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Why Many Evangelicals Don’t Get It
Nineteen reasons that evangelicals don’t make the connection

between caring for creation and honoring their Creator

1.  Evangelicals understand that people are special because we’re made in the image of God, but we typically fail to see that the non-human creation is also special because it was created “very good” by the God we say we serve (Genesis 1:31).

2.  Many evangelicals erroneously think that because man alone is created in God’s image the Creator has compassion only for people; hence we fail to grasp another biblical truth: that God loves all the things He has made (Psalm 145:9,13).

3.  Evangelicals understand that after Adam’s sin, God cursed the ground; but many erroneously conclude, then, that the earth is “fallen” like man.  The Bible, however, does not support the view that the non-human elements of earth are somehow “sinful” and can thus be scorned or neglected (Genesis 3:17-19).

4.  Many evangelicals fail to grasp that the curse was not creation’s fault, but mankind’s fault, and that God cursed the ground to discipline and humble us—and to keep us from too easily wresting His cherished creation to our own selfish ends (Genesis 3:17-19; Romans 8:18-22).

5.  Many evangelicals forget that, as celebrated in our Christmas hymn “Joy to the World,” God is going to remove the curse on the ground at the coming of the perfect Kingdom (Isaiah 11:1-9; Revelation 22:3).

6.  Evangelicals often sing that “this earth is not our home” and that we’re “just a-passin’ through.”  This simplistic and biblically questionable refrain often keeps us from grasping the fact that while we are here, it’s not only our home, it’s also our responsibility; we’re expected to care for, guard, keep, cultivate, and wisely develop its potentialities until it is finally reconciled to God through Christ (Genesis 2:15; Colossians 1:20).

7.  Evangelicals typically fail to understand that a redeemed creation along with its redeemed non-human creatures will also be blessed to share existence with us in the coming perfect Kingdom.  If God cares enough to reconcile the creation along with us, how can we justify neglecting the creation? (Isaiah 11:1-9, Romans 8:18-22, Colossians 1:20).

8.  Many evangelicals fail to grasp the significance of the non-human creatures of the earth worshiping and praising “the Lamb who was slain” with us at the Consummation and the creation’s own anticipation of freedom from the curse at the time of our release from the bondage of sin and our completed adoption as children of God (Revelation 5:11-14; Romans 8:18-22).

9.  Evangelicals are often confused about the coming Consummation and the continuation of the earth in the coming perfect Kingdom.  Most have been taught that everything here “is gon'na burn,” and those who have trusted Christ will be whisked away to an ethereal abode in a “new heaven” that has no meaningful connection with the “new earth” –in spite of what the Bible actually says.

10. Because Evangelicals have no commonly accepted and well-articulated theology of creation (nature), we have become not only ineffective in addressing mankind’s abuse of the creation, but we also become a part of the problem.

11. PIVOTAL POINT:  Because of these failures and shortcomings, evangelicals typically simplify the entire purpose of the Christian life to one responsibility: saving souls (not seals or whales or eagles or tropical rainforests or . . .).  We fail to understand that even though the lost condition of the human soul without Christ may be our most important and urgent concern, that should never keep us from carrying out the creational responsibilities God has given us, like caring for our families and caring for the creation that gives life and health to our families and all the other creatures God has compassion for.  In this failure we actually become negative witnesses: we often drive unbelievers away from consideration of the Gospel.

12.  Evangelicals are often “gun-shy” about openly expressing care for the creation because we feel fellow believers will associate us with Hollywood libertines, secular humanists, neo-pagans, and others who do care for the creation but don’t regard the Bible, like we do, as the authoritative revelation of God and His moral attributes.

13.  Most evangelicals are political and social conservatives, and we have been brainwashed by that community to conclude that environmental protection measures are almost always misguided “liberal” policies based on “junk science.”

14.  As political and social conservatives, evangelicals tend to lump protection of the environment together with the lack of protection for children in the womb; we often have the irrational idea that abortion-rights advocacy and the efforts to rescue stranded animals or preserve endangered non-human species are parallel and equal hallmarks of “liberal” thought.  Most fail to see how illogical it is to save the babies and then care less about the health and integrity of the environment upon which their survival depends. We typically fail to see that opposing abortion and caring for the creation are both “pro-life” positions.

15.  As political and social conservatives, evangelicals often see support for an unfettered free-market and the global spread of capitalism and democracy to be almost as important as the spread of the Gospel.  We’ve been trained to believe, illogically, that environmental “conservation” cannot be added to traditional “conservative” values.  Yet Jesus did not teach “trickle-down compassion.”  He expects us to sacrifice for others and help immediately and directly the hurting people who come into our circle of concern.  Political and economic systems like democracy and capitalism, while often positive in operation, must never be used as a substitute for personal, direct, and immediate help to those who need it now.

16.  As political and social conservatives, evangelicals often consider the opinions of popular conservative personalities as “gospel”—especially the almost daily derogatory characterization of many responsible creation-care measures as the work of environmental “whackos, eco-pagans, and eco-socialists.”  We typically fail to follow the money and influence trail of such opinions.  An old German proverb can help us in considering opinions: “Whose bread you eat, his song you sing.”

17.  Because we evangelicals typically have an Enlightenment low view of the non-human creation, we tend to spend little time educating ourselves about the condition of God’s creation and our Christian responsibility to be good stewards of the earth and its treasures.

18.  In an era of radical polarization like today, we evangelicals seldom have the courage to speak out in support of truth, justice, and creation care if these matters happen to be championed by some who reside at the opposite pole.  We often fail to see that for the committed Christian, there must be only the poles of good and evil, light and darkness, truth and error.  Political and social poles are rarely black and white.

19.  Finally, and perhaps must significant, we evangelicals, in our affluence, are often too comfortable as consumers of the creation to bother about conserving it and caring for it (James 5:5; 1Timothy 5:6).

 The Marks of the Steward
Stewardship: "A trust granted for profitable use" (the Open Bible definition). In the Bible, profit is primarily for the master, but it is also for the livelihood of the steward/servant.  Land is mentioned more frequently than money as the object of stewardship.  Materialists see stewardship primarily as an issue of survival.  But those who take the Bible seriously must see it first as a responsibility to our Creator. Sadly, it has taken generations of land abuse and environmental threats to health and life to begin to awaken followers of Jesus to the task we were given in the beginning.  For this we must confess to God before a watching world.

[Scripture passages chosen describe duties of stewards, servants, and

 householders as well as those that describe stewardship.]

1.
The steward is not the owner of the Master's property.


Psa. 24:1
The earth is the Lord's and everything in it.


Mat. 25:14
The master delivers his goods to the servants

2.
The steward is a humble servant under the Master.


Mat. 10:24-25    Servant is not above his master (John 13:16; 15:20


Mat. 18:26
   Servant falls down before the master


Deu. 8: 11-18     Don't forget God when you become prosperous. Such 




   prosperity does not ultimately come from you 


All the stewardship parables of Jesus indicate the need of humility.

3.
The steward has dominion delegated to him by the Master.


Gen. 1:28-30
God gives dominion to man


Gen. 2:15
God tells Adam and Eve to tend and keep the garden


Gen. 3:17-19
After the Fall, dominion requires hard work because of the




curse on the land


Gen. 9:2
After the Flood, dominion becomes more difficult because




animals now fear people


Mat. 25:14-30 Parable of the talents looks at how stewards use their dominion


Lk. 16:1-2
Steward dismissed for wasting master's property


1 Cor. 9:17
Must do as master wishes even if against his own will

4.   The steward is directly answerable to the Master and can expect negative 
consequences for failure to obey Him.


Gen. 2:16-17
Told not to eat of the tree of knowledge


Gen. 3:14-19
All creation cursed because of disobedience


Mat. 25:14-30 Parable of the talents — failure to invest properly


Luk. 12:45-48 Especially bad when we know to do right and don't do it


Luk. 16:1-2
Steward dismissed for wasting master's property


Rom. 14:12
We must all give account to God

5.   The steward is expected to increase the yield of the Master's property, which 
precludes wasting or spoiling it.


Gen. 1:28
Expected to be fruitful and multiply


Mat. 25:14-30 Stewards expected to invest and make profit from master's 




goods


Luk. 16:1-2
Steward dismissed for wasting master's goods

6.   The steward seeks to exemplify the Master in dealing with other people under his stewardship.


Mat.10:25
Servant is like his master


Mat. 18:23
Servant should have treated others as the master treated him

7.   The steward carries out his duties to the Master faithfully and in a timely 
manner.


Mat. 24:45-48    Faithful and wise servant gives his charges food in due time


Mat. 25:21, 23   Who is faithful in little will be given much

8.
The steward is thankful for and expresses his gratitude to the Master.


Duet. 8:10   Bless the Lord for the gift of good land


Rom. 1:21
  Not being thankful is a sign of an apostate society


2 Cor. 9:10-11  Being enriched in everything causes thanksgiving


Phl. 4:6
  In everything give thanks


The Book of Psalms

9.
The steward is expectant of the Master's return.


Mat. 24:45-41  The steward must not be unjust because his master delays his




 return


Luk. 12:35-38  Servant blessed if expectant of master's return

The Meaning of the Creation

According to the Bible, what is the purpose of the creation?  A useful answer to that question is expressed in four statements: 1) the material creation is a fundamental of our worth; 2) the material creation is a fundamental of our worship; 3) the material creation is a fundamental of our work; and 4) the material creation is a fundamental of our worldview.

1.
The material creation is a fundamental of our worth. 

Three Scripture passages summarize for us the Christian understanding of the worth of people: “Then God saw everything that He had made, and indeed it was very good” (Gen. 1:31). “For every creature of God is good” (1 Tim. 4:4). “What is man that You are mindful of him, and the son of man that You visit him? For You have made him a little lower than the angels, and You have crowned him with glory and honor. You have made him to have dominion over the works of Your hands; You have put all things under his feet, all sheep and oxen—even the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea that pass through the paths of the seas” (Psa. 8:4-8).


The Bible makes it clear that the infinite God willed to create the earth and willed to make a finite creature in His image to have dominion over it as His steward.  Both the earth and the creature made to rule over it were declared by God to be good—indeed very good. This Christian understanding of mankind’s original material perfection is rare among the religions.  Most of the ancient religions, and modern Hinduism, consider the material world as something evil, or at the least, something to be escaped from. The philosophy behind the Hindu practice of yoga is in fact the necessity of “escaping” from the material body and blending in some ethereal, spiritual way with the Universal All, which transcends the material.  How different that is from the Christian understanding that the “All” is personal, and in Him we have our origin.  Further, He actually took the material form of a man, died in the material form of a man, rose again in the material form of a man, ascended to heaven in the material form of a man, will one day come back in the material form of a man, and reign forever in the material form of man as the sovereign over material human beings that He has taken into His family as children of God!


The familiar Christian doctrine of “total depravity” has often clouded the fact that while man in his fallen state is totally incapable of attaining personal salvation and is spiritually dead in “trespasses and sin,” the material form of man is the very good creation of God.  God’s ultimate plan is not that man’s body be discarded, but that it be redeemed—that it will become just like the body of the risen Jesus Christ: “For our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body that it may be conformed to His glorious body, according to the working by which He is able even to subdue all things to Himself” (Phil. 3:20-21). “So also is the resurrection of the dead. The body is sown in corruption, it is raised in incorruption” (1 Cor. 15:42).


It’s hard for people to attain true humility even if we see ourselves as depraved wretches.  Harder yet is the better path to humility: seeing ourselves as the crown of creation, made in the image of God, esteemed by God, and the reason for the broken heart and atoning death of Christ.  That God would love sinful and fallen mankind so much as to send His son in the material form of a human being to die for us in order to be reconciled both body and soul to Himself is the essence of the gospel we are called to preach. As C. Steven Evans put it in Despair: A Moment Or a Way of Life? “Man is someone worth loving; he is in fact loved by a supremely worthy Being.  The true meaning of being a person is to love—and to be loved.”

2.
The material creation is a fundamental of our worship.  
Another mind-bending truth about the material creation is what the Bible says about it as a reason for our worship: “Oh come, let us worship and bow down; Let us kneel before the LORD our Maker” (Psa. 95:6). “Fear God and give glory to Him, for the hour of His judgment has come; and worship Him who made heaven and earth, the sea and springs of water” (Rev. 14:7).  “Thou art worthy, O Lord, to receive glory and honor and power: for thou hast created all things, and for thy pleasure they are and were created” (Rev. 4:11KJV). 


