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1: Module 3 Overview: 
From First Things to Finalization 

 

Ralph D. Winter 
 
Introduction 

ur subject is heating up as we get toward the end 
of the story. Module 4 brings in the most exciting 

part of all, not because it merely concentrates on the 
culmination of the story—or as we have it, the 
finalization—but because it actually throws a lot more 
light upon the earliest part of the story. It is in this final 
period, as a matter of fact, that human beings have 
learned the most about the world, about reality, more 
than anything we ever learned before. In the last 10 or 
15 years, the knowledge we have of almost every 
subject has doubled or tripled, or maybe more than that. 
So in a sense, Module 4 is the best time to look back, to 
understand and reflect upon the earliest things. 

Our purpose in this first lesson is not, however, to 
summarize or retrace our steps in Modules 1, 2, and 3. 
Our purpose in this first lesson is to do a sort of reality 
check: to go over our purposes for the course, the 
overall view, which is larger than any of the modules. 
The modules are artificial divisions in the story, to 
some extent. 

We are concentrating on “From Creation to the 
Present.” That is quite a space of time, or at least of 
human activity. In this course we go as far back as we 
possibly can, and as far into the future as we possibly 
can. We had to cut it up into pieces, so we have as a 
result four modules, which somewhat artificially cut up 
the picture. But if that process obscures the overall 
picture, that is a great tragedy—like a picture puzzle 
still in pieces. We do not want, in our lessons from day 
to day, or week by week, or module by module, in any 
way to obscure that larger single picture. 

The larger picture, in a way, is the end product. Yet we 
are unable to see that picture, any more than we can see 
a forest and understand what we are looking at, if we do 
not also let the helicopter down and look closely at the 
trees. The forest and the trees is an analogy we can use 
between the different modules and the lessons, on the 
one hand, and the overall understanding, which is the 
more important part of it. True knowledge, insight, is 
not, after all, just information; it is meaningful 
integration of information. 

The fact is that not very many of the academic 
traditions have much time for the overall picture. This 
is partly because it is, admittedly, a delicate thing to 

draw interpretations out of objective reality. It is not 
acceptable in academia to make conjectures all the time. 
Academia is split up into many different fragmentary 
disciplines which each focus on a different part of the 
picture, and their scientific bent is focused mainly on 
what can be known. It is left to others who do not 
produce the voluminous research results to speculate as 
to how these disciplines could fit together. The more 
the splitting occurs, the more difficult it is to 
reconstruct the picture. In this whole program, as you 
have seen, we are trying to batter down the course 
divisions and the academic walls of field definitions, 
and to restore the picture—to look at it from different 
angles, but to keep the picture itself in view. 

In one sense, the picture is the phenomenon of global 
civilization. But that does not resolve other issues, as to 
where our planet came from, where the universe came 
from—as one recent scientist put it, “How is there 
something, when there could be nothing?” In other 
words, the very fact of existence, of reality, is itself a 
massive puzzle. 

One of the things that Christian faith in particular 
dreams about is ultimate reality and purposes. As the 
Christian faith moved up into the darkened forests of 
Northern Europe, the menagerie of gods and forces that 
were puzzling and threatening to the people gradually 
gave place to a unified cosmology which was 
distinctively Christian, and which gave reason for 
science itself. Science could not exist if there were no 
faith in the orderliness of what is studied. Scientists 
every day presume symmetry and order and, as they 
often put it, beauty. If you did not believe in that, you 
would not be able to pursue reality, or be looking for 
the “laws of Nature” if you did not think there were any 
laws. So the basic assumption of design behind 
Christian cosmology has been very significant in the 
human story, in allowing people to make confident 
investigations into reality, even on the micro level. 

But what we see is more and more puzzling as we get 
into the larger picture, just how it all fits together. In the 
next lesson we will take up in more detail some of the 
most recent developments in the area of trying to put 
the story together. 

