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SESSION OBJECTIVE: THE BRANCH DAVIDIANS 
To learn more about the history and beliefs of the Branch Davidians.


The Branch Davidians 
“If the Bible is true, then I’m Christ.” (David Koresh)


The Branch Davidians are a splinter group from the Seventh-day Adventist church, founded in 1929 by Victor 
Houteff in Waco, TX at the Mount Carmel Center. Houteff called for a denominational reform and 
reinterpretation of Seventh-day Adventist theology, and was rejected 
and expelled from the denomination. The movement initially was called 
The Shepherd’s Rod, until 1942 when it was officially changed to the 
General Association of Davidian Seventh-day Adventists, in reference 
to their belief that they were part of the restoration of the Davidic 
kingdom. 


In 1955, another group splintered off, led by Benjamin Roden and 
called themselves the Branch Davidians, a reference to the anointed 
branch in Zechariah 3:8 and 6:12.
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“Hear now, O Joshua the high priest, you and your friends who sit before you, for they are men who are a sign: 
behold, I will bring my servant the Branch.” (Zech. 3:8)


“And say to him, ‘Thus says the LORD of hosts, “Behold, the man whose name is the Branch: for he shall 
branch out from his place, and he shall build the temple of the LORD.” (Zech. 6:12)


A DISPUTE IN LEADERSHIP 
In 1981, a man in his young 20’s named Vernon Wayne Howell moved to the Mount Carmel compound and 
began having an affair with the late Benjamin Roden’s wife, Lois Roden. Howell was convinced that he and 
Lois were to have a child that would be the, “Chosen One.” However, Benjamin’s son, George, believed he 
should be the leader and led him and about 25 others out of the Mount Carmel Center by gunpoint. Howell 
spent a couple of years traveling around gaining followers, based primarily out of Palestine, TX. He made a 
trip to Israel in which he believes God told him that he was the modern day Cyrus. 
“In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah might be fulfilled, 
the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, so that he made a proclamation throughout all his 
kingdom and also put it in writing.” (Ezra 1:1) 
“Thus says the Lord to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have grasped, to subdue nations before him 
and to loose the belts of kings, to open doors before him that gates may not be closed.” (Isaiah 45:1)


Because the Howell’s movement was growing, George Roden issued a challenge to Howell to determine who 
would be the true leader of the Branch Davidians. The challenge? Raise someone from the dead. Howell 
accepted the challenge, and when Roden exhumed a body, Howell called the police. In order to obtain 
evidence, he and 6 to 7 armed men came to take pictures, and a gun fight broke out in which George Roden 
as killed. Howell and his followers went on trial for attempted to murder, but were acquitted, and a mistrial 
was declared in Howell’s case. He then returned to Mount Carmel Center and took command of the group.


A NAME CHANGE 
In accordance with the fact that he believed he was in direct lineage to the Old Testament figure King David, 
and the modern day Cyrus, he changed his named to David Koresh (Koresh is a transliteration of Cyrus in 
Hebrew).


THE HOUSE OF DAVID 
One of the key components to Koresh’s theology (if you can call it that) is that the world is nearing the end, 
and his role was to open the seven scrolls in Revelation to usher in the last things. One thing that would 
guarantee your safety was to join the house of David. To do that, all you had to do was give David your wife if 
you were a male, or sleep with him and bear children if you were female. The children he fathered were 
special, as they were in the house of David. On March 3, 1993, during negotiations to secure the release of 
the remaining children, Koresh advised hostage negotiators that: "My children are different than those others,” 
referring to his direct lineage versus those children whom he had previously released.”


Koresh often referred to himself as the Sinful Messiah. He believed that a sinless Savior couldn’t fully relate to 
humanity, and so God needed to send a sinful one to bridge the gap.
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Koresh’s style was profane and sexually charged. He spoke of sex more than anything, and he used crude 
language and believed violence was an acceptable response to unrighteous behavior. In the early 90’s the FBI 
and the ATF began to suspect that Koresh was building a large cache of weapons.