These passages from Scripture provide us with a phenomenal understanding of the creation as a motivation to worship. They are perhaps pointed up best by the concluding chapters of the book of Job.  After Job and his commiserating friends plumbed the depths of their contemporary philosophy and theology about how and why God works the way He does, God finally stepped in to deliver the definitive and final word.  One would expect God to reveal the reasons given to the reader at the beginning of the book: Satan’s test of Job’s faith in God.  Instead, God rehearses the marvels of His creation.  When the wonders of the material creation are laid before Job by the Creator Himself, Job could only reply, “I know that You can do everything, and that no purpose of Yours can be withheld from You. You asked, ‘Who is this who hides counsel without knowledge?’ Therefore I have uttered what I did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know. Listen, please, and let me speak; You said, ‘I will question you, and you shall answer Me.’ I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You. Therefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:2-6). Job “saw” God in the greatness of His creating and sustaining power, and he was driven to repentance.  And repentance is every true child of God’s first act of worship.


The psalmist moves us from repentance to awe: “By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, and all the host of them by the breath of His mouth. He gathers the waters of the sea together as a heap; He lays up the deep in storehouses. Let all the earth fear the LORD; let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of Him. For He spoke, and it was done; He commanded, and it stood fast” (Psa. 33:6-9). Certainly the material creation ought to compel us to worship as it compelled the ancients.  However, it is critical to understand that the creation itself is never the object of worship. It is the Creator alone who is worthy of our worship. The apostle Paul described ancient civilizations that erred in this respect: 

For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even His eternal power and Godhead, so that they are without excuse, because, although they knew God, they did not glorify Him as God, nor were thankful, but became futile in their thoughts, and their foolish hearts were darkened. Professing to be wise, they became fools, and changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image made like corruptible man—and birds and four-footed animals and creeping things. Therefore God also gave them up to uncleanness, in the lusts of their hearts, to dishonor their bodies among themselves, who exchanged the truth of God for the lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen (Romans 1:20-25).

3.
The material creation is a fundamental of our work.  
Not only do the first two chapters of Genesis outline the creation of the heavens, the earth, and all living things, they also outline mankind’s role on the earth—dominion and stewardship: “Then God said, ‘Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.’ So God created man in His own image; in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them. Then God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it; have dominion over the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air, and over every living thing that moves on the earth.’” (Gen. 1:26-29). “Then the LORD God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to tend and keep it” (Gen. 2:15). These two verses are the heart of what has historically been called mankind’s “cultural mandate.”  Examined in the light of other Scripture, it’s clear that people are mandated to develop the potentialities of the earth in such a way as to bring honor and glory to God and reflect His attributes: “He has shown you, O man, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?” (Micah 6:8).
     Andrew Linzey expressed it like this: “We need a concept of ourselves in the universe not as the master species but as the servant species—as the one given responsibility for the whole and for the good of the whole. We must move from the idea that animals were given to us and made for us, to the idea that we were made for creation, to serve it and ensure its continuance. This actually is little more than the theology of Genesis chapter two. The Garden is made beautiful and abounds with life: humans are created specifically to ‘take care of it’” (Genesis 2:15). 


Francis Schaeffer indicates the same in slightly different terms:  “Man has dominion over the ‘lower’ orders of creation, but he is not sovereign over them.  Only God is the Sovereign Lord, and the lower orders are to be used with this truth in mind.  Man is not using his own possessions. . . . When we have dominion over nature, it is not ours either.  It belongs to God, and we are to exercise our dominion over these things not as though entitled to exploit them, but as things borrowed or held in trust which we are to use realizing that they are not ours intrinsically.  Man's dominion is under God's dominion and in God's domain.” (From Pollution and the Death of Man: The Christian View of Ecology).  


Even more elegant are the words of Jean Mouroux in, The Meaning of Man:

Man is linked with nature in the vital, moral, and religious orders; and with her he forms an organic whole which finds its meaning and definitive fulfilment in the glory of God.  But man alone is conscious of it.  He alone is able to present the world to God in thought and love and to glorify God through the world.  Thus he is bound up with nature, but only to rule, complete, and achieve it: he is “the animal that commands,” but commands in order to serve and do homage; and thus he is truly creation’s priest.  And fraternal nature, not unhelpful, but seeking, desiring, looks up to him who alone can fulfill her desire by giving her a soul and a voice wherewith to honor her God.


We sometimes make the mistaken assumption that work was the result of the Fall.  But the truth is that God gave us our work well before the sin nature took us over.  Now, under the curse, work is far more tedious and fraught with frustration.  Nonetheless, though the material world was cursed in order to discipline mankind and keep him from pride and presumption, the Bible never says the material earth is sinful—fallen. From the Scriptures quoted above we can logically assume that God still treasures and has compassion on all He has made (Psa. 145:9).  Therefore, as we do our work, we do it utilizing—and honoring—the material creation, and we love it as God loves it. 

4.
The material creation is a fundamental of our worldview.  
Christianity is unique in the relationships it ascribes to the three prime actors in the cosmos: God, people, and the other material parts of the universe.  These relationships can best be illustrated with a graph:




These relationships form a satisfactory framework for the biblical worldview: God’s ideal pictured for us in the Garden of Eden, which found people (Adam and Eve) in unbroken fellowship with God, their creator.  God, as Creator, was unquestionably in ownership of the earth (Psa. 24:1). Nonetheless, God, the Owner and Creator of the earth, entrusted the earth to the creature He had made in His image: man.  Mankind’s role as spelled out in Scripture was that of stewardship. This setting was truly paradise—the perfect picture of peace on earth. With all the relationships functioning and with God in lordship over all, we had the ideal environment pictured by the Hebrew term shalom.  The Bible simply declares this primordial scene to be “very good.”  In English, “good” is rather broad and nebulous in meaning.  The Hebrew word for “good,” however (towb), contains all these nuances: pleasant, agreeable to the senses, excellent, valuable, rich, prosperous, glad, happy, kind, of benefit, and morally right.  Now that’s truly a definition of Paradise!


Of course, we know that such a state did not last long.  After Adam’s sin, it crashed.  All the relationships were broken, and even though the material world did not lose its inherent goodness, God made it clash with the sinful purposes of people as a disciplinary and protective measure ensuring that mankind would not rise to proud ascendancy over the earth.  Yet he has tried.  And as a result the earth groans: 

For the earnest expectation of the creation eagerly waits for the revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of Him who subjected it in hope; because the creation itself also will be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God. For we know that the whole creation groans and labors with birth pangs together until now. Not only that, but we also who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, eagerly waiting for the adoption, the redemption of our body. (Rom. 8:19-23)


This passage is one of the most hopeful texts in the Scriptures, for it foretells the coming restoration of all things spoken of by the prophet Isaiah and mentioned in Luke’s account of the Acts of the Apostles:  “Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out, so that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, and that He may send Jesus Christ, who was preached to you before, whom heaven must receive until the times of restoration of all things, which God has spoken by the mouth of all His holy prophets since the world began” (Acts 3:19-21). Paul also refers to this glad time:  “For it pleased the Father that in Him all the fullness should dwell, and by Him to reconcile all things to Himself, by Him, whether things on earth or things in heaven, having made peace through the blood of His cross” (Col. 1:19-20, NKJV).


Paradise will indeed be regained, and that Paradise is a promise not only for people who have placed their trust in the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ, but also for the entire creation that was “subjected to futility” by God on account of the sin of Adam. 

The entire material creation will once again experience joy.  
One of the sad misconceptions of the conservative evangelical church has been the understanding that we are “aliens and strangers” on the earth.  In truth we should be aliens and strangers to the world — to the ungodly and rebellious world system ruled over by Satan.  This world system is going to be destroyed and its diabolical ruler vanquished for eternity.  And as a long and glorious celebration of our Savior’s victory, we are going to reign with Him for at least a thousand years more on this very earth which so many of us now abuse and malign.  When we attain our final and complete adoption as children of God, we will embrace a good earth healed from the curse where thorns no longer “infest the ground.”

It is unfortunate in a sense that Isaac Watts titled his carol “Joy to the World!”  He took his inspiration for his stirring lyrics from Psalm 98 that exults:

Oh, sing to the LORD a new song! For He has done marvelous things; His right hand and His holy arm have gained Him the victory. The LORD has made known His salvation; His righteousness He has revealed in the sight of the nations. He has remembered His mercy and His faithfulness to the house of Israel; all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God. Shout joyfully to the LORD, all the earth; Break forth in song, rejoice, and sing praises. Sing to the LORD with the harp, With the harp and the sound of a psalm, With trumpets and the sound of a horn; Shout joyfully before the LORD, the King. (Psalms 98:1-6, NKJV). 

Perhaps we ought to re-title the song of praise “Joy to the earth,” for that is indeed the very first line of the second stanza of Watt’s carol.

It is Satan and sinful mankind that blight God’s good earth.  The Genesis account of the Fall makes it clear that the earth did not sin; the creatures did not sin; the earth is not evil.  How ironic it is that the people of God today readily embrace so much of the doomed world’s political and economic systems that suppresses and abuses the gifts of the creation, and yet malign the earth—which will be restored. 

From this time forward, let us sing this cherished Christmas song with a better understanding of its meaning: though sung as a celebration of the First Advent, it is in reality a description of the Second Advent.  What was promised at Christ birth may soon be fulfilled at His Second Coming.  Let us thrill at the wonderful harmonies woven by the composer of The Messiah, George F. Handel:

Joy to the world! The Lord is come;

Let earth receive her King; 

Let every heart prepare Him room,

And heaven and nature sing.

Joy to the earth, the Savior reigns;
Let men their songs employ;

While fields and floods, rocks, hills and plains

Repeat the sounding joy.

No more let sins and sorrows grow,

Nor thorns infest the ground;

He comes to make His blessings flow 

Far as the curse is found.

He rules the world with truth and grace,

And makes the nations prove

The glories of His righteousness,

And wonders of His love.

 The second coming of the Messiah is bad news for this world system, yet glorious good news for the earth and for those of us who will reign with Him upon it.  It is time that we imagine with C. S. Lewis the moment when “that hideous strength” of the enemy of God and man is finally wrestled into defeat and submission, and when all the elements, plants, and living creatures of a restored earth join in one grand united doxology with redeemed mankind in praise to our Savior and Creator, Jesus Christ: It will be the return of shalom.

Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: "To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!" (Rev. 5:13, NIV).

Note in that passage how John explicitly includes the entire biosphere: creatures in the sky, on the earth, under the earth, on the sea, and in the sea.  Imagine the scene: larks, dragonflies, rabbits, badgers, moles, trap-door spiders, Portuguese men-of-war, sharks, and sea stars all responding to their Savior-Creator and, in their own nature and manner, singing!  Who says Narnia is fiction?  Aslan is the coming Lion of Judah! Think of the joy that will fill the Hundred-Acre Wood.  Tigger will jump higher than ever and Eeyore, then the eternal optimist, will “bouncy-bounce” with him.  Earth will be Peralandra, and Never-never land will become Ever-ever land!

Having this understanding of the meaning of the creation, we certainly have motivation to celebrate its wonder—and the wonder of all its God-given elements.

By Dean Ohlman

Scriptures for

“The Meaning of the Creation”
Ge 1:1 In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. 

And God said, "Let there be light," and there was light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. God called the light "day," and the darkness he called "night." And there was evening, and there was morning-- the first day. And God said, "Let there be an expanse between the waters to separate water from water." So God made the expanse and separated the water under the expanse from the water above it. And it was so. God called the expanse "sky." And there was evening, and there was morning-- the second day. And God said, "Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear." And it was so. God called the dry ground "land," and the gathered waters he called "seas." And God saw that it was good. Then God said, "Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the land that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds." And it was so. The land produced vegetation: plants bearing seed according to their kinds and trees bearing fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening, and there was morning-- the third day. And God said, "Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from the night, and let them serve as signs to mark seasons and days and years, and let them be lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth." And it was so. God made two great lights-- the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night. He also made the stars. God set them in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth, to govern the day and the night, and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening, and there was morning-- the fourth day. 