One thing that comes up in the readings is the idea that 
the gospel, which is the epitome of the message of the 
Christian tradition, might have six parts, according to 
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the author. Each of those parts is the gospel, but those 
six parts together also are the gospel. But you look in 
vain for any global significance to those six pieces. This 
is a puzzle, in a way; you can ponder and see if you can 
answer this question. 

A much more significant writer in terms of our quest is 
Andrew Walls. His very recent book will be a mainstay 
for this module. It derives precisely from the period on 
which we’re focusing—1945 to the present—but it 
casts light on all that goes before. Here’s one of those 
very few one-man scholars who has had an entire 
department to deal with and to try to fit it all together. 
Not only that, but as he put it in his introduction, there 
are very few “pale faces” in the 40 or 50 graduate 
students he is dealing with; they come from all over the 
world, so his perspective is definitely larger than a 
Western perspective. For him to try to understand all 
these different academic divisions, to break down the 
artificial barriers between those divisions, and to see 
what they all mean together is a real challenge.  

There will also be in your reading a kind of review of 
something we have reviewed before. At the beginning 
of each module we have tried to see the big picture, as I 
put it, the overall perspective, and we have renewed for 
you in your readings an article called, “The Story of the 
Battle for Our Planet.” Even though you have read that 
before we want you to be sure to get that perspective 
again, and to try to see the overall picture. 

In conclusion, let’s realize that we are raising an issue 
more than we are giving answers. Nobody really knows 
the details of the overall picture. It is our privilege—
and perhaps our duty —to pursue that, but we are not 
trying so much to give the answer as we are trying to 
plant the question, so that for the rest of your life you 
will be aware of the issue and will be able, as the 
unfolding studies of different realms of knowledge 
come into your picture, to add those into the overall 
picture and to try to see what sense there may be. 

Of course, there will be some things which, humanly 
speaking, we may never fully understand. But it is our 
joy and our privilege, after 4,000 years, to see much 
more than anyone has ever been able to see before. 
Think of some of the most brilliant people who ever 
lived. I would take Jonathan Edwards for an example. 
His writings, recognized by both secular and Christian 
scholars, portray an incredible intelligence. He made 
maximum use, you might say, of all the things that he 
knew. But it is astounding, as you look at his own 
comprehensive picture of the entire story called A 
History of Redemption, how much he did not know, that 
we now know! 

Not only that, but immensely more has been discovered 
since Edwards, whether in the infinitely small recesses 

of the atom or the infinitely large nature of outer space. 
We have an ocean of additional knowledge! Just 
imagine: back in Jonathan Edwards’ day, they did not 
really understand how the moon, the stars, the sun, and 
the galaxy worked. It was not until this century that 
people were even clear on the fact that our Milky Way, 
with billions of stars, is only one of the galaxies. To 
realize that our galaxy is not the universe was like a 
Copernican revolution all over again, because we had to 
acknowledge that our galaxy was no longer to be 
considered the center of the universe any more than our 
sun is the center of the universe, much less that our 
planet is the center of the universe. 

It is this kind of “growing pains” of knowledge that 
allows us to readjust our perspectives and be able to 
talk intelligently with people all around the world. It is 
not unique to Western society to ask these questions. 
Wherever you go in the world today alert younger 
people are surging into the universities, asking these 
questions. We cannot work with them very readily if we 
do not bend our minds to understand them as well. 

Thus we are looking now to the fourth part of a single 
picture. And our purpose is to reflect again on that 
overall picture. 

 Review 
1. What are some of the inherent problems 
confronting the task of gaining and 
transmitting knowledge of reality from one 
generation to the next?  
You could write a whole book on this, I am sure.  But 
rather than to attempt to describe completely all the 
problems, we need to appreciate the fact that it can be 
done at all. In fact, for the most part it has not been 
done. Human history has lost more than it has saved. 
For example, there are only four books that survived 
intact from Roman times. We have references to 
hundreds of Roman books, references in other books, or 
copies of copies of copies. Thanks to the Roman 
Catholic orders and earlier orders, the copying of books 
became a religion, and we do have enormous 
information about the Roman Empire through such 
secondary sources. 

