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Introduction 
In this lesson we will be attempting to sum up 

what we have been studying so far. We will be 
going back into more specific content again, but it 
is important now and then to step back, and see if 
there’s any rhyme or reason to the overall picture. 
We have enough information already about major 
civilizations to do just a little bit of creative 
reflection.  

First of all, when we are talking about 
civilizations, we are not talking about beehives or 
anthills or animal herds; we are talking about 
human civilization. While it is pretty hard to draw 
absolute distinctions between animal life and 
human life in terms of physiology, many 
anthropologists have come to a general consensus 
that animals tend to have more highly developed 
instincts than humans.  

Nevertheless, to distinguish between human 
beings and other forms of animal life, the 
distinctions may not be of kind but of degree. For 
example, insects apparently have no learned 
behavior; everything seems to be instinctual. The 
trapdoor spider digs a tunnel down through the 
earth and then lines it with a cocoon of web. If the 
tube is severed when the spider is only halfway up, 
it just goes on building the rest of the trap. There is 
no response to that tragedy, no decision to repair it. 
The spider goes out, finds its prey, comes back, 
falls back in and dies because the bottom of the 
tunnel was ruined or obstructed. Instinct alone 
cannot make the necessary adjustment. 

Higher forms of life seem to exhibit learned 
behavior. Chimpanzees can solve problems. They 
will stack things up to stand on so they can reach 
up to get bananas. That is different from insects 
and the more highly instinctive forms of life. Man, 
on the other hand, while certainly not without any 
instincts at all, has an enormous dependence upon 
culture that is learned. 

One major commonality in all civilizations is 
that human beings, wherever you find them, have 
very highly developed languages. There was a time 
not very long ago when it was assumed that the 
“civilized” European languages were marvelously 
superior to the languages of “primitive” tribal 
peoples.  

Those early impressions have been swept 
away. For example, the American Indian languages 

in Peru have the ability to decline a verb in 30,000 
different ways! While one language may be more 
complicated in one way than another, all languages 
seem to be equally complex in terms of their 
overall capacity to transmit information. You can 
put all the different languages of the world into 
acoustic, phonetic machinery and determine how 
much information can be passed per centi-second, 
and they all seem to be equally efficient Even 
writing systems seem to be comparable in terms of 
information transmitted per square inch. The 
astonishing skill in oral language is not easily 
appreciated because it is not normally written 
down. Technically speaking, language is not a 
written phenomenon; it never has been. Writing 
systems merely reflect a few of the articulatory 
complexities of language, that is, they “abbreviate” 
the reality of the spoken language. 

The amazing thing is how different languages 
across the world are from each other. Some 
languages have almost no vowels at all. Most of 
the distinctions are made with consonants. Other 
languages have highly complex vowel systems. 
Furthermore, human language is an 
interrelationship between a number of completely 
different systems. The phonetics, syntax, 
morphology, and semantics are interwoven systems 
in language. These systems can be mixed in 
different ways. One does not necessarily determine 
the other.  

However, let’s go on quickly to the 
phenomenon of civilization, because here again, 
we find an absolutely puzzling set of phenomena. I 
do not suppose that there has been any pastime in 
the last 150 years that has been more fascinating 
than that of discovering and trying to decipher and 
re-interpret lost civilizations. Many, many books 
have been coming out on the subject. Modern man 
is such a large global community. The global 
“village” is unprecedented in all of history. 
Globalization is so fresh, and there are many 
people now studying the subject. We find ourselves 
within a veritable downpour of new information. 

For example, in the last century there was an 
almost explosive increase in migration from 
Europe to the North American continent. The 
European immigrants came with perspectives, on 
almost everything, that were radically different 
from those of the peoples who were already 
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distributed around the North American continent—
the so-called pre-Columbian peoples. However, a 
lot of the evidence about Pre-Columbian peoples 
was already gone. In the east central part of the 
United States, where the humidity is high, the 
Mound Builder civilizations had molded, crumbled 
and collapsed to a frightening extent before the 
Europeans began to take them seriously. But down 
in the southwestern United States, where there are 
dry conditions typical of Egypt, rooms have been 
discovered containing pots distributed as though 
they had not been touched for 700 years. Both 
cases represent incredibly intelligent people who 
built things so startling that it is hard to imagine 
how they even built them. 

It has been conjectured that the architects of 
the Mound Builders were assisted by a school of 
mathematicians, who apparently were using a unit 
of measurement that was 61.75 inches long. 
Structures were built with such exactitude that it is 
hard to imagine how it was actually done. While 
this is reminiscent of the pyramids in Egypt, some 
of the pyramids in North America have a larger 
base than the largest pyramids in Egypt. There are 
all kinds of evidence of incredible technical 
ingenuity in these “New World” civilizations, 
including some cities that appear to have been 
larger than anything existing in Europe at the time. 

There is no way this Lesson could possibly 
cover all these civilizations. We are just trying to 
stand back and look at the overall picture. So as 
you read today’s assignments, do be thinking about 
the overall picture. Do not feel that you have to 
know everything about every society to draw any 
general conclusions. It is just the things that are in 
common that we are interested in today.  

Of course, the reason for all this is that we 
want to know what the gospel has to say about all 
of this. What is the significance? What is God’s 
attitude? What is His opinion? What is His 
evaluation of these people? What has been going 
on in His mind? Where did these people come 
from? Where were they going? What did they think 
they were doing? Were they nice people, kindly 
people, good people, bad people? To what extent 
did they understand the purposes of God? 