And God said, "Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the expanse of the sky." So God created the great creatures of the sea and every living and moving thing with which the water teems, according to their kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. God blessed them and said, "Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the water in the seas, and let the birds increase on the earth." And there was evening, and there was morning-- the fifth day. And God said, "Let the land produce living creatures according to their kinds: livestock, creatures that move along the ground, and wild animals, each according to its kind." And it was so. God made the wild animals according to their kinds, the livestock according to their kinds, and all the creatures that move along the ground according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. 

Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground." So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground." Then God said, "I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground-- everything that has the breath of life in it-- I give every green plant for food." And it was so. God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And there was evening, and there was morning-- the sixth day.

2:1 Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array. By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done. 

This is the account of the heavens and the earth when they were created. When the LORD God made the earth and the heavens-- and no shrub of the field had yet appeared on the earth and no plant of the field had yet sprung up, for the LORD God had not sent rain on the earth and there was no man to work the ground, but streams came up from the earth and watered the whole surface of the ground-- the LORD God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being. Now the LORD God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed And the LORD God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground-- trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. A river watering the garden flowed from Eden; from there it was separated into four headwaters. The name of the first is the Pishon; it winds through the entire land of Havilah, where there is gold. (The gold of that land is good; aromatic resin and onyx are also there.) The name of the second river is the Gihon; it winds through the entire land of Cush.  The name of the third river is the Tigris; it runs along the east side of Asshur. And the fourth river is the Euphrates. The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. 

And the LORD God commanded the man, "You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die." The LORD God said, "It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him." 

Now the LORD God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the field and all the birds of the air. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name. So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of the field. 

But for Adam no suitable helper was found. So the LORD God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the man's ribs and closed up the place with flesh. Then the LORD God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. The man said, "This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called 'woman, 'for she was taken out of man." For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh. The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame. 

Ps 8:1-9 O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! You have set your glory above the heavens. From the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise because of your enemies, to silence the foe and the avenger. When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor. You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything under his feet: all flocks and herds, and the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, all that swim the paths of the seas. O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!

Ps 104 Praise the LORD, O my soul. O LORD my God, you are very great; you are clothed with splendor and majesty. He wraps himself in light as with a garment; he stretches out the heavens like a tent and lays the beams of his upper chambers on their waters. He makes the clouds his chariot and rides on the wings of the wind. He makes winds his messengers, flames of fire his servants. He set the earth on its foundations; it can never be moved. You covered it with the deep as with a garment; the waters stood above the mountains. But at your rebuke the waters fled, at the sound of your thunder they took to flight; they flowed over the mountains, they went down into the valleys, to the place you assigned for them You set a boundary they cannot cross; never again will they cover the earth. 

He makes springs pour water into the ravines; it flows between the mountains. They give water to all the beasts of the field; the wild donkeys quench their thirst. The birds of the air nest by the waters; they sing among the branches. He waters the mountains from his upper chambers; the earth is satisfied by the fruit of his work. He makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for man to cultivate-- bringing forth food from the earth: wine that gladdens the heart of man, oil to make his face shine, and bread that sustains his heart. The trees of the LORD are well watered, the cedars of Lebanon that he planted. There the birds make their nests; the stork has its home in the pine trees. The high mountains belong to the wild goats; the crags are a refuge for the coneys.  The moon marks off the seasons, and the sun knows when to go down. You bring darkness, it becomes night, and all the beasts of the forest prowl. The lions roar for their prey and seek their food from God. The sun rises, and they steal away; they return and lie down in their dens. Then man goes out to his work, to his labor until evening. 

How many are your works, O LORD! In wisdom you made them all; the earth is full of your creatures. There is the sea, vast and spacious, teeming with creatures beyond number-- living things both large and small. There the ships go to and fro, and the leviathan, which you formed to frolic there. These all look to you to give them their food at the proper time. When you give it to them, they gather it up; when you open your hand, they are satisfied with good things. When you hide your face, they are terrified; when you take away their breath, they die and return to the dust. When you send your Spirit, they are created, and you renew the face of the earth. 

May the glory of the LORD endure forever; may the LORD rejoice in his works -- he who looks at the earth, and it trembles, who touches the mountains, and they smoke. I will sing to the LORD all my life; I will sing praise to my God as long as I live. May my meditation be pleasing to him, as I rejoice in the LORD. But may sinners vanish from the earth and the wicked be no more. Praise the LORD, O my soul. Praise the LORD. 

Ps 145:5-9 They will speak of the glorious splendor of your majesty, and I will meditate on your wonderful works.  They will tell of the power of your awesome works, and I will proclaim your great deeds. They will celebrate your abundant goodness and joyfully sing of your righteousness. The LORD is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and rich in love. The LORD is good to all; he has compassion on all he has made.

Ro 1:18-25 The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities-- his eternal power and divine nature-- have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. Therefore God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another. They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator-- who is forever praised. Amen.

Ro 8:18-25 I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.

Ac 3:19-21 Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, and that he may send the Christ, who has been appointed for you-- even Jesus. He must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, as he promised long ago through his holy prophets.

Col 1:15-20 He [Jesus] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.

Re 5:9-14 And they sang a new song: "You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation. You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth." Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud voice they sang: "Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!" Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: "To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!" The four living creatures said, "Amen," and the elders fell down and worshiped.

Joh 1:1-14 In the beginning was the Word [Jesus], and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.  He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God-- children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God. The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

Heb 1:1-3 In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.

Follow-up questions:

1. What was man’s assigned job in the Garden?

2. Does the Bible say the non-human creation is “fallen”?

3. What was the purpose of the curse?

4. How long will the curse continue?

5. Does God love His creation?

6. Does God care for His creation?

7. Does God want us to care for creation?

8. Did Jesus act of atonement on the cross bring about redemption for people alone, 

or for the entire cosmos?

9. Is the natural world going to be destroyed?

10. Why would the natural world look forward to the coming of Christ it's going to be
destroyed?

Affinity

“All things in their own nature respond to God.”

T

he committed and obedient follower of Christ really has a greater affinity with the natural creation than with the Godless world of “those who are perishing” (rejecting Christ).  Why is that?  

1) Because both we and the natural world acknowledge, celebrate, and worship God, the Creator.  
The Godless world does not. 
"Let the floods clap [their] hands: let the hills be joyful together" (Psalm 98:8); "For ye shall go out with joy, and be led forth with peace: the mountains and the hills shall break forth before you into singing, and all the trees of the field shall clap [their] hands" (Isaiah 55:12). “[The Godless] exchanged the truth of God for the lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator” (Romans 1:24-25).

2) Because both we and the natural world groan under the curse and are both looking forward with eager anticipation to the coming of Christ and to the restoration that will occur at His coming.  
The Godless world does not. 

“The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies” (Romans 8:18-23); “In the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires. They will say, ‘Where is this “coming” he promised? Ever since our fathers died, everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation.’ But they deliberately forget that long ago by God's word the heavens existed and the earth was formed. . . .” (2 Peter 3:3-5).

3) Because both we and the creatures of the natural world will join our voices in that great doxology of the end times to celebrate the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ that released us both from sin and the curse.  
The Godless world continues in its rebellion. 

“And every creature which is in heaven, and on the earth, and under the earth, and such as are in the sea, and all that are in them, heard I saying, ‘Blessing, and honor, and glory, and power, be unto him that sitteth upon the throne, and unto the Lamb for ever and ever’” (Revelation 5:13).  “[The disobedient] are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts” (Ephesians 4:18).

4) Because both we and the natural world are grateful recipients of the love of God. 
The rebellious, Godless world is not. 

"The LORD is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and rich in love. The LORD is good to all; he has compassion on all he has made" (Psalm 145:8-9). “Let everything that has breath praise the LORD. Praise the LORD” (Psalm 150:6). "The LORD is righteous in all his ways and loving towards all he has made" (Psalm 145:17).  “Surely the righteous will praise your name and the upright will live before you” (Psalm 140:13). “For although [the rebellious] knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened” (Romans 1:21).

5) Because we and the natural world will enjoy peace (shalom) together in that great Kingdom to come.  
The rebellious, Godless world will not.  
"The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and a little child shall lead them. And the cow and the bear shall feed; their young ones shall lie down together: and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. And the sucking child shall play on the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put his hand on the cockatrice' den. They shall not hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain: for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the LORD, as the waters cover the sea" (Isaiah 11:6-9).  “The cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars-- their place will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur.” (Revelation 21:8)

[A brief word study]

The Matter of Animal "Souls"

While many Christians today are convinced that animals have souls, it is likely that the majority believe they don't.  Whatever the opinion, it seems logical to assume that the beliefs of most Christians on this issue are not based on clearly understood biblical passages. The reason for this is not hard to determine: the Scriptures that make reference to the soul are themselves general and somewhat confusing. 


A simple answer based on the first two chapters of Genesis would affirm that animals do have a soul of some sort. In Genesis 1:20, 24 (NIV) the Creator calls for the water and the land to bring forth "living creatures." The Hebrew words for this expression are nephesh chay. The term chay is derived from chayah, a root word meaning "to live." 


The term nephesh is from the root word that means "to breathe," and it is translated throughout the OT as "soul." The King James Version of the Bible translates the expression nephesh chay as "moving creatures that hath life." Curiously, however, the KJV translates the expression as "living soul" when it is used to identify mankind in Genesis 2:7: "and man became a living soul." It is likely that the two different renderings of the same terms have led to the understanding that animals merely have life but people have souls. The NIV, on the other hand, avoids this dichotomy by translating both uses of the expression as "living creature." 


To complicate matters even more, in Deuteronomy 12:23 the word nephesh is used to explain why blood should not be eaten with the meat: "But be sure you do not eat the blood, because the blood is the life (nephesh) and you must not eat the life with the meat" (NIV). This is echoed in Lev. 17:11 and other passages regarding the levitical laws. This would appear to give nephesh a material meaning. In one instance it seems to be more non-material as the "soul," and in another instance it seems to be material. 


Even more confusing is the fact that in the account of the Flood it speaks of the destruction "of every creature that hath the breath of life (ruwach) in it" (Gen. 6:17 NIV). The Hebrew term ruwach is usually translated as "spirit" in most other OT passages where it is used. This word is used in Ecclesiastes 3:21 to refer to both the "spirit" of people and the "spirit" of animals. So it appears that even "spirit" can be attributed to both animals and mankind. The actual Hebrew meaning of ruwach is also "to breathe" or "exhale." So the two words that are variously translated "soul" and "spirit" actually have a similar meaning. This no doubt adds to the controversy about whether or not people are composed of three parts or two (trichotomism vs. dichotomism). 


Nonetheless, these and several other Scripture passages give support to the belief that animals do indeed have a soul/spirit. Even conservative Bible scholar C.I. Schofield, who strongly influenced the dispensational views of most Baptist denominations, comments, "In the sense of conscious life [implied by the term nephesh], an animal also has a soul." What is unfortunate is that many non-Christians conclude from this that there is no fundamental difference between people and animals. That conclusion, however, is unfounded. What clearly distinguishes people from animals is what theologians call the imago Dei: Mankind was created "in the image of God" (Gen. 1:27). Animals were not.  


John Wesley in his classic sermon on the difference between man and animals, "The General Deliverance" (Nov. 30, 1781. Available also on the Internet) makes this very clear.  In the sermon, Wesley shows great compassion and concern for the "brute creation," and even states his belief that man and animals share self-motion, understanding, will, and liberty. He even believed that before the Fall animals had "some shadowy resemblance of even moral goodness" in that as people were to obey God, animals were to be subservient to people. Yet when he speaks of people, Wesley says that "man was God's vice-regent upon the earth, the prince and governor of this lower world. . . .  What makes the barrier between men and brutes? . . . It is this: man is capable of God; the inferior creatures are not."  


Wesley also believed, as do most Bible scholars, that the animal kingdom was cursed because of Adam's sin and that it does not give much evidence today of what its glory was in Eden. He understood that the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ provided for the redemption mankind—and of the animal kingdom. He was convinced that the present suffering of animals under the curse and under the cruel hand of fallen man would be recompensed by their sharing in the glory to come. In reference to Romans 8:19-22 and Revelation 21:5 he believed that "the whole brute creation will then undoubtedly be restored, not only to the vigor, strength, and swiftness which they had at the creation, but to a far higher degree of each than they ever enjoyed." Schofield adds, "Even the animal and material creation, cursed for man's sake, will be delivered by Christ." 