But most of the books were burned up. The massive, 
incredible library of Alexandria was burned. Another 
outstanding library in York was burned by the Vikings. 
Almost all steps forward have been accompanied by 
steps backward. So you could say that one of the 
inherent problems of passing information on, even 
rudimentary information about what happened, is the 
tumult, chaos and violence that have hounded the story. 
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Recent studies of such historic phenomena as the Goths 
point out that most of what we thought we knew about 
the Goths is mainly hearsay information, drawn up 
centuries later than the time the Goths were in their 
prime. They were the only tribal people who ever 
contested Rome’s dominance and made headway into 
the Empire, eventually in the Western portion taking it 
over. 

Who were these people? Were they a unified people? 
Most of what we thought we knew, we really do not 
know. Someone just said it was true. We do not really 
have hard information even about so recent an event, 
and so pervasive, as the Gothic phenomenon, which 
was strong enough to contest the power of Rome in the 
West. 

So there are far more problems than solutions when it 
comes to ever recovering information of the past, much 
less passing it on. 

It is perfectly obvious that those nations representing 
the Western world are declining in number. Someone 
has figured out there will only be half as many Japanese 
by the year 2030 or so, at the rate things are going, 
because they are not reproducing themselves. In 
Germany, the net increase of population is so small that 
it could easily go negative, as it has already gone in 
Japan. It seems like the greater mastery, the greater 
control, and even the greater knowledge of nature and 
of history and of the globe, the less likely those who 
pile up the knowledge are to be able to carry it forward. 
The populations of the world that are the least likely to 
appreciate that knowledge, much less carry it forward, 
are those who are burgeoning in population and often 
destroying accumulated knowledge. So there are a lot of 
inherent problems. 

One of them is the very university system that we have 
created, in which knowledge is squirreled away in 
different academic disciplines, and those disciplines 
attempt to pursue their studies without reference to the 
other disciplines. This makes for great difficulties in 
understanding reality. Nowadays most of the significant 
breakthroughs in understanding come through the 
interplay of disciplines.  

The very concept of a knowledge of reality is in 
jeopardy, however, inasmuch as many societies do not 
have any such concept. The idea of studying reality that 
is “out there,” that is tangible, that can be studied, does 
not exist in some cultural traditions.  

2. How and why does Christian (or Judaic) 
faith lead to zeal in fathoming the overall 
meaning of reality?  
We need to realize, as we hinted in the Introduction, 
that apart from some cosmology that gives rationale for 

study of order, of beauty, of symmetry, of 
predictability, there would not be any science, any 
harnessing of the elements to the extent that it has 
happened. 

Perhaps instead of saying “Christian faith,” I should 
have said “Judaic faith.” Here I draw upon Arnold 
Toynbee’s vocabulary, because in his massive 10-
volume A Study of History he often used the phrase, 
“the Judaic religions,” by which he meant the Jewish 
tradition, the Muslim tradition, and the Christian 
tradition. Those three religious traditions are, in one 
sense, the impact of something that happened in the 
Middle East many years ago. All of them have the same 
cosmology, basically, in terms of the ability to study 
and to assume the existence of orderly, repetitive 
phenomena. 

We who are Christians need to realize—and that is why 
this question is not entirely valid as it stands—that a 
great deal of science was protected and expanded by the 
Islamic tradition. We who are Christian have a very 
poor idea of what the Islamic cultural tradition actually 
consisted of. But here is a question: why does all this 
lead to zeal in fathoming the overall meaning of reality? 
It is due to the cosmology, the fact that in these three 
traditions there are fundamental perspectives which 
allow for the conjecturing about meaning and purpose. 
You will not find science as we know it originating 
anywhere else to anywhere near the extent that it has in 
these three traditions, although other cultural traditions 
have by now taken over some of the methodology of 
science. We have some very brainy Hindu scientists, 
but it is unlikely that their own religious tradition would 
have given them that head start. 