The fact that these civilizations combined 
incredible creativity and ingenuity, and at the same 
time unbelievable cruelty and slaughter and 
bloodshed, is of course the essence of the human 
predicament to which the gospel addresses itself. It 
does not seem difficult, when all the evidence is in, 
to discover the evidence of Satanic intent—
disturbing, distorting, twisting, destructive. God 
was the Creator. The destroyers are obviously to be 

distinguished as we take a look at these various 
civilizations. 

 
Review 

Our topic, “A Missiological View of 
Civilization,” was intended not so much to tell us 
the details about any one civilization, as help us to 
get a feel for the trouble that missionaries have in 
confronting both the high and the low values in the 
various civilizations they run into in the world 
today. If we looked through the eyes of the Bible at 
Assyria or Babylon, for example, what do we see? 
Do we see something that God generally approved 
of, which needs the gospel some way or another; or 
do we see something that God objects to and 
intends to do away with? Just how does God judge, 
or has He judged civilizations? 

 
1.  In what ways do the ancient 
civilizations of Assyria and Babylonia 
parallel the more recent civilizations of 
the so-called New World, such as the 
Mound Builders, Cliff Dwellers, Aztecs, 
Maya, and Inca? What missiological 
insights can be gained from reflection 
on the puzzle of emerging civilizations 
involving both highly ordered progress 
and profound evil? 

 
We have talked about both the marvelously 

complex phenomenon of civilizations, the evidence 
of incredible intelligence to be found in virtually 
all civilizations; and we talked about the horror, the 
atrocities, the obscenities that seem to be built into 
all of these systems. For example one of the 
parallels between these ancient civilizations would 
be first, the fact that they all were grappling with 
the problem of calculating the length of the year. 
They all had perceived that a year was not an exact 
number of lunar cycles (i.e. months) nor of solar 
cycles (i.e. days). This is a very serious practical 
problem for any agrarian society, even for hunters 
and gatherers. Seasons change by years, not by a 
particular number of lunar cycles or daily cycles! 

Another common characteristic is the 
phenomenon of speech, and perhaps writing. So we 
have a lot of things in common. People need 
shelter from the sun, or clothing against the cold. 
Cultures combat many similar problems. Even so, 
it’s incredible how different the solutions are. 
Kinship patterns, for example, are astonishingly 
different: who are you supposed to marry and who 
are you not supposed to marry, how families are 
ordered or constructed. 
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On the other hand, one thing is clear: Every 
major civilization, except those that are relatively 
recent, have collapsed. Four thousand years ago 
you have the little boys and girls in schools in Ur 
of the Chaldees calculating the cube root of 
numbers using their clay tablets. Yet that 
civilization, which had been in decline for the 
previous 700 years, collapsed a hundred years later, 
and lost its capability for conquest or even defense. 
So it is with the various civilizations that come into 
the picture in the Old Testament: Ur, a Sumerian 
society, the Assyrians and Babylonians, the 
Persians, the Greeks, the Romans . All of these 
civilizations have collapsed. Did they collapse 
because of their evil? 

Now this is a biblical kind of question. Nazi 
Germany—a tremendously competent, 
sophisticated civilization, building on a foundation 
of a thousand years of Christian belief, in its 
technical and scientific achievements—
nevertheless involved itself in what can be called 
gross evils just before its final demise. We have to 
ask ourselves whether that kind of cruelty and 
bloodshed is the foreshadowing of the end of a 
society. It certainly was for the Aztecs, and for the 
Canaanites. 

This kind of question you see even in current 
events. The U.S.S.R. over many years rose to 
achieve tremendous power and influence across the 
world, and yet that civilization collapsed. It lost its 
touch and its power.  

So these are all parallels between 
civilizations, between sophistication and evil, and 
certain common problems that you find in all of 
them. Do we not begin to see the missiological 
evaluation of this in the Bible, that “pride goeth 
before a fall” and corruption is the foreshadowing 
of inevitable failure? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.  Is the evangelical missionary 
response to global need–poverty, 
disease, underdevelopment, etc.–related 
to the purposes of God in the Great 
Commission? Give examples. 

 
Yes, it is clearly the case that as the 

missionary response to global need has impacted 
different civilizations and societies it has dealt with 
all levels of problems. The missionary movement 
is an incredibly broad-spectrum approach to human 
social problems: schools, hospitals, vocational 
training, statecraft, translation of literature, science. 
This is not well understood. 

Now is the missionary goal of economic 
development related to the purposes of God in the 
Great Commission? Some people have deplored 
the activity of missionaries in the social area. They 
believe this is a sure evidence of liberalism. I 
believe they are completely wrong. This is not 
evidence of decay, but of sensitivity, of love and 
practicality. It is an understanding of the love and 
purposes of God not just to rescue people’s souls 
but to help them deal with their practical problems 
as well.  

I remember taking 25 pairs of dental pliers 
with me when we went back to the field after our 
first furlough. Fancy dental work is out of the 
question in an extremely poor society; but to pull 
out, a rotten tooth pouring poison into the 
bloodstream is a great step forward, and all you 
need is a pair of dental pliers to do this. Mountain 
pastors can learn how to pull teeth out and help 
their people with a practical problem as well as 
with spiritual problems.  

This is certainly part of the love of a parent 
for a child. The child has a festering eye sore; the 
mother doesn’t just say, “Here, read this Bible 
verse.” The mother will say, “What can I do to 
clear up this infection in my child’s eye?” And the 
same thing is true of missionaries.  The same thing 
is true of Jesus. This is certainly part of the Great 
Commission. All the things that Jesus taught and 
did are part of the Great Commission. So we do 
have reason to look at the entire spectrum of skills 
and knowledge and evil in a given civilization, and 
to assume that the Gospel addresses every level; it 
deals intelligently, sensitively, displaying the love 
and purpose of God at every level. This is a 
missiological view of civilization that draws 
conclusions about evil. 

 
 


