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Ralph Winter has proposed a story about the origins of evil 
on this planet that firmly attributes the source of this evil 
to spirit beings (Satan in particular and his many demonic 
followers), who chose to use their God-given gift of free 
will to rebel against God. The story places responsibility 
for overcoming that evil on the shoulders of humans—
specifically those who are followers of Christ—who were 
created in the expectation that they would choose to use 
their gift of free will to say, “thy Kingdom come, thy will 
be done” and to participate with God in defeating the evil 
one and restoring creation to its intended state of display-
ing the glory of God. Under a burden of evil that God did 
not intend for it, creation groans as it waits for the Body 
of Christ to fulfill its mandate to work with God to defeat 
evil and demonstrate God’s character through participation 
with God in His mission in this world.

Ralph Winter introduces each of the lessons in this course with 
thought-provoking comments and stories intended to prompt 
the reader/listener to search for answers to difficult issues.

While the Jewish people were in captivity 
in Babylon, Isaiah 49:6 was written to tell 
them “it is a light thing that I shall raise up 

the tribes of Jacob and restore the preserved of Israel, I 
want my salvation to go to the ends of the earth.”

I have preached on that verse for many years as a mar-
velous example of an Old Testament statement of the 
Great Commission. Eventually I found out that people 
in those days didn’t know there was a planet, and they 
were thus probably not referring to the ends of the 
planet. They used the word earth to refer to the flat 
earthen plane of the Fertile Crescent. And at the end 
of that earthen plain were the mountains of Iran, Af-
ghanistan, and Turkey. To them, that was “the ends of 
the earth.” All of a sudden it seems clear—something I 
never realized before—that the Bible was really saying 
to these captives in Babylon (who were then literally at 

“the ends of the earth”) “I want my salvation to go to 
your captors.” Wow, that’s a bitter pill—a commission 
a lot more difficult than going as missionaries to the 
ends of the planet.

Let me explain why that mandate is so much more 
difficult. I’ll never forget being in Pakistan years ago. 
I found that the faculty members of this seminary to 
whom I was speaking for an extended period were 
getting more and more unhappy about my obvious 
concern that the 97% population of Pakistan, being 
Muslim, were not in their sights. They were clearly 
not terribly concerned about those people, that is, the 
Muslims, and I was. Finally one of the faculty mem-
bers waved a finger in my face and said, “If you send 
missionaries to Pakistan to reach the Muslims we’ll 
go to the government and get them thrown out of the 
country.” You can easily understand that if anyone were 
to say to them, “Look, I want you to be my salvation to 
your captors”—that would be a very bitter pill.

If the Bible is saying that, why should we cover it up, 
by interpreting it to mean “I want you to send mission-
aries to the ends of the earth (planet)”? As much as I 
might like the Bible to say that, nevertheless, in the 
biblical context that phrase probably doesn’t have that 
meaning that’s all. Would it be fair to the Bible if we 
forced it to our current concept of global mission if in 
fact in these verses it meant something very different?

This verse is vital for Pakistani Christians today! Both 
in Pakistan and in Bangladesh there are Christians 
who not only don’t want to reach out to the majority 
Muslim populations but will denounce and oppose 
those who do.

The Bible does speak to us today. Let’s take a look 
briefly at one of the passages of the New Testament 
that does in fact talk in expansive terms. I think for 
example of Paul the apostle. Even he may not have 
known he was living on a planet. Thus, he wasn’t 
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generally talking in anything other than first century 
cosmological terms. But, he was announcing things 
that did indeed have significance for the entire earth.

Let’s look at Acts 26. This is the chapter where he 
comes before Agrippa and where Agrippa allows Paul 
to tell him his story. Paul then explains how he was 
struck down in the middle of the day by an incredible 
light and a voice from the heavens said,

Rise, get up on your feet. I have appeared to you to ap-
point you as a servant and a witness of what you have 
seen of me and what I will show you. I will rescue you 
from your own people and from the gentiles. I am send-
ing you to them to open their eyes to turn them from 
darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God.

That last sentence uses three metaphors—blindness, dark-
ness, captivity— that in one sense say that same thing. 
But then, further on he says to King Agrippa “I was not 
disobedient to the heavenly vision, I preached that they 
should repent, turn to God, and prove their repentance by 
their deeds.” Here he goes much further than the Ref-
ormation emphasis about giving people a ticket to heaven.

Interestingly enough, Evangelicals today in the opposite 
sense have also gone further than the Reformation: we 
can now promise people they can get to heaven. The Ref-
ormation could not assure people that they could get to 
heaven, they just gave them a potentially better method 
of getting there. And even two centuries later, there were 
lots of Christians who couldn’t possibly simply “accept 
Christ” and be sure to get to heaven. Why? Because 
there was no doctrine of the assurance of salvation. They 
were in the original Reformation tradition. In one of 
those traditions you waited until God selected you. You 
hoped that God would save you. You read your Bible. 
You went to church. But there was no teaching on assur-
ance. Paul’s words to Agrippa don’t emphasize so much 
what you are going to get out of this but what you have 
to put into it—repentance, obedience.