This begs the question as to whether there is a soul or spiritual essence in each individual animal that survives death and will once again, in the "general deliverance," be reunited with a glorified body. Do all dogs really go to heaven? The Bible simply does not say. However, since the Bible clearly states that in the future messianic kingdom there will be animals freed from the curse (Isa. 11:6-9), it is not out of the question to suggest that such animals are the same ones who left their cursed bodies on the old earth and were graced by the Creator to now inhabit undying, glorified bodies. However, that would indeed be merely an assumption—and a hope. 


Evangelical scholar John Piper in his book Future Grace includes a poem he wrote about the coming kingdom. These lines underscore the often unexpressed hope many of us have about the future of our pets: 


And as I knelt beside a brook 


To drink eternal life, I took 


A glance across the golden grass, 


And saw my dog, old Blacky, fast 


As she could come. She leaped the stream -- 


Almost -- and what a happy gleam 


Was in her eye. I knelt to drink, 


And knew that I was on the brink 


Of endless joy. . . . 


In the light of all we know about the grandeur of God's creation, about His love for mankind, about His care for the sparrow that falls, and about His plan to include the animals in the future kingdom, we certainly have grounds for considering with great remorse the manner in which mankind has added evil cruelty to the effects of the Fall already borne by the animals. It certainly would please the Creator for man, the crown of creation, to begin to behave more in keeping with the way we will be expected to behave in the kingdom to come when there truly will be "joy to the world."  


No more let sins and sorrows grow, 


Nor thorns infest the ground; 


He comes to make His blessings flow. 


Far as the curse is found. 

The Earth & The Second Coming


Christians are Christians because they believe that Jesus Christ is alive and preparing to return visibly to the earth — this time not to secure our salvation with His blood, but to complete our salvation with his power as “King of kings and Lord of lords—forever and ever.”  This is the universal Christian belief in the Second Coming expressed so majestically in Handel’s “Messiah.”  Exactly when and how that is going to occur, however, is the subject of such different opinions that hundreds of Christian denominations are formed around these differences.  One of the key debates relates to the period of a thousand years of peace under the rule of Christ described in Revelation 20.  This period comes after a time of great tribulation that will devastate the earth and its people.  


While all Christians believe that Christ’s coming will consummate our salvation and bring with it the return of shalom described by the prophet Isaiah (when the lion will peacefully eat straw with the ox), some do not hold that such a period will only be a thousand years.  They believe that our eternal state will begin at the moment of His return.  Millenialists, however, believe that after a thousand years, Satan, who has been bound during that period, will be released for a short time of rebellion and then be consigned to the lake of fire for ever.  At that time all the unbelievers of the nations throughout human history will be judged and consigned to the lake of fire with Satan, and the planet Earth will be destroyed and replaced with a new one.  The New Jerusalem will then descend out of heaven, and we will begin our eternal state as citizens of this Holy City.  Whether believers will “live” on the new earth or in heaven is unclear because the actual location of the Holy City within the cosmos is not made clear.


Regardless of whether the Millennium is literal or not, Christian beliefs about the end times have created attitudes toward this present earth that militate against our care and keeping of it.  Consider these attitudes:


Escapism:  This attitude is illustrated by the Christian bumper sticker that plays on an expression from the Star Trek series: “Beam me up, Lord!”  It is the idea that when Jesus comes, we will be “dematerialized” from earth and “rematerialized” in a heaven somewhere fully removed from the earth.  Since the earth will have been devastated by God’s end-time judgments, escapists believe, it matters little how badly the earth is treated in the present.  


Millenarianism:  Most Christian escapists are also millenarians—believing in a literal thousand-year reign of Christ on this present earth.  They believe that after the Millennium, this planet will be destroyed and replaced with a new one.  While they believe the Millennium will be on this present earth (fulfilling Isaiah’s “peaceable kingdom” prophecies), they also believe that the earth can be restored only by God—supernaturally.  Believing this, they think it is relatively fruitless to attempt by human effort to protect, preserve, or restore this old earth.  


Spiritualism:  This is the biblically unsupported impression of many Christians which holds that we will live in a bodiless spiritual state in heaven for all eternity.  While the Bible declares clearly that Christians will have “incorruptible” bodies just like the present material body of Jesus, many still picture themselves in the future as ethereal spirits cloud-hopping through the heavens.  Their mistaken understanding comes close to the Eastern religious concepts that declare the material to be only an illusion.  The material earth seems to be of little significance—so why care for it.  “It’s all going to burn, anyway,” is a common statement from folks who think this way.

What do the Scriptures tell us about the future of the earth?


Consider the following Scriptures:


The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them. The cow will feed with the bear, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox. The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and the young child put his hand into the viper's nest. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea. (Isaiah 11:6-9, NIV).


NOTE:  This “peaceable kingdom” has not yet come.  When it comes, it will obviously be on the earth and affect earthly creatures in a revolutionary way.  The “holy mountain” is Zion – which is on this present earth.

-----------------------------


"The days are coming," declares the LORD, "when I will raise up to David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and right in the land. (Jeremiah 23:5, NIV).


NOTE:  When Jesus comes to reign (His second coming), it will be on the earth.

-----------------------------


Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. (Matthew 5:5, NIV).


NOTE:  What benefit is it for the meek to inherit an earth that will be destroyed?

-----------------------------

"This, then, is how you should pray: "`Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven. (Matthew 6:9-10, NIV).


NOTE:  Jesus instructed us to pray for God’s kingdom to come—to come to the earth where His will shall reign supreme.

-----------------------------


Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, and that he may send the Christ, who has been appointed for you — even Jesus. He must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, as he promised long ago through his holy prophets. (Acts 3:19-21, NIV).


NOTE:  Jesus is waiting in heaven to be sent by the Father back to the earth to restore all things.  Will they be restored only to be destroyed again?

-----------------------------


The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. (Romans 8:19-23, NIV).


NOTE:  The creation will be liberated from the curse at the same time that believers will be finally adopted as children of God.  Will it be liberated only to be destroyed again?  We often think that there is almost total discontinuity between the earth today and the earth tomorrow, and we are understandably anxious about that.  But by all appearances there will be continuity of the grand things we appreciate: familiar plants and animals, a familiar body, a familiar earth — all of these no longer subject to change and decay.

------------------------------


He [Jesus] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. (Colossians 1:15-20, NIV).


NOTE: Jesus is going to reconcile to God all things both in heaven and on earth.  Only what has been alienated from Christ needs to be reconciled.  Only what has been damaged needs to be restored.  The result of this reconciliation/restoration is gloriously pictured in Revelation 5:11-14:


Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud voice they sang: "Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!" Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: "To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!" The four living creatures said, "Amen", and the elders fell down and worshipped. (Rev. 5:11-14, NIV).


NOTE: It is obvious from the Scriptures that in the kingdom to come will be all the reconciled creatures of the earth joining in a grand doxology to the Son of God who saved us all from the curse of sin and death.  What the first Adam lost, Christ, the second Adam, will restore, and He will reign as the eternal and universal example of goodness, love, and righteousness.

-----------------------------


And they sang a new song: "You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation. You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth." (Revelation 5:9-10, NIV).


NOTE:  Those who have been purchased by the blood of Christ among all nations will be priests (also rulers and judges) who “will reign on the earth.” This kind of future existence is a far cry from the cloud-hopping, harp-strumming caricature of heaven that we get from religious cartoons.

--------------------------------


I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away." (Revelation 21:2-4, NIV).


The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into it [the Holy City]. On no day will its gates ever be shut, for there will be no night there. The glory and honor of the nations will be brought into it. (Revelation 21:24-26, NIV).


No longer will there be any curse. The throne of God and of the Lamb will be in the city, and his servants will serve him. (Revelation 22:3, NIV).


NOTE: From his earthly prospect, the apostle John sees the Holy City descend.  God’s kingdom has clearly come to earth and the old order (of death and the curse) has passed away.  All things have been restored to an eternal state of shalom.  The earth is now under the direct sovereign control of God where those who have been bought by the blood of Jesus Christ will act as His vicegerents.  With bodies (Rom. 8:23) like that of the incarnate, risen Christ, it seems likely that the redeemed will be able to traverse freely between the restored heaven and earth and the throne of God.

How have great Christians of the past looked at the future of the earth?


Irenaeus: "It is not the substance or essence of creation that is brought to an end (for he who established it is true and constant) but 'the fashion of this world passeth away', that is, those aspects in which transgression has been committed". 


John Wesley:  "The whole animated creation shall be delivered, not by annihilation; annihilation is not deliverance". 


John Calvin: "The creatures are waiting to be renewed to a better state."  Also, "God will restore the present fallen world to perfect condition.”


Matthew Henry: "All must pass through the fire, which shall be a consuming fire to all that sin has brought into the world, though it may be but a refining fire to the works of God's hand...creation being made much brighter"


C. H. Spurgeon: "Many believers make a mistake when they long to die and long for heaven.... It is not the ultimate.... A disembodied spirit never can be perfect until it is reunited to its body."  Also, "God will one day change our bodies and then he will change this world itself.  We expect to see this world that is now so full of sin turned into a paradise, a garden of God.  In this very place, where sin has triumphed, we expect that grace will much more abound." 


C. I. Scofield  "Even the animal and material creation, cursed for man's sake, will be delivered by Christ." 


Francis Schaeffer:  "As Christ’s death redeems men, including their bodies, from the consequences of the Fall, so His death will redeem all nature from its evil consequences at the time when we are raised from the dead.... We should be looking now, on the basis of the work of Christ, for substantial healing in every place affected by the Fall....”


Martyn Lloyd-Jones:  "In the coming glory the entire creation is destined to share.... It means the animals; it means vegetation; it means rivers and mountains; it means the earth itself — deliverance for the whole creation.... Nature, inanimate nature, has some awareness of this.... We shall live in the body on this renewed, renovated, regenerated earth.... Why am I insisting on this? Because if this is not true, then God has not really defeated Satan. When God made man, He first of all made a world for him to live in.... If God is to defeat Satan finally and completely, He must restore everything to its original condition."


John Stott: "There is going to be both continuity and discontinuity in the regeneration of the world, as in the resurrection of the body." 

How should we then live?


Francis Bacon:  “Man by the fall fell at the same time from his state of innocency and from his dominion over nature.  Both of these losses, however, even in this life, can in some part be repaired: the former by religion and faith, the latter by the arts and sciences.”


T. S. Eliot:  “For a long enough time we have believed in nothing but the values arising in a mechanized, commercialized, urbanized way of life: it would be as well for us to face the permanent conditions upon which God allows us to live on this planet.  And without sentimentalizing the life of the savage, we might practice the humility to observe, in some of the societies upon which we look down as primitive or backward, the operation of a social-religious-artistic complex which we should emulate upon a higher plane.  We have been accustomed to regard “progress” as always integral; and have yet to learn that it is only by an effort and a discipline, greater than society has yet seen the need of imposing upon itself, that material knowledge and power is gained without loss of spiritual knowledge and power.... We need to know how to see the world as the Christian fathers saw it; and the purpose of reascending to origins is that we should be able to return, with greater spiritual knowledge, to our own situation.”


Jean Mouroux:  “Man is linked with nature in the vital, moral, and religious orders; and with her he forms an organic whole which finds its meaning and definitive fulfillment in the glory of God.  But man alone is conscious of it.  He alone is able to present the world to God in thought and love and to glorify God through the world.  Thus he is bound up with nature, but only to rule, complete, and achieve it: he is “the animal that commands,” but commands in order to serve and do homage; and thus he is truly creation’s priest.  And fraternal nature, not unhelpful, but seeking, desiring, looks up to him who alone can fulfill her desire by giving her a soul and a voice wherewith to honor her God.” 


C. S. Lewis: "Happy are those whom it [the judgment] finds laboring in their vocations, whether they were merely going out to feed the pigs or laying good plans to deliver humanity a hundred years hence from some great evil." 


