on Luke 
2:52).18

 
 Instead, he appeals to a brochure by James White 
titled “The Second Advent,” according to which the 
verb “knows” should be translated as “make known.” 
From this the implication follows that others may 
know the time, but only the Father has the authority 
to “make it known.” Veith appeals to 1 Corinthians 2:2, 
where the verb “know” arguably can also be read as 
“make known”: “For I determined not to know [make 
known] anything among you except Jesus Christ and 
Him crucified” (1 Cor 2:2). The problem with this kind 
of interpretation is that it overlooks the context and 
the actual communicative intention of the sentence in 
which the verb is embedded. One cannot simply take 
the meaning of one word in one passage and claim the 
same word has the same meaning in another passage 
without paying close attention to the context. Although 
the signs of the second coming recorded in the Bible 
may certainly allow the believer to know that the end 
is approaching, Veith claims a degree of precision that 
cannot be corroborated by the biblical text. 
 For example, Veith attempts to ground his “soft 
time setting” on statements by E. G. White, according 
to which the earth has been under sin for about six 
thousand years. To drive home his thesis, Veith takes a 
statement in which E. G. White says that Jesus’ baptism 
took place four thousand years after Adam fell into sin:

Christ, in the wilderness of temptation, stood 
in Adam’s place to bear the test he failed to 
endure. Here Christ overcame in the sinner’s 
behalf, four thousand years after Adam turned 
his back upon the light of his home. Separated 
from the presence of God, the human family 
had been departing, each successive genera-
tion, farther from the original purity, wisdom, 
and knowledge which Adam possessed in 
Eden. Christ bore the sins and the infirmities 
of the race as they existed when He came to 
the earth to help man. In behalf of the race, 

with the weaknesses of fallen man upon Him, 
He was to stand the temptations of Satan upon 
all points on which man could be assailed.19

 Consequently, Jesus’ baptism in AD 27 sets the 
beginning for the last two thousand years of earth’s 
history. That being the case, 2027 will mark the com-
pletion of the six thousand years of earth’s history. But 
before one concludes that Christ will return in 2027, 
Veith quickly argues that the “six thousand years” 
during which “Satan has struggled to maintain posses-
sion of the earth”20 must include the short time Satan 
will have after the millennium to arraign his forces for 
the final battle against God. Of course, although we do 
not know how much time Satan will spend in that pro-
cess, that lapse of time must be discounted from the 
six thousand years, which implies that Jesus may return 
some time before 2027.21 Veith claims that he is not set-
ting the time for the second coming of Jesus, but at the 
same time he argues that we are in the final week of 
earth’s history, which ends in 2027. He claims to draw 
on what the spirit of prophecy says, but by weaving E. 
G. White’s quotes with biblical passages without proper 
regard for context and in a literalistic fashion, he sets 
the time before which Jesus will come. What is this, if 
not time setting?
 Veith does not reckon with the fact that “four thou-
sand years after Adam turned his back upon the light of 
his home” may be a round number with no intention to 
set the precise timespan that transpired between Ad-
am’s fall and Jesus’ baptism. Indeed, E. G. White says 
that on the occasion that Jesus was tempted by the dev-
il, sin had been ravishing the world for “more than four 
thousand years.”22 Significantly, in another publication, 
E. G. White indicates that since Satan overcame our first 
parents “more than six thousand years” have elapsed.23 
Thus, it seems clear that such chronological statements 
from the Spirit of Prophecy are approximations and not 
precise calculations of an exact time span.24

 Significantly, neither E. G. White nor the other 
pioneers interpreted such references to four thousand 
and six thousand years with the chronological pre-
cision Veith ascribes to them. To arrive at such time 
setting, Veith strings together a litany of quotes from 
E. G. White and the Bible with no serious regard for 
their context. In doing so, he overlooks some signifi-
cant statements from E. G. White herself in which she 
instructs the church to stay away from time setting. The 
following statements are a representative sampling of 
her position on this matter:

No one has a true message fixing the time 
when Christ is to come or not to come. Be as-
sured that God gives no one authority to say 
that Christ delays His coming five years, ten 
years, or twenty years. “Be ye also ready: for in 
such an hour as ye think not the Son of man 
cometh” (Matthew 24:44). This is our mes-
sage, the very message that the three angels 
flying in the midst of heaven are proclaiming. 
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The work to be done now is that of sounding 
this last message of mercy to a fallen world.25

Many Adventists have felt that unless they 
could fix their faith upon a definite time for 
the Lord’s coming, they could not be zealous 
and diligent in the work of preparation. But 
as their hopes are again and again excited, 
only to be destroyed, their faith receives such 
a shock that it becomes well-nigh impossible 
for them to be impressed by the great truths 
of prophecy. .  .  . The repeated efforts to find 
new dates for the beginning and close of the 
prophetic periods, and the unsound reason-
ing necessary to sustain these positions, not 
only lead minds away from the present truth, 
but throw contempt upon all efforts to explain 
the prophecies. The more frequently a definite 
time is set for the second advent, and the more 
widely it is taught, the better it suits the pur-
poses of Satan.26

I plainly stated at the Jackson camp meeting 
to these fanatical parties that they were doing 
the work of the adversary of souls; they were 
in darkness. They claimed to have great light 
that probation would close in October, 1884. 
I there stated in public that the Lord had been 
pleased to show me that there would be no 
definite time in the message given of God since 
1844.27

Our position has been one of waiting and 
watching, with no time-proclamation to in-
tervene between the close of the prophetic 
periods in 1844 and the time of our Lord’s 
coming.28

The people will not have another message upon 
definite time. After this period of time [Rev 
10:4–6], reaching from 1842 to 1844, there 
can be no definite tracing of the prophetic time. 
The longest reckoning reaches to the autumn 
of 1844.29

 From the quotes above, it seems clear that E. G. 
White does not endorse speculations regarding the 
time of Jesus’ coming or the end of the world. Indeed, 
she warns against such suppositions on the grounds 
that they “lead minds away from the present truth” and 
better serve “the purposes of Satan.”

Conclusions
 Many hearts open to the gospel in times of cri-
sis, as people become more aware of their limitations 
and the fragility of the human and societal condition. 
Such spiritual longings, however, cannot be met with 
sensationalist predictions, conspiracy theories, or time 
setting. The exposition of God’s Word must be based 
on truth, not on misguided expectations generated by 
apocalyptic fiction. In fact, idiosyncratic interpreta-

tions of end-time prophecies serve only to spark emo-
tional excitement and bring the church’s end-time mes-
sage into disrepute.
 Our preaching and proclamation are to be cen-
tered on Jesus Christ—His love and care for a suffer-
ing world, and His offer of forgiveness and restoration 
for all. And of course our message certainly includes 
the proclamation of the soon coming of Jesus. There 
is nothing inherently wrong with preaching about the 
signs of the end. Jesus Himself, when asked about the 
signs of His coming, told the disciples about war, “fam-
ines, pestilences, and earthquakes” (Matt 24:7; parr. 
Mark 13:8; Luke 21:11). But the end-time message 
must be based on the Word of God rather than on news 
headlines or speculative understandings of current 
events. 
 Significantly, when the disciples asked Jesus about 
the time of His coming, He told them, “It is not for you 
to know times or seasons which the Father has put in 
His own authority” (Acts 1:7). Then He made a prom-
ise: “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit 
has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in 
Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end 
of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Whereas the disciples wanted 
to know the time, Jesus shifted their concern to the gift 
of the Spirit and the preaching of the gospel.
 So, as the COVID-19 pandemic sweeps the world, 
our focus should be on a deeper personal commitment 
to Jesus so that we can embrace Christlike compassion 
for a needy and suffering world. By the power of the 
Spirit we can become effective witnesses of Jesus and 
thus enjoy the privilege of being part of the most evi-
dent sign that Jesus is soon to come: “And this gospel 
of the kingdom will be preached in all the world as a 
witness to all the nations, and then the end will come” 
(Matt 24:14).
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