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2: Review Modules 1 and 2: 
Creation to AD 200 

Ralph D. Winter 
  
Dr. Winter’s Preview 

he period from Creation to AD 200 is mostly 
what is (unwisely) called the “Old Testament.” 

Christians have tended to emphasize so much the 
appearance of Jesus in the story that on occasion 
some of them have wanted to ignore everything that 
came before, such as in case of Marcionism. To such 
extremists, it would seem virtually impossible for 
anyone to be “saved” in the OT period. Christians 
may have concluded that the best basis for faith was 
faith in Jesus Christ; it was unfortunate when any of 
them went on to conclude that salvation for anyone 
else before that time would have had to be so rare as 
to be considered an irregular event. 

However, it is very important to understand that 
people like Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, and 
Isaiah were not accidents, but were part of a lengthy, 
virile stream of believing people. By the time of 
Jesus’ birth one-tenth of those in the Roman Empire 
had begun to pursue this faith. This was the tinderbox 
in which Christianity’s spark burst into flame. It was 
also, in its own right, a very substantial reality. 
Readers of the New Testament tend to assume that 
just because nominalism and legalism dominated and 
characterized the Jewish cultural tradition, therefore 
no truly godly people existed, or if they did, they 
were virtually an anomaly. 

In fact, Christianity over the last 2,000 years has been 
equally nominal and legalistic and “culturally 
bound.” Thus it has been easy for many modern 
Christian movements to assume that not very many 
truly godly people existed before their own founder, 
whether that was Luther, Wesley or Joseph Smith. 
Yes, to some extent all Christians have tended to 
consider themselves “latter day” saints—with no 
saints in the middle—a vast hiatus existing between 
the original apostles and whatever modern apostles 
who founded their own version of the faith. 

It is not particularly fruitful for Evangelicals to 
continue to be confident about their ability to discern 
who will or will not get to heaven. That is not our 
business. Meanwhile we must be as open to godliness 
wherever it appears, whether it be people like 
Melchizedek, Abimelech (Gen 20:6) or the Wise 
Men. The Pharisees, who do not appear attractive in 
much of the Gospels were nevertheless the Moody  

 

Bible Institute types of their day. This is not to 
criticize Moody people but to recognize the genuine 
godliness of many of the Pharisees. 

Basically, we must not be coaxed into thinking that 
“it all started” with the Christ. The persistent and 
edifying use of the Old Testament by Christians is a 
more certain reality than the drastic misunderstanding 
of a few or the minor misunderstanding of it by 
many. During this entire period “the eyes of the Lord 
have run to and fro throughout the whole earth to 
show Himself strong in the behalf of them whose 
heart is perfect toward Him” (2 Chron 16:9). 

A mounting, culturally diverse movement of faith 
was welling up throughout the whole period, 
pervading most of the Roman Empire and beyond. 
Hundreds, perhaps thousands of synagogues 
reflecting an earnest seeking and worshipping of the 
true God were to be found not only within the Roman 
Empire but as far as Korea. 

Introduction 
It would be nothing less than ridiculous to try to sum 
up in a few moments all of the events all over the 
world that happened prior to the year AD 200, unless 
we were to try to see it as a single event. That is the 
most thrilling thing to do, actually. We do not have a 
beginning date to go by; we are just starting with 
Creation itself—or the origin of the universe, 
however you want to put it—and running down to the 
year AD 200. An immense amount of mystery is 
contained in this period. But at the same time an 
immense amount of knowledge that was never 
available before is now available. Yet most people 
still do not find it possible to reflect on the overall 
event occupying, you might say, the annals of the 
world to the year AD 200. 

The puzzle of the Cambrian explosion is one example 
of truly ancient history. This is one of the most 
puzzling, exasperating, infuriating, hopeless sets of 
events that you could possibly imagine! Millions and 
millions of years go by with no change, apparently, 
as registered in the fossils and the rocks. Then all of a 
sudden, there is an absolute explosion of new forms 
of life! It defies the imagination as to how it could 
have started. It certainly could not have started in a 
simple, gradual evolution; there just was not enough 
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time for it. Things like that drive people crazy, if they 
would stop to think about it. 

As this period moves into recorded history, however, 
we have other puzzles. There are these ancient high 
civilizations that seem higher the further back you go. 
That is, the most refined engineering achievements, 
like the pyramids and the Sphinx, were created at the 
earliest Egyptian period, not during later Egyptian 
history. The earlier version of the Stonehenge 
monument was more sophisticated than the later, 
when the big megalith blocks were added. That was a 
gargantuan achievement, but it was also apparently a 
failed attempt to make the earlier system work, after 
people had simply lost track of how it worked. There 
was a very high civilization of the Incas, but going 
further back, you come to the Tiahuanacos, who were 
apparently even more ingenious. This pattern is hard 
to explain.  