RAID AND SEIGE 
The Waco siege began on February 28, 1993, when the ATF raided Mount Carmel Center. The ensuing gun 
battle resulted in the deaths of four ATF agents and six Branch Davidians. Shortly after the initial raid, the 
FBI Hostage Rescue Team took command of the federal operation, because the FBI has jurisdiction over 
incidents involving the deaths of federal agents. The negotiating team established contact with Koresh inside 
the compound. Communication over the next 51 days included telephone exchanges with various FBI 
negotiators.


Koresh himself had been seriously injured by a gunshot. As the standoff continued, his closest male 
associates and he negotiated delays, so that he could possibly write religious documents, which he said he 
needed to complete before his surrender. Koresh's conversations with the negotiators were dense and they 
also included biblical imagery. The FBI negotiators treated the situation as a hostage crisis.

The siege of the Mount Carmel Center ended on April 19, 1993, when U.S. Attorney General Janet Reno 
approved recommendations of FBI officials to proceed with a final advance in which the Branch Davidians 
would be removed from the Mount Carmel Center by force. In an attempt to flush Koresh out of the 
stronghold, the FBI resorted to pumping CS gas into the compound with the aid of an M728 Combat Engineer 
Vehicle, which was equipped with a battering ram. In the course of the advance, the Mount Carmel Center 
caught fire under circumstances that are still disputed today. Barricaded inside the building, 79 Branch 
Davidians perished in the ensuing blaze; 21 of these victims were children under the age of 16.


According to the FBI, Steve Schneider, Koresh's right-hand man, who "probably realized that he was dealing 
with a fraud," shot and killed Koresh and then committed suicide with the same gun. A second account gave 
a totally different story: Koresh, then 33, died of a gunshot wound to the head during the course of the fire. No 
one knows who killed him or if he killed himself. The medical examiner reported 20 people, including five 
children under the age of 14, had been shot, and a three-year-old had been stabbed in the chest.


A Primer on Adventism 
The Shepherd’s Rod and the Branch Davidians are sects of the larger denomination known as the Seventh-
day Adventists. Below is a brief sketch of their beliefs.


Law (fundamental belief 19): the Law of God is "embodied in the Ten Commandments", which continue to be 
binding upon Christians.

Sabbath (fundamental belief 20): the Sabbath should be observed on the seventh day of the week, 
specifically, from Friday sunset to Saturday sunset.

Second Coming and End times (fundamental beliefs 25–28): Jesus Christ will return visibly to earth after a 
"time of trouble", during which the Sabbath will become a worldwide test. The Second Coming will be 
followed by a millennial reign of the saints in heaven. Adventist eschatology is based on the historicist method 
of prophetic interpretation.

Holistic human nature (fundamental beliefs 7, 26): Humans are an indivisible unity of body, mind, and spirit. 
They do not possess an immortal soul and there is no consciousness after death (commonly referred to as 
"soul sleep"). (See also: Christian anthropology)
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Conditional immortality (fundamental belief 27): The wicked will not suffer eternal torment in hell, but instead 
will be permanently destroyed. (See: Conditional immortality, Annihilationism)

Great Controversy (fundamental belief 8): Humanity is involved in a "great controversy" between Jesus 
Christ and Satan. This is an elaboration on the common Christian belief that evil began in heaven when an 
angelic being (Lucifer) rebelled against the Law of God.

Heavenly sanctuary (fundamental belief 24): At his ascension, Jesus Christ commenced an atoning ministry 
in the heavenly sanctuary. In 1844, he began to cleanse the heavenly sanctuary in fulfillment of the Day of 
Atonement.

Investigative Judgment (fundamental belief 24): A judgment of professed Christians began in 1844, in which 
the books of record are examined for all the universe to see. The investigative judgment will affirm who will 
receive salvation, and vindicate God in the eyes of the universe as just in his dealings with mankind.

Remnant (fundamental belief 13): There will be an end-time remnant who keep the commandments of God 
and have "the testimony of Jesus".[34] This remnant proclaims the "three angels' messages" of Revelation 
14:6–12 to the world.

Spirit of Prophecy (fundamental belief 18): The ministry of Ellen G. White is commonly referred to as the 
"Spirit of Prophecy" and her writings "speak with prophetic authority and provide comfort, guidance, 
instruction, and correction to the church.",[35] though ultimately subject to the Bible. (See: Inspiration of Ellen 
White.)
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