Francis Schaeffer: “On the basis of the fact that there is going to be total redemption in the future, not only of man but of all creation, the Christian who believes the Bible should be the man who — with God’s help and in the power of the Holy Spirit — is treating nature now in the direction of the way nature will be then.  It will not now be perfect, but it must be substantial, or we have missed our calling.  God’s calling to the Christian now, and to the Christian community, in the area of nature — just as it is in the area of personal Christian living in true spirituality — is that we should exhibit a substantial healing here and now, between man and nature and nature and itself, as far as Christians can bring it to pass.... Here in this present life, it is possible for the Christian to have some share through sciences and the arts, in returning nature to its proper place.”


Carl F. H. Henry:  “It seriously distorts both the Old and New Testaments to say that man alone matters to God. From the creation account onward the Bible boldly correlates the fortunes of the cosmos with those of man.  Even if man made in his image is declared "very good," God identifies the created gradations of existence that precede man as "good." The earth was not made for man to manipulate as he pleases. Indeed, he is given the vocation of keeping and dressing the Garden (Gen. 2:15).... The messianic vision comprehends a restoration of the unity of man and nature.... The terrible imbalances that man's inordinate will has introduced into the natural realm can be solved only if the question of existence is once again set in its proper context. Only the knowledge of God and its implications for man's true self-understanding and for the cosmic implications of redemption can restore order and beauty.”


Charles Colson:  “We should be contending for truth in every area of life. Not for power or because we are taken with some trendy cause, but humbly to bring glory to God. For this reason, Christians should be the most ardent ecologists. Not because we would rather save spotted owls than cut down trees whose bark provides lifesaving medicine, but because we are mandated to keep the Garden, to ensure that the beauty and grandeur God has reflected in nature is not despoiled. We should care for animals. Not because whales are our brothers, but because animals are part of God’s kingdom over which we are to exercise dominion.”

Conclusion:


These Scriptures and the words of great Christian spokesmen unequivocally indicate that the earth shares the benefits of the redemptive act of Jesus Christ and will likely share our destiny.  As we have been renewed, it will be renewed.  As we worship our Creator and Redeemer, it worships the same Creator and Redeemer.  As fellow worshipers and recipients of God’s grace we work together to bring Him glory and honor.  We serve the Creator as stewards of an earth that in turn serves us and Him—us for our joy and our needs, Him as a robe of splendor and provider of endless delight.  Therefore, we should protect, preserve, and restore as much as possible this material source of our nourishment and health for the benefit of the present generation and the generations to come.  We ache along with the cursed and troubled earth, humbly recognizing that its pain is the result of our sin.  To compound its pain by careless abuse and self-centered extravagance only adds to the burden.  


Francis of Assisi has often been taken lightly by the majority of post-Reformation Protestant Christians as a sort of daft eccentric—with his ideas of “brother sun” and “sister moon.” He too is one of those responsible for the term “mother Earth” referring to the created world as our nurturing source. [For which he gives thanks to God the King, creator of us all (From the anthem “All Creatures of Our God and King”).]

I believe we need to repent of our attitude toward St. Francis, for he was right.  As Christians we are far too comfortable with the world system, and too alienated from the earth.  The Scriptures seem to indicate that we have that all wrong.  It is the world system that is going to be destroyed.  The earth will be renewed

May God grant us the wisdom to first understand and then lovingly develop the marvelous gift of the creation.  Together with the creation we look forward to the second coming of Jesus Christ with great anticipation.  May He find us working and watching.

Further Reading:

Martyn Lloyd-Jones, The Final Perseverance, an exposition of Romans 8: 17-39, Banner of Truth, 1975 

Francis Schaeffer, Pollution and the Death of Man, Tyndale House, 1970   

Stephen Travis, I Believe... in the Second Coming, Hodder, 1982 (series editor Michael Green) 

Hearing the Right Voices

by Dean Ohlman

“Why have we never heard this before?”

That question, edged with irritation, came from a young woman probably in her early thirties. It came near the end of a lecture I’d been giving in a Christian college adult continuing education class. She was asking why she had never heard anything like the biblical principles of creation stewardship I’d been outlining.

Her question, in fact, aroused in me a bit of the disappointment and anger I had first felt when I came to understand that one of the major Genesis mandates—one of the future realities of life in God’s kingdom—had been virtually ignored by the churches I grew up in and served in throughout my life.

The Genesis mandate most ignored was the command “to work and take care of” the Garden (the metaphor for the early earth) given to us in Genesis 2:15 (NIV). Since the original King James stated that we were “to dress” and “to keep” the Garden, it is quite possible that most preachers and teachers really did not understand the full significance of the Hebrew words for “dress” and “keep.”  Those words, abad and shamar, understood in their richest connotations (according to Strong) mean that the responsibility of mankind to the earth was to work it, to till it, to serve it (as a serving master), to be husbandman over it, to protect it, to preserve it, and to save it (indeed, to “save the earth”!).  This was all in the course of being “in dominion” over the creation (Gen. 1:26-31).

The future reality mostly ignored was the fact of the “restoration” of the cursed creation promised by the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Paul tells us about this in Colossians 1: 20 and Romans 8:18-25. Listen to the way J.B. Phillips translates this future reality: 

“In my opinion whatever we may have to go through now is less than nothing compared with the magnificent future God has planned for us. The whole creation is on tiptoe to see the wonderful sight of the sons of God coming into their own. The world of creation cannot as yet see reality, not because it chooses to be blind, but because in God’s purpose it has been so limited -- yet it has been given hope. And the hope is that in the end the whole of created life will be rescued from the tyranny of change and decay, and have its share in that magnificent liberty which can only belong to the children of God!” 

Why the Baptist and Bible churches I was a part of missed this is a mystery, since when I was a child, the Scofield Bible was the study Bible of choice. The note that Scofield made on Romans 8:22 was this: “Even the animal and material creation, cursed for man’s sake, will be delivered by Christ.” In the current conservative evangelical community, that almost sounds like heresy.

Why did that young woman and I both have a sense of outrage when we began to understand that these important truths that apply directly to our daily lives and to our glorious future had been missed or ignored?  I believe it is because of the common understanding in our circles today that we really have things pretty much altogether as Christians. We’ve got the answers. Since we were reared to take biblical mandates and prophetic statements seriously, we both felt that a major part of what should have marked our lives had been neglected.

It has only been in the past fifteen years of my life that I have come to realize that there were many admonitions our churches and their leaders missed. It is my opinion that much of that neglect came from the neutralization of the biblical message by our fascination with the baubles of modernity and the materialistic benefits of the Industrial Revolution. What we had been calling “blessings on America” because of our supposed collective Christianity may in actuality have been little more than the result of self-centered, earth-abusing behavior that provided us with coveted material goods (the resources for which were ripped from the hands of America’s more reverent and stewardly native people). Those “blessings” have more often than not kept us from the true blessings of humbleness, self-sacrifice, and obedience. Instead of caring for the Garden, we were pillaging the Garden. We even dared to call parts of God’s creation our own “private property.”

But there were voices. Before the turn of the last century George MacDonald was pleading with those who would hear to attend to the beauty of the earth, not merely its utility. Listen to his reverie:

I walked home one winter’s Sunday morning after church. It was a lovely day. The sun shone so warm that you could not help thinking of what God would be able to do before long -- draw primroses and buttercups out of the earth by force of sweet persuasive influences. But in the shadows lay fine webs of laces of ice, so delicately lovely that one could not but be glad of the cold that made the water able to please itself by taking such graceful forms. And I wondered over again, for the hundredth time, what could be the principle which, in the wildest, most lawless, fantastically chaotic, apparently capricious, work of nature, always kept it beautiful. The beauty of holiness must be at the heart of it somehow, I thought. Because our God is so free from stain, so loving, so unselfish, so good, so altogether what he wants us to be, so holy, therefore all his works declare him in beauty; his fingers can touch nothing but to mold it into loveliness; and even the play of his elements is in grace and tenderness of form.

Getting to the heart of the meaning of the earth, MacDonald speaks through the main character in his novel The Curate’s Awakening: 

All about us in earth and air, wherever eye or ear can reach, there is a power ever breathing itself forth in signs. Now it shows itself in a daisy, now in a waft of wind, a cloud, a sunset -- and this power holds constant relation with the dark and silent world within us. The same God who is in us and upon whose tree we are buds, also is all about us. Inside, the Spirit; outside the Word. And the two are ever trying to meet in us; and when they meet, then the sign within and the longing within become one. The man no more walks in darkness, but in light, knowing where he is going.

He speaks about the sinful human urge to own: “The love of possessing a property must, if it goes unchecked, in time annihilate in a man the inheritance of the meek. . . . Only love and only God can be ours perfectly. Nothing called “property” can be ours at all. . . .  All is man’s only because it is God’s. The true possession of anything is to see and feel in it what God made it for, and the uplifting of the soul by that knowledge is the joy of true having.”

Echoing those same words was the great Dutch statesman, Abraham Kuyper. Speaking of the same reality that grieved Scotsman George MacDonald, Kuyper said this:

We have heard how in Scotland three‑fourths of the land is in the hands of fourteen persons, and how one of these fourteen recently bought a section in which forty‑eight families lived and simply drove them off the land in order to extend his game preserve. Does not a voice in your innermost self tell you that such a disposal of land on which bread for the hungry must be grown cannot, as a matter of principle, be good, and that the lumping together of land ownership with individualistic ownership must run counter to God's ordinances?  In the Lord's law-giving for Israel you find a whole set of special regulations for the ownership of land. The fruitful field is given by God to all the people so that every tribe in Israel might dwell on it and live from it. Any agrarian regulation that does not reckon with this explicit ordinance ruins land and people. . . . Under God we have no right of rule except in the context of the organic association of mankind, and thus also in the context of the organic association of its possessions. What the social democrat calls "community of goods" never existed either in Israel or in the first Christian community. Such an absolute community of goods is excluded everywhere in Scripture. However, Scripture excludes just as completely every illusion of a right to dispose of one's property absolutely, as if one were God, without considering the needs of others.

One wonders how such language would sit today with those who consider private property “rights” to be sovereign. Even arch-conservatives like Charles Colson recognize what Kuyper and MacDonald were saying. In his book The Body Colson quotes Kuyper:  “[Our call] is this: that in spite of all worldly opposition, God’s holy ordinances shall be established again in the home, in the school, and in the state for the good of the people; to carve as it were into the conscience of the nation the ordinances of the Lord, to which Bible and creation bear witness, until the nation pays homage again to God.”

Colson elaborates:

We should be contending for truth in every area of life. Not for power or because we are taken with some trendy cause, but humbly to bring glory to God. For this reason, Christians should be the most ardent ecologists. Not because we would rather save spotted owls than cut down trees whose bark provides lifesaving medicine, but because we are mandated to keep the Garden, to ensure that the beauty and grandeur God has reflected in nature is not despoiled. We should care for animals. Not because whales are our brothers, but because animals are part of God’s kingdom over which we are to exercise dominion. Francis of Assisi should be our role model, not Ted Turner or Ingrid Newkirk.

In Kuyper’s day there was hope in many countries for a national turning to the ordinances of God. But the incessant march of materialism could not be stopped. The Great War soon erupted. Afterward, atheism marched in the streets of Moscow, fittingly drawing the Iron Curtain around the other holocaust -- the genocide of millions in a nation whose only god was Mammon. In America, while the flappers danced in the streets, Christian churches were caught up in a war with religious liberalism -- materialism wearing a cross. Denominations crumbled and new organizations of evangelicals formed: the Independent Fundamental Churches of America, the General Association of Baptist Churches, the Conservative Baptist Association. Within the mainline Presbyterian, Methodist, and Lutheran churches the battle for the authenticity and authority of the Bible raged as well.