We come then to the one man about whom we know 
more than about any other man who lived that long 
ago, namely, Abraham. It is quite amazing that right 
in the Bible one finds the most detailed record of 
anyone who lived that long ago. Abraham is not just 
the most ancient man of whom we know a great deal; 
he sets off a new era, in terms of the very structure of 
the Bible, and also in terms of history, apparently. 
Something new is happening. 

To grasp the significance of this is difficult for 
Christians, because Christians have made so much 
out of the person of Christ—and not unreasonably 
so—that to some Christians at some points, 
everything that happened before is passé or 
meaningless, or maybe even wrong. Marcion, whom 
we have studied, considered the whole Old 
Testament to be a fierce and unbelievable book, just 
as some modern liberal scholars have. It is a great 
temptation for Christians to translate the New 
Testament but not the Old Testament. Wycliffe Bible 
Translators are getting beyond that today in many 
parts of the world. Yet many people, when they talk 
about Bibles for the world, and people distributing 
Bibles, usually mean New Testaments, which gives a 
very partial and distorted picture actually. It is 
literature that leans on something else. So Christians 
have not been altogether wise in their understanding 
of this period. 

Note that we think of history (this is now true for 
most of the world) in two different time periods: one 
where we count backwards and one where we count 
forwards. You might ask yourself, “How in the world 
did the entire globe ever get to the place where 
everybody was using that strange system of 
enumeration?” Some scholars have resisted the 
thought that Christianity would have that much 

influence on things, so they have insisted that AD/BC 
are not the right designation. They have talked about 
CE for AD and BCE for BC. If you want, that could 
mean Christian Era, and Before the Christian Era, but 
that is not what is intended. They are supposed to 
mean Common Era and Before the Common Era. 
That may imply a bit of progress to those who are 
trying to resist the implications of Christianity; but it 
really does not help much, because why choose that 
particular date? The cat is out of the bag! The reason 
is obviously the incredible influence of the person of 
Jesus on the entire globe.  

There are other civilizations, such as the Islamic 
civilization that has its own calendar, or the Mayan 
civilization that has a far superior calendar to ours. 
Nevertheless, in order to deal with what is almost a 
global trade language in terms of time, these 
civilizations are quite often virtually forced to use the 
so-called Christian calendar—just as Christians 
finally took on the Islamic method of enumeration 
which begins with a zero and has ten units per digit. 

But, stop and think, all this puts the Old Testament 
into the shade. If something happened that was so 
special that everything before it is in a different era, 
then maybe something new that was far superior 
occurred (and in many ways this is reasonable), so 
that we do not even need to bother reading the Old 
Testament? For example, for a period of time I taught 
at Fuller what might be called “History This Side of 
Christ,” a 2,000-year period. A further and equally 
artificial simplification is the tendency among many 
different Christian traditions to go along with the 
Apostles up until the close of the Bible, and then 
jump down to Luther or Wesley or Mary Baker 
Patterson Glover Eddy, Joseph Smith, or whoever. 
Everything in between is regarded as confusion and 
hopelessness. They just say, “Those people lost it! 
Truth was rediscovered when Joseph Smith dug up 
the tablets, or when Wesley pounded out his 
Standard Sermons, or Calvin his Institutes.” 

Baptists have a great advantage, for they do not have 
a particular person—unless you think of John the 
Baptist—as their founder. Presbyterians are very 
likely to downplay Luther and play up Calvin, and 
downplay everyone else in between. I often speak of 
the erroneous concept of “no saints in the middle.” 
There are saints in the Bible, saints from Luther or 
Calvin or whoever, on; but in the middle there are no 
saints. This is obviously untenable. 

Another phrase I have used to describe that 
perspective is the BOBO theory, the “blink out, blink 
on” theory of history, so that what God is doing in 
history blinks out with the conclusion of the Bible 
and blinks on again whenever our particular hero 
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comes in. In that sense, we tend to be “latter day 
saints.” We do not use the phrase as the Mormons do, 
but we are essentially thinking of ourselves as latter 
day saints. In the Vineyard churches, there is a 
tendency for some to say, “No one has ever had this 
before.” It is as if Christianity starts off fresh with 
pristine purity with John Wimber, or with the 
“Toronto Blessing,” and so on. This kind of 
dichotomy really causes trouble when we try to 
understand the sweep of the story. 