Turning from darkness to light means repenting. 
When Paul said in 2 Corinthians, “He died for all, that 
they who live should not longer live unto themselves, 
but unto Him who died for them, and rose again,” he 
was not talking merely about people doing self-cen-
tered things although that would be included. He was 
talking about a totally new life.

What did that mean? What did Paul understand that to 
mean? Obviously, we should be able to see further than 

he did, as to what God is up to. We’ve seen much more. 
Think for example of the lives of people who had only 
travelled 12 miles from where they were born, or only 
lived 12 years or 20 years or 30 years. People only knew a 
bit of space or time. Obviously they couldn’t have extrap-
olated into all the different possibilities of what turning 
to God would mean. Nevertheless, Paul interpreted all of 
human experience as the arena in which God’s will was 
being unfolded and fulfilled. And he meant clearly that 
everyone who follows Christ would potentially be caught 
up in that larger picture in that larger vision.

But, two things come out in this story that we usu-
ally overlook. Why did God have to say to him “I will 
rescue you from your people and from the Gentiles”? 
And why a little bit later on does he say “that is why 
the Jews seized me at the temple and tried to kill me”? 
What was the reason? Why would a man who wants 
to rescue people from blindness, darkness and captivity 
be pounced on?

Well, for one thing, remember that the first recorded 
sermon of Jesus Christ led to an attempt on his death. 
In Luke 4 He was at first saying things everyone was 
very happy about. It’s as if they were poking each other 
saying “Ain’t he great.” And then all of a sudden he 
talked about certain Gentiles on whom God smiled. 
That jerked the people into alertness about what he 
was going to say next. He went on to say one more 
thing about another group of Gentiles to whom the 
grace of God had been extended. And that did it. They 
surged forward and seized him and tried to throw 
him off a cliff. Now why was that? They simply were 
repulsed by the thought that God also loved the Gen-
tiles! They were being tested by a unique insight which 
of course was there in the Bible all along.

Or take the first recorded sermon of the apostle Paul. 
There were two Antiochs—the place he was sent from 
and his new Antioch where he went to give his first 
sermon recorded in the book of Acts. And he was 
invited to speak for two Sabbaths—that was a courte-
ous thing for a person with rabbinical training which he 
had. But apparently they had no idea what he was going 
to say, because the very first time he spoke the elders 
who always sat in the front row became more and more 
disturbed. He seemed to be talking to people in the back 
rows—people who were Gentiles, just sitting in.

These back-row Gentiles were not proselytes. They 
hadn’t converted over to Judaism as a culture. But they 
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were very interested in the Bible that was being read 
every Sabbath and they may have been listening for 
years. In the Book of Acts they are called God-fearers 
or devout persons. Paul was seemingly talking to them 
and releasing them from their assumption that they 
would have to become proselytes—culturally Jews—to 
be acceptable to God.

Thus, the elders in the front row were really furi-
ous. And of course, when Paul came back the second 
Sabbath they were prepared for him. It was common 
for elders to stand up and reinforce a point or give an 
illustration, or, you might say, assist the person who 
was speaking. That was a courteous and typical thing in 
a synagogue. But in this case they did not support him. 
They contradicted him. They stood up and they defied 
him and hassled him. Thus, finally he picked up his 
NIV Bible and just walked right straight out down the 
red carpet—and the whole crew in the back rows went 
with him. 

You can see this was a serious problem for the syna-
gogue elders. What did they do? It says the Jews fol-
lowed him and tried to kill him. In fact, they actually 
thought they killed him. They dragged his body outside 
the city (that was the law-abiding thing to do). These 
were upright people. But, of course, they failed, because 
stoning is not a very secure way to kill people. You may 
just stun them, and they look like they’re dead but they 
may not be dead. In any case, whether he was raised 
from the dead or wasn’t quite killed, we have to give 
them credit for trying. But obviously, when the will 
of God impinges on the will of man, sparks fly. And 
what Paul is talking about is not going through a little 
ritual of theology and getting an assurance of heaven 
and getting a ticket to heaven put in your pocket. He 
is talking about a totally new way of life—which has to 
do with the whole sweep of history.