Perhaps it was this battle in America that diverted our attention from the fact that capitalism, though carrying a Bible and pledging allegiance to Old Glory, was also infected with materialism. Orthodox Christianity’s battle with religious modernism and the Great Depression no doubt kept many of us from hearing the warning from our own Woodrow Wilson who declared that we were caught in the web of a great economic system that was “heartless.” Not even hearing our own admonitions, it was easy to miss the warnings from fellow believers in Great Britain about the damage materialism was doing to our hearts and to God’s creation. The Inklings, a group of scholars who gathered around the convictions of C.S. Lewis, were seeing some things that our church leaders could have seen. T.S. Eliot was one with an inkling about the truth. Having turned to Christ from the emptiness of the materialist wasteland, Eliot saw the specter of death in mankind’s fascination with science and technology. In 1934 he wrote in the poem “Choruses from the Rock” these words [the “Rock” being Christ]:

O weariness of men who turn from God

To the grandeur of your minds and the glory of your action,

To arts and inventions and daring enterprises,

To schemes of human greatness thoroughly discredited,

Binding the earth and water to your service,

Exploiting the seas and developing the mountains,

Dividing the stars into common and preferred,

Engaged in devising the perfect refrigerator, 

Engaged in working out a rational morality,

Engaged in printing as many books as possible,

Plotting of happiness and flinging empty bottles,

Turning from your vacancy to fevered enthusiasm

For nation or race or what you call humanity;

Though you forget the way to the Temple,

There is one who remembers the way to your door:

Life you may evade, but Death you shall not.

And later:

The Word of the Lord came to me, saying:

O miserable cities of designing men,

O wretched generation of enlightened men, 

Betrayed in the mazes of your ingenuities,

Sold by the proceeds of your proper inventions:

I have given you hands -- which you turn from worship,

I have given you speech -- for endless palaver,

I have given you my Law -- and you set up commissions,

I have given you lips -- to express friendly sentiments,

I have given you hearts -- for reciprocal distrust,

I have given you power of choice -- and you only alternate

Between futile speculation and unconsidered action.

Many are engaged in writing books and printing them,

Many desire to see their names in print,

Many read nothing but the [sports] reports.

Much is your reading, but not the Word of God,

Much is your building, but not the House of God.

Will you build me a house of plaster, with corrugated roofing,

To be filled with the litter of Sunday newspapers?

Another of Lewis’ friends who saw the folly of our unholy use of the earth was Dorothy Sayers. In pleading the case for a return to an authentic Christianity not burning with the fever of consumption, she quoted Eliot:  “A wrong attitude towards nature implies, somewhere, a wrong attitude towards God, and the consequence is an inevitable doom.”  Sayers went on to warn us:

So long as the Church continues to teach the manhood of God and to celebrate the sacraments of [The Lord’s Supper] and marriage, no living man should dare to say that matter and body are not sacred to her. She must insist strongly that the whole material universe is an expression and incarnation of the creative energy of God, as a book or a picture is a material expression of the creative soul of the artist. For that reason, all good and creative handling of the material universe is holy and beautiful, and all abuse of the material universe is a crucifixion of the body of Christ. The whole question of the right use to be made of art, of the intellect, and of the material resources of the world is bound up in this. Because of this, the exploitation of man or matter for commercial uses stands condemned, together with all debasement of the arts and perversions of the intellect. If matter and the physical nature of man are evil, or if they are of no importance except as they serve an economic system, then there is nothing to restrain us from abusing them as we choose -- nothing, except the absolute certainty that and such abuse will eventually come up against the unalterable law and issue in judgment and destruction.

Dorothy Sayers also saw the evils of meaningless work:  “We cannot expect a sacramental attitude to work, while many people are forced, by our evil standard of values, to do work which is a spiritual degradation -- a long series of financial trickeries, for example, or the manufacture of vulgar and useless trivialities.” [This was before Nintendo!]  “Perhaps if the Churches had had the courage to lay their emphasis where Christ laid it, we might not have come to this present frame of mind in which it is assumed that the value of all work, and the value of all people, is to be assessed in terms of economics. We might not so readily take for granted that the production of anything (no matter how useless and dangerous) is justified so long as it issues in increased profits and wages; that so long as a man is well paid, it does not matter whether his work is worthwhile in itself or good for his soul; that so long as a business deal keeps on the windy side of the law, we need not bother about its ruinous consequences to society or the individual.”

Finally, she took on, with no euphemisms, an economic system based on greed and covetousness inflamed by modern advertising [this was during W.W. II]:

That system as we know it thrives upon waste and rubbish heaps. At present the waste (that is, sheer gluttonous consumption) is being done for us on the field of war. In peace, if we do not revise our ideas, we shall ourselves become its instruments. The rubbish-heap will again be piled on our own doorsteps, on our own backs, in our own bellies. Instead of the wasteful consumption of trucks and tanks, metal and explosives, we shall have back the wasteful consumption of [radios] and silk stockings, drugs and paper, cheap pottery and cosmetics -- all the slop and swill that pour down the sewers over which the palace of Gluttony is built. . . . It was left for the present age to endow Covetousness with glamour on a big scale, and to give it a title which it could carry like a flag. It occurred to somebody to call it “enterprise.”  From the moment of that happy inspiration, Covetousness has gone forward and never looked back. It has become a swaggering, swashbuckling, piratical sin, going about with its hat cocked over its eye, and with pistols tucked into the tops of its jack-boots. Its war-cries are “business efficiency,” “free competition,” “ get out or get under,” and “there’s always room at the top.”  It no longer [scrimps] and saves -- it launches out into new enterprises; it gambles and speculates; it thinks in a big way; it takes risks. It can no longer be troubled to deal in real wealth, and so remain attached to work and to the soil.

Well, the churches did not heed Sayers’ admonition  “to lay their emphasis where Christ laid it.”  They sailed on into the so-called happy days of the fifties building bigger and better sanctuaries that sealed the message in and the sinner out. With no alternative offered for the meaninglessness of materialism and the empty promises of modernity, the sixties brought chaos. Justifiably disenchanted youth tossed Molotov cocktails on the whole “establishment” of church, state, and university. 

Trying to make sense of it all, a new voice was heard: that of Francis Schaeffer. Thousands of Christians pored over his books to discover the reason for unreason and to understand why Western civilization had come to such a state. At the end of the process, we all asked with Schaeffer, "How should we then live?"  Much of what this philosopher/theologian said about the demise of Christianity in the West was quickly understood and accepted as the basis upon which a revitalized Church could once again make its message heard in a lost world.

Curiously, however, one of Schaeffer's books was overlooked or, perhaps more correctly, ignored as an aberration of an otherwise astute thinker: it was titled Pollution and the Death of Man: A Christian View of Ecology. The book title and the cover itself -- a photograph of a skull on a pile of dirt -- likely added to its lack of popularity: Wasn't the ranting of Jane Fonda and Tom Hayden enough?  Did we really need another negative message to add to our burden of bad news?  We had ministries to run and families to raise; how could we be expected to be enthusiastic about another message of impending disaster?

Those who took the time to read and ponder carefully Pollution and the Death of Man (published in 1970 and just republished a few years ago) discovered, however, that its message was not just another commentary on the decline of Christianity -- it was a challenge to the church to apply biblical principles to the world's environmental crises which were primarily the result of materialism. Unfortunately, it appears that the book was published thirty years too soon, for only now has the church come to the point where it is willing to examine the premises of the book -- some of which now seem to be prophetic.

Among other things, Schaeffer predicted that without the Church's participation in the ecology debate, the environmental  movement would adopt pantheism as its foundational doctrine. Sadly now, we recognize that he was right. In the religious void left by orthodox Christianity's failure to step into the fray and address environmental issues from a biblical point of view, Hinduism, Buddhism, and their modern expression in the New Age Movement have joined with other purveyors of "earth spirituality" to make pantheism, as Schaeffer predicted, the religion of the cause.

Much of evangelical Christianity, tied as it was -- and still is -- to the economics of progress and prosperity, decided that "since the earth is going to burn," Christians might just as well ignore the earth's physical condition and concentrate instead on saving souls and ushering them to Glory "on flowery beds of ease."  Anyway, Jesus was going to return in a few years, and everything would be fixed.

Well, Jesus did not return in the seventies, nor in the eighties. And, in part because of the Church's failure to apply the scriptural principle of stewardship to our use of the earth's resources, the world's environmental problems have compounded. We have had to relearn this important lesson: Jesus never intended the promise of His future return to be an excuse for ignoring our present responsibilities.
Listen to Schaeffer’s admonitions and observations:

 On the basis of the fact that there is going to be total redemption in the future, not only of man but of all creation, the Christian who believes the Bible should be the man who -- with God's help and in the power of the Holy Spirit -- is treating nature now in the direction of the way nature will be then. It will not now be perfect, but it must be substantial, or we have missed our calling. God's calling to the Christian now, and to the Christian community, in the area of nature -- just as it is in the area of personal Christian living in true spirituality -- is that we should exhibit a substantial healing here and now, between man and nature and nature and itself, as far as Christians can bring it to pass.

In Novum Organon Francis Bacon wrote this: "Man by the Fall fell at the same time from his state of innocency and from his dominion over nature. Both of these losses, however, even in this life, can in some part be repaired; the former by religion and faith, the later by the arts and sciences."  It is a tragedy that the Church, including the orthodox, evangelical Church, has not always remembered that. Here, in this present life, it is possible for the Christian to have some share, through sciences and the arts, in returning nature to its proper place.

Man was given dominion over creation. This is true. But since the Fall, man has exercised this dominion wrongly. He is a rebel who has set himself at the center of the universe. By creation man has dominion; but as a fallen creature he has used that dominion wrongly. Because he is fallen, he exploits created things as though they were nothing in themselves, and as though he has an autonomous right to them.

Surely then, Christians, who have returned through the work of the Lord Jesus Christ to fellowship with God, and have a proper place of reference to the God who is there, should demonstrate a proper use of nature. We are to have dominion over it, but we are not going to use it as fallen man uses it. We are not going to act as though it were nothing in itself or as though we will do to nature everything we can do. . . . 

So man has dominion over nature, but he uses it wrongly. The Christian is called upon to exhibit this dominion, but exhibit it rightly: treating the thing as having value in itself, exercising dominion without being destructive. The church should always have taught and done this, but she has generally failed to do so, and we need to confess our failure. 

I recently came upon some copies I had made a few years ago of pages from a book of essays by Alexander Solzhenitsyn and some of his fellow dissidents in the early 70's. The book is titled From Under the Rubble, printed in the US by Regnery Gateway, 1981. Some of the following quotes struck a responsive chord in me and helped to formulate my strong conviction that it is not conservative, libertarian, and/or laissez-faire policies that will save us, but the very personal practices of repentance and self-limitation. These are from Solzhenitsyn's essay "Repentance and Self-Limitation in the Life of Nations."

Whatever feelings predominate in the members of a given society at a given moment in time, they will serve to color the whole of that society and determine its moral character. And if there is nothing good there to pervade that society, it will destroy itself or be brutalized by the triumph of evil instincts no matter where the pointer of the great economic laws may turn. And it is open to every one of us, whether learned or not, to choose -- and profitably choose -- not to evade the examination of social phenomena with reference to the categories of individual spiritual life and ethics.

The end of the world, so often foretold by the prophets only to be postponed, has ceased to be the particular property of mystics and confronts us as sober reality, scientifically, technically, and psychologically warranted. It is no longer just the danger of a nuclear world war -- we have grown used to that and can take it in our stride. But the calculations of the ecologists show us that we are caught in a trap: either we change our ways and abandon our greedy pursuit of progress, or else in the 21st century, whatever the pace of man's development, we will perish as a result of a total exhaustion, barrenness, and pollution of the planet. Add to this the white-hot tensions between nations and races, and we can say without suspicion of overstatement that without repentance, it is in any case doubtful if we can survive. It is by now only too obvious how dearly mankind has paid for the fact that we have all throughout the ages preferred to censure, denounce, and hate others, instead of censuring, denouncing, and hating ourselves....
We are always very ready to limit others -- this is what all politicians are engaged in -- but nowadays the man who suggests that a state or a party, without coercion and simply in answer to a moral call, should limit itself invites ridicule. We are always anxiously on the lookout for ways of curbing the inordinate greed of the other man, but no one is heard renouncing his own inordinate greed. History knows of several occasions on which the greed of a minority was curbed with much bloodshed, but who is to curb the inflamed greed of the majority, and how?  That is something it can only do for itself. The idea of self-limitation in society is not a new one. We find it a century ago in such thoroughgoing Christians as the Russian Old Believers. In the journal "Istina" (no. 1, 1807)... we read: 

A people subjects itself to great suffering by its immoral acquisitiveness.... The true and lasting good is that which is attained by farsighted self-limitation.
And elsewhere: 

Save through self-restriction, there is no other true freedom for mankind.