Suppose there were godly people in the Old 
Testament period, that at least a few people get to 
heaven, like David, Moses and Abraham. But what 
about Abimelech? He did not go to Sunday School. 
He did not have Christian theology. Paul, in an 
audacious statement in Galatians 3, says that the 
gospel was preached to Abraham! What gospel? How 
much did he know? How much did he need to know 
to get to heaven? Jesus said that many will come 
from east and west, and gather at the table with 
Abraham, in the world to come. Would the wise men 
be there? Or just people who had memorized the Ten 
Commandments? Or people who knew all about the 
substitutionary atonement of Christ on the cross? 

We are in big difficulty as soon as we take seriously 
what happened before Christ, because it forces us to 
ask the same questions about those many people who 
have lived after Christ who knew nothing about 
Christ. How is a person any better off in the year AD 
500 than a person in 500 BC, if neither of them had 
ever heard of Christ? How would God evaluate or 
judge them? Evangelicals have a tremendous 
proclivity to maintain their ability to decide who is 
going to get to heaven and who is not. We seem to 
have an arrogant freedom to be able to decide 
something that maybe only God can decide. 

In any case, there are a lot of questions that we will 
never fully answer but which nevertheless we need to 
tackle, we need to think about seriously, if—perhaps 
we should say only if—we seriously want a global 
faith. If we are content with our own Jewish, our own 
Christian, or Hellenistic, or Lutheran faith, and that is 
all we need, then we do not need to worry about 
things like this. But if we really are serious about a 
God of this world who seeks out souls in every tribe 
and culture, whose “eyes run to and fro throughout 
the whole earth, to show himself strong in the behalf 
of them whose heart is perfect toward him,” (2 Chron 
16:9), we need to seriously confront some of these 
questions. 

Review 
1. What are some of the un-understood 
puzzles in recent thinking about 

evolution? Why the acrimony of the 
debate? 
In discussions on evolution, one can hear a statement 
made that the unique ingredient that activates the 
simple life forms such as pond scum is essentially the 
same kind of DNA mechanism from which higher 
life forms, such as a whale, are built. But the 
assumption that some people make, that therefore the 
whale evolved from the scum, is no more logical than 
to say that a Cadillac evolved from a Model T Ford. 
Never mind the fact that one is produced by General 
Motors and one by Ford; you could take an earlier 
and later model. Obviously there is an evolution 
process in the production of automobiles that you can 
easily see. 

The question is not whether there is any connection at 
all between the earlier cars and the later ones, but 
whether the Model T Ford, on its own, could 
reproduce itself in a more advanced model. We all 
know that it’s taken thousands of brilliant, patient, 
hard-working engineers to develop the incredible 
vehicles that we now have, compared to what a 
Model T Ford was. That reality cannot be denied. 
The key question is whether this happened by itself. 
The distinction is whether evolution is aided or 
unaided. 

Another big problem is constituted by the 
Neanderthals. They have a much longer history than 
modern human beings, whose history is “paper-thin,” 
historically speaking. The Neanderthals appear to 
have been around for hundreds of thousands of years 
without any evolution taking place. Then suddenly 
they disappeared, and just as suddenly modern 
humans appeared —although some people think there 
was a 55,000-year overlap without interbreeding. 

In other words, when you go to a really first-rate 
scientist who is talking about these things, you are no 
longer reading a popular article that insists on coming 
out with neat, complete explanations for everything. 
We really have incredibly difficult questions to 
answer in this area, and I think we need to be 
respectful of that fact, rather than over-awed by 
conclusions that seem to be so firm. 

The acrimony dimension is something that we should 
not spend a lot of time with. It is obvious, it seems to 
me, that there is an additional factor in this debate 
that is not purely scientific. It has to do with whether 
or not there is somebody out there to whom we need 
to offer allegiance. The entire debate is motivated in 
great part, I think, around that problem. We might as 
well acknowledge that. 
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2. Why is the phrase ‘Old Testament’ not 
the ideal description of the pre-Christian 
Bible?  
For years I have been making that point, drawing 
upon Walter Kaiser, Jr., because that is what he has 
been saying. But there are other authors who point 
out that the term ‘Old Testament’ is a pejorative 
reference to a body of literature that on its own had 
an incredible effect upon history, and which 
essentially generated what we call the New 
Testament. Even though Marcion and a few Church 
Fathers felt that it was out of date, that does not mean 
that it was, and the phrase “Old Testament” is 
probably inflicting a bit of misunderstanding by its 
very use. You can think about that. To call it the 
“Hebrew Bible” would seem to be very simple, the 
problem is the love/hate relationship between the 
cultures. 

3. What has been almost inevitable about 
the conflict between different cultural 
streams of biblical faith?  
Certainly Marcion made a terrible mistake when he 
threw out the whole Old Testament. Maybe Irenaeus 
also made a mistake when he insisted that it was a 
Christian book but that it could only be used in a 
certain limited way. 