3. How does Packer acknowledge the 
necessity of culturally diverse forms of 
Christianity and yet fail to link the nature 
of the gospel to that reality?  
First, Packer starts out very clearly to show how 
Christianity is both local and global. It is global in 
significance, if you can find out what that significance 
is within a local expression thereof. He recognizes that 
that is what ought to be. But then he goes on, later in 
the chapter, to describe the content of the gospel, and 
gives six points, (Stott 1980:104-109). If you look 
carefully at those six points, you will find no significant 
reference to the global significance of the word 
“gospel.” 

I liken this to the analysis of the ingredients of some 
food in a packet. At Christmastime special foods are 
sent around in packages addressed to people in different 
places. You may get a package of grapefruit that comes 
from Florida, for instance. Suppose that the label gives 
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the address and the ingredients in detail. Suppose that 
as you get the package, you concentrate on the 
ingredients, go to great lengths reading the unusual 
features of the content (of the gospel, in this case: its six 
different dimensions). But at no point do you take note 
of the address on the package. 

This is the stunning thing about the gospel: it is 
addressed to somebody other than, or beyond, the 
Jewish people! Most of the ancient peoples were aware 
that the Jewish tradition had something that they lacked. 
This is one of the most difficult things for Christians 
today to recognize: that in the Roman Empire one of ten 
people was a Jew; in the eastern part of the empire it 
could have been two, three or four out of ten. 

Thus, many of the Jewish people apparently were very 
influential and very respectable; they were looked at 
with a great deal of awe. The fact Paul emphasized that 
what they possessed could somehow be given over to 
Greeks, without the Greeks going to the synagogues 
and becoming Jews—with all the difficulties that 
involved, including, for men, circumcision at an adult 
age—this was amazing good news! That is where the 
phrase “good news” comes from; it has to do with the 
address on the package at least as much as the content. 

After it got over to the Greeks and Romans, the word 
“gospel” continued to be used, and it was now 
extended, as Packer points out, into a larger meaning of 
the entire Christian message. But the original 
significance of the word “good news” was simply that 
what had only been available to the Jews was now 
available to Gentiles. That is all the meaning the word 
had. How that availability was possible is the content, 
or the basis of the Gospel, not necessarily the message 
of the Gospel. The basis is intriguing and exciting; the 
details are marvelous, such as the substitutionary 
atonement of Christ. But the fact that Gentiles could be 
encompassed by the grace of God was itself good news. 
This is the incredibly important missiological aspect of 
the very word, which unfortunately is not to be found as 
clearly as it should be in this particular document. 

4. How does Walls, in his Introduction, 
reveal the significant dimension of 
missiology in his approach to academic 
activity?    
This man is not just as brilliant and articulate a 
theologian as J. I. Packer, but Walls is also a former 
missionary. He tells in his Introduction (1996:xi-xix) 
about the culture shock that he had in arriving on the 
field as a teacher of church history, and realizing that 
the first- and second-century Christianity he was talking 
about was going on right around him—many of the 
same problems and the same characteristics. He asked 
himself, “What am I doing?” He recounts the shifts of 
paradigm that he went through, especially going back to 
Scotland and realizing how very narrow and almost 
gagged was the story of the Christian tradition as it was 
viewed from Scotland, in comparison with what was 
going on in the rest of the world. These cultural shifts 
are indelible in his memory. They show how significant 
the global, or international, or missiological, dimension 
is to all of his thinking. 

You can ransack Packer, but you ought to read very 
carefully, again and again, the Introduction in Walls’ 
book. Walls is very humble in his writing, but he is one 
of the most significant missiologists alive today. We 
need to take this marvelous book of his very seriously. 
His understanding of even the academic traditions was 
different because of his missiological perspective. As 
we look at the overall picture with “global eyes,” this is 
something, we hope, that we will all be able to profit 
from.  
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