After the Western ideal of unlimited freedom, after the Marxist concept of freedom as acceptance of the yoke of necessity -- here is the true Christian definition of freedom: Freedom is self-restriction! Restriction of the self for the sake of others! Once understood and adopted, this principle diverts us -- as individuals, in all forms of human associations, societies, and nations -- from outward to inward development, thereby giving us greater spiritual depth. The turn toward inward development, the triumph of inwardness over outwardness, if it ever happens, will be a great turning point in the history of mankind, comparable to the transition from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance....

The concept of unlimited freedom is closely connected in its origin with the concept of 'infinite progress,' which we now recognize as false. Progress in this sense is impossible on our earth with its limited surface area and resources. We shall in any case inevitably have to stop jostling each other and show self-restraint: with the population rapidly soaring, mother earth herself will shortly force us to do so. It would be spiritually so much more valuable, and psychologically so much easier, to adopt the principle of self-limitation -- and to achieve it through prudent self-restriction.

Such a change will not be easy for the free economy of the West. It is a revolutionary demolition and total reconstruction of all our ideas and aims. We must go over from uninterrupted progress to a stable economy, with nil growth in territory, parameters, and tempo, developing only through improved technology (and even technical successes must be critically screened). This means that we must abjure the plague of expansion beyond our borders, the continual scramble after new markets and sources of raw material, increases in our industrial territory of the volume of production, the whole insane pursuit of wealth, fame, and change. No incentive to self-limitation has ever existed in bourgeois economics, yet the formula would so easily and so long ago have been derived from moral considerations. The fundamental concepts of private property and private economic initiative are part of man's nature, and necessary for his personal freedom and his sense of normal well-being. They would be beneficial to society if only -- if only the carriers of these ideas on the very threshold of development had limited themselves, and not allowed the size of their property and thrust of avarice to become a social evil, which provoked so much justifiable anger, not tried to purchase power and subjugate the press. It was a reply to the shamelessness of unlimited money grubbing that socialism in all its forms developed.

So back to my student’s original question: “Why have we never heard this before?”  The answer is simple: we were not paying attention. We did not hear the wise Christian voices of the past; we did not hear the voice of the Holy Spirit speaking through Scripture; we did not hear the groaning of creation. 

And, sadly, most will not likely hear these voices today. One reason they will not hear the voices is that the bulk of conservative parachurch ministry leaders are so loud in their condemnation of the heresies of a few environmental radicals that they are drowning out the truth about our responsibility to be stewards of the creation. I’m afraid these evangelical leaders are so fearful of the loss of financial support from wealthy donors they will never join their voices with the likes of MacDonald, Kuyper, Eliot, Lewis, Sayers, Schaeffer, Solzhenitsyn, and Carl F. H. Henry in calling for a return to obedience regarding the Genesis mandates and for a sincere and active longing for the restoration of all creation promised in the atoning death of our Savior and assured in His Second Coming. Even Chuck Colson dares not venture too far from this conservative fold which now has the ear of George W. Bush. The billionaire/millionaire conservative supporters of these parachurch ministries are also active donors to the Bush cadre.  Together they welcome the new dismantling of the nation’s environmental protection laws and ordinances and the wholesale devastation of our forests.

O how we all need to come to true understanding of the role that is ours in creation’s restoration. Consider in conclusion the thoughts of Jean Mouroux penned fifty years ago about the significance of man as the serving master -- or “creation’s priest”:

Man is linked with nature in the vital, moral, and religious orders; and with her he forms an organic whole which finds its meaning and definitive fulfillment in the glory of God. But man alone is conscious of it. He alone is able to present the world to God in thought and love and to glorify God through the world. Thus he is bound up with nature, but only to rule, complete, and achieve it: he is “the animal that commands,” but commands in order to serve and do homage; and thus he is truly creation’s priest. And fraternal nature, not unhelpful, but seeking, desiring, looks up to him who alone can fulfill her desire by giving her a soul and a voice wherewith to honor her God.

APPENDIX:

God's Grandeur

The world is charged with the grandeur of God.

It will flame out, like shining from shook foil;

It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil

Crushed. Why do men then not reck his rod?

Generations have trod, have trod, have trod;

And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil;

And wears man's smudge and shares man's smell; the soil

Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod.

And for all this, nature is never spent;

There lives the dearest freshness deep down things;

And though the last lights off the black West went

Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs-

Because the Holy Spirit over the bent

World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.

Gerard Manley Hopkins

The Future of Forestry






C.S. Lewis

How will the legend of the age of trees

Feel, when the last tree falls in England?

When the concrete spreads and the town conquers

The country’s heart; when contraceptive

Tarmac’s laid where farm has faded, 

Tramline flows where slept a hamlet,

And shop fronts, blazing without stop from

Dover to Wrath, have glazed us over?

Simplest tales will then bewilder

The questioning children: “What was a chestnut?”

“Say what it means to climb a beanstalk.”

“Tell me, Grandfather, what an elm is.”

“What was autumn?  They never taught us.”

Then, told by teachers how once from mould

Came growing creatures of lower nature

Able to live and die, though neither

Beast nor man, and around them wreathing

Excellent clothing, breathing sunlight --

Half understanding, their ill-acquainted

Fancy will tint their wonder-paintings:

Trees as men walking, wood-romances

Of goblins stalking in silky green, 

Of milk-sheen froth upon the lace of hawthorn’s

Collar, pallor on the face of birchgirl,

So shall a homeless time, though dimly

Catch from afar (for soul is watchful)

A sight of tree-delighted Eden.

Selected statements from God, Revelation, and Authority
by Carl F.H. Henry (Vol. II, "God Who Speaks and Shows: Fifteen Theses, Part One") 


Today's conceptualization of the real once again so anchors the totality of existence in natural processes that it erodes any final significance for personal reality, divine or human. Irreducibly at stake in the contrast of the biblical and scientistic views is. . . in short, whether God is truly known in his self-revelation or is mere fiction. . . . 


Either one must abandon the Hebrew-Christian view of the universe, or one must repudiate contemporary naturalism and its radical misrepresentation of reality. One must uphold either the biblical emphasis on the ontological priority of the intelligible Creator or opt for the contemporary reduction of ultimate reality to natural processes. The issue is that precise and that clear-cut. . . . 


Man, in whom the elements of nature focus in a special responsible rationality, exists in a divinely established reliance on both God and created nature. . . . Man. . . acts culpably and knowingly when he fails to find evidence for God's order in nature whenever the external world forces him to revise hypotheses or when its behavior fulfills his expectations, no less than when he shares in wantonly destroying and polluting nature and in grafting the technological monstrosities and the ugly scars of alien conquest upon nature's visage. The Christian apostle's verdict -- "they glorified him not as God, neither were thankful" (Rom. 1:21 KJV) -- is as equally appropriate to the modern age of technocratic scientism as it was to the ancient pagan religions. . . . 


God has much more in mind and at stake in nature than a backdrop for man's comfort and convenience, or even a stage for the drama of human salvation. His purpose includes redemption of the cosmos that man has implicated in the Fall. Today the ecological problem is often stated in a way that accommodates the divorce and alienation of history and nature by exaggerating the importance of man and downgrading the importance of nature; the ecological problem thus becomes one of man's survival. . . . 


Because God considers the human more important than the subhuman, it becomes easy for prideful man to conclude that external nature is not only less important than man, but also of no value apart from him. He sees nature intended solely for his preferred use as he autonomously manipulates it, as lacking beauty except as he pronounces it beautiful, and as having value only as and if he can channel it to human welfare. . . . Concern over the extinction of vanishing species has its place in a Christian outlook, but in a naturalistic view it hardly has in it a vestigial remnant of reason. If man himself is only a passing phase of the evolutionary process, how can a wholly unknown future burden him with moral obligations for lesser species of life? 


Ecological experts readily concede that appeals based on human survival lack motivational power unless they also involve immediate self-interest. . . . Those who argue that if self-interest got us into the difficulty, self-interest will also extricate us from it, seem to forget that interest in the species' future differs considerably from one's individual present interest. Without a persuasive metaphysics, human beings will simply pursue their own immediate advantage or desires. . . . The basic issue in ecology, as in every other human problem, is not only the nature of man, nor even the nature of nature, but ultimately also the nature and will of God. . . . 


It is unfair to blame Christianity for the ecological crisis; what's more, Christianity is best able to arrest it. The Bible has timeless relevance for ecological problems; neither heirs of nor strangers to the Judeo-Christian outlook can afford to overlook its message. . . . 


Scientific naturalism, not Christian theism, nurtures man's disposition to desecrate the cosmos. Disinterested abuse of nature is a fearsome by-product whenever scientific abstraction assesses external reality without cognizance of personal moral will. . . . If ecology is a moral concern, that concern can hardly be supported or enlivened by a merely scientistic conception of nature whose methodology is intrinsically blind to ethical norms. . . . The present indignation over the ecological crisis is simply an emotional surd, unless contrary to technocratic scientism it presupposes mankind and human culture to be not simply functions and reflexes of the natural world but also somehow distinct from the cosmos and responsibly related to it. The human species has already done much to upset the earthly balances which sustain life; the biblical revelation provides the most persuasive reasons why mankind can and ought to take a very different course. . . . 


Less imaginative and more biblically based is the fact, now almost wholly absent from ecological considerations, that God who reveals himself discloses not simply his common grace, but also his wrath in nature as well as in history. Not only in earthquake and flood, which insurance statisticians readily salute as acts of God, but in ecology also, the hand of God points an indignant finger at man's obliviousness to God's purposes in the cosmos. . . . If the heavens declare only the prevalence of industrial smog, if day after day uttereth only the chatter of mass media, then the glory of God as veiled by technocratic scientism is conceivably indeed a form of judgment. . . . 


It seriously distorts both the Old and New Testaments to say that man alone matters to God. From the creation account onward the Bible boldly correlates the fortunes of the cosmos with those of man. Even if man made in his image is declared "very good," God identifies the created gradations of existence that precede man as "good." The earth was not made for man to manipulate as he pleases. Indeed, he is given the vocation of keeping and dressing the Garden (Gen. 2:15). . . . 


The messianic vision comprehends a restoration of the unity of man and nature. . . . The terrible imbalances that man's inordinate will has introduced into the natural realm can be solved only if the question of existence is once again set in its proper context. Only the knowledge of God and its implications for man's true self-understanding and for the cosmic implications of redemption can restore order and beauty. . . . 


The imperative need is for man to do what is right. The right is what God wills, and God's will embraces man and nature alike. God did not create the world a waste or chaos but a place to be settled. God's purpose in nature is correlated with his purpose for man. It envisions obedient human sonship as attested by the incarnation of God-man, the divine agent in creation of the cosmos and of man. Though man's welfare, properly understood, is indeed a legitimate criterion in approaching nature, this must be comprehended through a restoration of nature and man alike to their divinely intended purpose. . . . 


Every conjectural philosophy of nature is an oblique response to revelational realities. . . . 

Journal of John Woolman (excerpts)

University of Virginia Library Electronic Text Center. 

University of Virginia Library. 

Charlottesville, Va. 

   I may here mention a remarkable circumstance that occurred in my childhood. On going to a neighbor's house, I saw on the way a robin sitting on her nest, and as I came near she went off ; but having young ones, she flew about, and with many cries expressed her concern for them. I stood and threw stones at her, and one striking her she fell down dead. At first I was pleased with the exploit, but after a few minutes was seized with horror, at having, in a sportive way, killed an innocent creature while she was careful for her young. I beheld her lying dead, and thought those young ones, for which she was so careful, must now perish for want of their dam to nourish them. After some painful considerations on the subject, I climbed up the tree, took all the young birds, and killed them, supposing that better than to leave them to pine away and die miserably. In this case I believed that Scripture proverb was fulfilled, "The tender mercies of the wicked are cruel." I then went on my errand, and for some hours could think of little else but the cruelties I had committed, and was much troubled. Thus He whose tender mercies are over all his works hath placed a principle in the human mind, which incites to exercise goodness towards every living creature; and this being singly attended to, people become tender-hearted and sympathizing; but when frequently and totally rejected, the mind becomes shut up in a contrary disposition....   