In any event, I really do not believe the word 
“mistake” is the best word, because there are cultural 
factors involved. We know for a fact that in the realm 
of sociology groups of people disagree with each 
other when there are cultural differences; they make 
big points out of the most trivial issues. The triviality 
is not important if there is what anthropologists call 
cultural dissimilation, the opposite of assimilation. 

When one group rejects another, and leaders in that 
group wish to figure out a justification for that 
rejection, very often theology comes to the rescue. 
You can always split enough hairs to wall off some 
other group; that has happened many times. I have 
said and will repeat it—it may not be totally true—
that theology is primarily the art of coming to 
justifiable disagreements: to justify differences which 
would be embarrassing if they were pointed out to be 
racial or cultural. 

This certainly was the case with the Jews and the 
Greeks. The Greeks were not happy about the Jews 
(read Romans 14). They claimed they had weak faith; 
they were not willing to eat meat offered to idols, as 
the Greek believers in Christ found no difficulty 
doing. Meanwhile, the Judaizers who tracked Paul 
around were claiming that Paul was letting down the 
bars and distorting their religion. Some have 

defended the position that Paul’s was not really a new 
religion; other scholars have said it is a new and 
different religion. 

In the terminology of denominations, we do not say 
that Presbyterians are a different religion from 
Methodists; we say they are a different denomination. 
Could we say the same thing about Jewish 
synagogues: that they are not a different religion but 
a different denomination? There is the question! If 
they are a different religion, maybe we are saying one 
is valid and the other is not. Whereas if they are a 
different denomination, they may do things very 
differently, but it does not have to be invalid. Here is 
our problem, right down to this moment, when we are 
dealing with Roman Catholics: is that another 
religion, or is that another denomination? Or if you 
go as far as the Jewish tradition—oh, that certainly is 
another religion, most Protestant evangelicals would 
say. 

But if you go back before Christ, would you call it a 
different religion? Was the religion of Isaiah a 
different religion? Do we now have a new deal, so 
new and so different that we should call it a different 
religion?  

If you think I am just a bit too eager to point out 
flaws in the Evangelical theological tradition, I would 
bid you go back to the previous lesson reading, 
contributed by J. I. Packer. In the earlier part of the 
article, which we did not mention, he clearly talks 
about weaknesses in Evangelical theology, (Stott 
1980:97-114). Now if there is anyone alive today 
who could be respected and trusted to be able to 
make that analysis, it would be J. I. Packer. He is no 
liberal, no modernist, no fundamentalist; he is one of 
the most level-headed, brilliant, articulate people 
around. Yet he spells out five different ways in which 
Evangelical theology is weak in the area of 
understanding of creation, which is one of the things 
we are talking about. Yes, we are inhibited and 
limited by our own theological tradition in many 
different ways. 

Do we have a weakness in our understanding of the 
Old Testament and of Old Testament faith, especially 
if that Old Testament faith exists today? Do we say it 
is not good enough? I would think that the conflict 
between different cultural streams of biblical faith, 
whether Lutheran, Wesleyan, Roman Catholic, 
Orthodox, Coptic, Jewish, or Muslim, would be 
considered different tones and strains, built on the 
same foundation, but which are all pathetically weak 
in certain ways. 

We may say our tradition is less weak than theirs is. 
And I think that is probably true. I feel the 
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evangelical Protestant tradition has a far greater 
interaction with the Bible than any other tradition. 
We ought to be proud of that fact. But we also have 
to be honest about the fact that many people who 
own ten Bibles do not enjoy reading one line of any 
one of them. They may be just as legalistic and just 
as nominal as anybody you would find in the Jewish 
tradition before or after Christ. 

4. What might we expect to happen as 
Hindu and Buddhist versions of biblical 
faith appear?   
This may seem to be totally tangential; we will take 
up this question again later, so we won’t spend much 
time on it. But essentially, may I remind you, this 
gyrates around the question: if you can get to heaven 
by believing the Old Testament, or by believing the 
New Testament, or if Jewish followers of Christ, in 
their radically diverse form of the faith with all of 
their Jewishness, are going to get to heaven just as 

well as the Greeks, with their horrendous evils (from 
the standpoint of the Jews) —then what about Hindus 
who are followers of Christ? Or Buddhists who are 
followers of Christ? Would these emergent 
developments in radically different cultural traditions 
end up being as antagonistic as the Jewish and Greek 
and Muslim versions of the faith have been, 
anathematizing each other? Will it be true in India 
that a movement will emerge faithfully reading and 
following the Bible, but considered anathema by the 
Christians already there, and vice versa? This is the 
kind of question that makes these discussions 
exceedingly relevant missiologically.  
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