But, the contrary element is very important here. 
Because it isn’t just in this particular passage we find 
a contrary element to the will of God. Paul was of 
course, under pressure and difficulty and danger many 
times and was one of the most beat-up missionaries 
that ever lived. But, think for example of the Cross. I 
really am confused and stunned by all of these books 
that are so happy for the event of the Cross, and the 
blood of Christ was shed and we’ve got what we need 
now. What else does the Cross mean? It means that 
there is a very cruel and powerful force in this world 
contrary to God. It means many things, John Piper, my 

good friend with whom I had lunch a few weeks ago, 
wrote a whole book with 50 chapters talking about the 
purposes of God revealed in the Cross. And on the 
back cover of the book he says “Now, I’m not speak-
ing about causes, I’m talking about purposes of God.” 
So, when I ate lunch with him, I said, “John, don’t 
you think the Cross had a very significant meaning in 
revealing the power and the cruelty of our enemy?” I 
think it does mean that. But it wasn’t just the Cross. 
Even if you go back into Genesis 12, where we take so 
happily that verse, “I will bless you and you will be a 
blessing to all peoples of the world,” the word “bless-
ing” doesn’t mean blessing in the modern English 
sense, it means “I will re-inherit you,” like the blessing 
Jacob got instead of Esau. It wasn’t a box of chocolates 
or a piece of land, it was a responsibility, a permanent 
responsibility. Well, in any case, right in those verses, it 
says “those who mistreat you, I will curse.” Why would 
they mistreat them? There is this contrary principle. 

But you go further back to Noah. In his day, it says in 
the King James, everyone was only doing evil con-
tinually. There was evil in the world, so much so, that 
Noah was practically the only person whom God could 
select. Go back further and you get to Lamech, who, if 
somebody was going to avenge somebody else 7 times, 
he would avenge them 77 times. Or Cain. Where did 
that evil come from? And then of course you see the 
serpent in the garden of Eden. In the garden of Eden, 
there was this often referred to cultural mandate of 
man being created to take care of the animals. But no-
tice, when that happened there was no evil for them to 
contend with. The animals were not even carnivorous 
animals. And even the human beings were not carnivo-
rous. There was no emergency or problem. And that 
cultural mandate to take care of the animals, after the 
fall of Adam, was obviously drastically modified. Why 
would it continue unchanged? 

Now, you would think there would be some sort of a 
military mandate. And a military mandate, if you want 
to use the phrase, would include the cultural mandate. 
In a war, like I was in, the Second World War, war 
engulfed every single person in the United States., 
not just the service men. Every single person had to 
justify what they were doing. If you went on a Sunday 
drive with no purpose other than family happiness, you 
could be fined 50 dollars. You had to justify every drop 
of gasoline you used. You couldn’t buy nylon stockings. 
That nylon was needed for parachute cords, and on and 
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on and on. The entire citizenry is engulfed in a global 
war. And all of the functions of the cultural mandate 
still go on, except the trivialities. (I don’t know that the 
cultural mandate in the first chapter of Genesis is sup-
posed to refer to trivialities anyway.) In addition, there 
are other strident demands upon the populace that 
take some thousands and thousands to their death, and 
many more into casualties. And you don’t have to write 
a book about the peculiar nature of suffering during a 
war, and so why is it that our theologians are writing 
books about suffering—because we don’t think there is a 
war! We don’t realize there is a war. There is a continu-
ing constant evil power to fight against. 

And so, it is very significant that in the first chapter 
of Genesis, again and again it says, “and it was good.” 
It was good. This kind of creation in Genesis isn’t 
dinosaurs which you couldn’t call good. It isn’t the 
tremendously violent clash of all forms of life which 
we witness in the bones we’ve been digging up for the 
last 200 years. In 1812 they first dug up the bones of a 
very large and vicious crocodile-like creature that they 
could easily see had no comparison to anything alive 
right now. In fact, from that time to this they now have 
dug up so many other kinds of animal life which is no 
longer in existence on this earth that rough calcula-
tions are that the diversity of animal life right now is 
only one-thousandth of the diversity of all the extinct 
diversity that has been dug up.

So, those bones don’t really fit into chapter one of 
Genesis. And the question that we are going to be tak-
ing up very seriously in the next lesson is the question 
of whether Genesis is supposed to be describing those 
bones or not. This is a very intriguing question for me 
because all of my life I have been trying to understand 
the Bible better. And one of the constant things that 
has happened, not every day but certainly every year, is 
there is this verse or that verse which I thought meant 
one thing but actually meant something else. In those 
cases  I have had to give up something that was maybe 
very precious, like the Great Commission in Isaiah 
49—now I know that verse means something very 
much more ominous and serious than the Great Com-
mission, as serious as that is.

Thus, this larger story brings into focus many of the 
smaller elements in the story, and I hope we won’t just 
be episodic in our approach to this whole story. We’ll 
try to get some fairly good ideas about what the overall 
story means. 

Now, believe me, we’re not going to come to absolute 
conclusions. I, at least, am not long on absolute conclu-
sions about most of these things. I’m simply trying my 
best to figure them out. And I hope that you’ll be able 
to help me do that. But in any case this is a preview of 
coming attractions in this course. 