I kept steadily to meetings, spent first-day afternoons chiefly in reading the Scriptures and other good books, and was early convinced in my mind that true religion consisted in an inward life, wherein the heart does love and reverence God the Creator, and learns to exercise true justice and goodness, not only toward all men, but also toward the brute creatures; that, as the mind was moved by an inward principle to love God as an invisible, incomprehensible Being, so, by the same principle, it was moved to love him in all his manifestations in the visible world; that, as by his breath the flame of life was kindled in all animal sensible creatures,  to say we love God as unseen, and at the same time exercise cruelty toward the least creature moving by his life, or by life derived from him, was a contradiction in itself....


About the twenty-third year of my age, I had many fresh and heavenly openings, in respect to the care and providence of the Almighty over his creatures in general, and over man as the most noble amongst those which are visible. And being clearly convinced in my judgment that to place my whole trust in God was best for me, I felt renewed engagements that in all things I might act on an inward principle of virtue, and pursue worldly business no further than as truth opened my way....


  


In my youth I was used to hard labor, and though I was middling healthy, yet my nature was not fitted to endure so much as many others. Being often weary, I was prepared to sympathize with those whose circumstances in life, as free men, required constant labor to answer the demands of their creditors, as well as with others under oppression. In the uneasiness of body which I have many times felt by too much labor, not as a forced but a voluntary oppression, I have often been excited to think on the original cause of that oppression which is imposed on many in the world. The latter part of the time wherein I labored on our plantation, my heart, through the fresh visitations of heavenly love, being often tender, and my leisure time being frequently spent in reading the life and doctrines of our blessed Redeemer, the account of the sufferings of martyrs, and the history of the first rise of our Society, a belief was gradually settled in my mind, that if such as had great estates generally lived in that humility and plainness which belong to a Christian life, and laid much easier rents and interests on their lands and moneys, and thus led the way to a right use of things, so great a number of people might be employed in things useful, that labor both for men and other creatures would need to be no more than an agreeable employ, and divers branches of business, which serve chiefly to please the natural inclinations of our minds, and which at present seem necessary to circulate that wealth which some gather, might, in this way of pure wisdom, be discontinued. As I have thus considered these things, a query at times hath arisen: Do I, in all my proceedings, keep to that use of things which is agreeable to universal righteousness? And then there hath some degree of sadness at times come over me, because I accustomed myself to some things which have occasioned more labor than I believe Divine wisdom intended for us....


In the fall of this year, having hired a man to work, I perceived in conversation with him that he had been a soldier in the late war on this continent; and he informed me in the evening, in a narrative of his captivity among the Indians, that he saw two of his fellow-captives tortured to death in a very cruel manner. This relation affected me with sadness, under which I went to bed; and the next morning, soon after I awoke, a fresh and living sense of Divine love overspread my mind, in which I had a renewed prospect of the nature of that wisdom from above which leads to a right use of all gifts, both spiritual and temporal, and gives content therein. Under a feeling thereof, I wrote as follows:-       
"Hath He who gave me a being attended with many wants unknown to brute creatures given me a capacity superior to theirs, and shown me that a moderate application to business is suitable to my present condition; and that this, attended with his blessing, may supply all my outward wants while they remain within the bounds he hath fixed, and while no imaginary wants proceeding from an evil spirit have any place in me? Attend then, O my soul! to this pure wisdom as thy sure conductor through the manifold dangers of this world.     


"Doth pride lead to vanity? Doth vanity form imaginary wants? Do these wants prompt men to exert their power in requiring more from others than they would be willing to perform themselves, were the same required of them? Do these proceedings beget hard thoughts? Do hard thoughts, when ripe, become malice? Does malice, when ripe, become revengeful, and in the end inflict terrible pains on our fellow-creatures and spread desolations in the world?      


"Do mankind, walking in uprightness, delight in each other's happiness? And do those who are capable of this attainment, by giving way to an evil spirit, employ their skill and strength to afflict and destroy one another? Remember then, O my soul! the quietude of those in whom Christ governs, and in all thy proceedings feel after it.     


"Doth he condescend to bless thee with his presence? To move and influence thee to action? To dwell and to walk in thee? Remember then thy station as being sacred to God. Accept of the strength freely offered to thee, and take heed that no weakness in conforming to unwise, expensive, and hard-hearted customs, gendering to discord and strife, be given way to. Doth he claim my body as his temple, and graciously require that I may be sacred to him? O that I may prize this favor, and that my whole life may be conformable to this character! Remember, O my soul! that the Prince of Peace is thy Lord; that he communicates his unmixed wisdom to his family, that they, living in perfect simplicity, may give no just cause of offence to any creature, but that they may walk as He walked!"....


 


Some fowls yet remained of those the passengers took for their sea-store. 1 believe about fourteen perished in the storms at sea, by the waves breaking over the quarter-deck, and a considerable number with sickness at different times. I observed the cocks crew as we came down the Delaware, and while we were near the land, but afterwards I think I did not hear one of them crow till we came near the English coast, when they again crowed a few times. In observing their dull appearance at sea, and the pining sickness of some of them, I often remembered the Fountain of goodness, who gave being to all creatures, and whose love extends to caring for the sparrows. I believe where the love of God is verily perfected, and the true spirit of government watchfully attended to, a tenderness towards all creatures made subject to us will be experienced, and a care felt in us that we do not lessen that sweetness of life in the animal creation which the great Creator intends for them under our government. 

John Woolman [1720-1772] was an American Quaker clergyman and reformer who traveled within the colonies preaching against slavery, advocating just Indian policy, and opposing the rum trade.

From Entropy: Into the Greenhouse World
by Jeremy Rifkin

Bantam Books, 1980 (revised in 1989)

From the chapter titled “A Second Christian Reformation”

“Sin is people's hubris in believing that they can treat God's creations differently than God does; namely, manipulate and exploit them for purposes other than what they were created for. Sin is also people's hubris in believing that they can reorder this world and redefine its purpose to suit their own whims and fancies. The Christian life must be one of conserving wholeness over fragmentation, balance over imbalance, and harmony over disharmony. A Christian must love God's creation and treat it with respect because God created it with love.

Dominion, then, does not mean the right to exploit nature. Far from it, say the scholars. Dominion means stewardship over nature. Henlee H. Barnett, in his book The Church and the Ecological Crisis, points out that the Biblical view of humankind "is that of a keeper, caretaker, custodian . . . of the household earth." Stewardship, says Barnett is "the New Testament term for this role of human beings in relation to the natural order." The first requisite of a steward, according to Barnett, "is faithfulness, because he handles that which belongs to another." The concept of stewardship leads directly to the Biblical notion of covenant. In Genesis, God says, "I established my Covenant with you [humankind], and with your seed after you and with every living created thing."

God, then, has a covenant with humanity. Men and women are to act as His stewards on earth, preserving and protecting all of God's creations. This covenant puts human beings in a special relationship to God. Since people are a creation of God, just like all of God's other creations, they are equal to them in their finite nature; only God is infinite. While all creations are equal in that they owe their existence to the same source — God — human beings are nonetheless different. The difference, as Francis Schaeffer points out in his book Pollution and the Death of Man, is that human beings are made by God in his image and are given the responsibility to act as stewards over the rest of God's creation. Therefore, people are both part of nature, equal to and dependent on all other living creatures, and at the same time separate from nature with a responsibility to protect and take care of it. As long as people accept both relationships, they are faithful to God's purpose and are carrying out the covenant God made with them. However, when people take advantage of their special relationship by taking over God's creation as their own, using it for their own ends rather than God's glory, they have broken the covenant and are rebelling against God.

The new stewardship doctrine and the laws of thermodynamics, when combined with more orthodox theology, set the tone for a new, reformulated Christian doctrine and covenant suited to the ecological prerequisites of an entropic world view. Most of all, the stewardship doctrine provides an answer to the ultimate question, "Why should I take the responsibility of caring for and preserving the natural order?" Because it is God's order. God created it and God entrusted human beings with the responsibility of overseeing it. It comes down to a question of serving God or rejecting Him.

The new stewardship doctrine turns the modern worldview upside down. The rules and relationships that are used to exploit nature are diametrically opposed to those that are necessary to conserve nature. For example, private ownership of resources, increased centralization of power over nature, the elimination of biological diversity, the refusal to set limits on production and consumption, the fragmentation of human labor into separate and autonomous spheres of operation, the reductionist approach to understanding life and the interrelationships between phenomena, and the concept of progress as a process of continually transforming the natural world into a more exploitable human‑made environment have long been considered as valid pursuits and goals in the modern world. Every single one of these items and scores of others that make up the operating assumptions of the age of growth are inimical to the principles of ecology, a low‑entropy economic framework, and, most important, the newly defined stewardship doctrine.

Stewardship requires that humankind respect and conserve the natural workings of God's order. The natural order works on the principles of diversity, interdependence, and decentralization. Maintenance replaces the notion of progress, stewardship replaces ownership, and nurturing replaces engineering. Biological limits to both production and consumption are acknowledged, the principle of equitable distribution of resources is accepted, and the concept of wholeness becomes the essential guideline for measuring all relationships and phenomena. In reality, the new stewardship doctrine represents a fundamental shift in humanity's frame of reference. It establishes a new set of governing principles for how human beings should behave and act in the world.

If the Christian community fails to embrace the concept of a New Covenant vision of stewardship, it is possible that the emerging religious fervor could be taken over and ruthlessly exploited by right‑wing and corporate interests. The evangelical awakening could end up providing the essential cultural backdrop that a fascist movement in the United States would require to maintain control over the country during a period of long‑range economic decline.

Even a thoughtful and respected evangelical theologian of the stature of Francis Schaeffer believes that fascism is a very real possibility for the United States in the troubled economic years that lie ahead. In reflecting on America's inability to find a solution to the problem of worsening inflation and recession cycles, Schaeffer concludes: "I cannot get out of my mind the uncomfortable parallel to the German's loss of confidence in the Weimar Republic just before Hitler, which was caused by unacceptable inflation. History indicates that at a certain point of economic breakdown people cease being concerned with individual liberties and are ready to accept regimentation."'

Schaeffer is pessimistic about the prospect for the United States. He believes that the overriding value Americans place on their own "personal peace and affluence" will likely lead to a fascist type order as the economy continues to contract: "I believe the majority . . . will sustain the loss of liberties without raising their voices as long as their own lifestyles are not threatened."

What Schaeffer fails to say is that there are already many disturbing signs within the evangelical movement pointing to just such a possibility. For example, many middle‑class Christians are falling back more and more on the old notion of the "gospel of wealth," equating Biblical doctrine with rugged individualism, free enterprise, and unlimited material accumulation. This kind of expansionist theology is still very much a dominant motif in American Christianity. The ''gospel of wealth" theme will likely continue to be used by individual Christians to justify a lack of concern or involvement with the pressing economic needs ahead, needs that require a communal and not merely an individual or free‑enterprise response. For these Christians, the evangelical movement will serve as a sanctuary for withdrawal from the turmoil around them. If economic conditions become so bad that they begin to threaten even this last refuge of the middle class, chances are good that withdrawal will quickly translate into active support of the right‑wing and capitalist interests even to the point of accepting whatever authroitarian measures are deemed necessary by the state to maintain social order.

By radically redefining humanity's relationship to the rest of God's creation, contemporary Christian scholars are challenging our expansionist epoch. The new concept of dominion as stewardship and conservation rather than ownership and exploitation is at loggerheads with both traditional Christian theology and the mechanical worldview of the past several hundred years. By refocusing the story of Creation and humanity's purpose in the world, Christian theologians have committed an act of open rebellion against their own doctrinal past. The Christian individual who for hundreds of years sought salvation through productivity and the subduing of nature is now being challenged by a new Christian person who seeks salvation by conserving and protecting God's creation. The Christian work ethic is being replaced by the Christian conservation ethic. This new emphasis on stewardship is providing the foundation for the emergence of a new Christian Reformation and a New Covenant vision for society.”

Expectation

This glowing dawn,

  all nature stands on tiptoe

    waiting

      drenched in wonder.

Soft air breathes

  mists rise

    waters ripple

      petals stir

        grasses nod

          leaves sigh.

Birds loose shining shafts of song.

High in the blue

  bright wings drift

    hover and dart.

By fragrant brier

  furred bodies freeze

    nostrils twitch

      whiskers quiver and stiffen

sharp eyes glance

  
    sure paws flash.

Shimmering insects flit and fall.

  On dewy thorn

    the patient spider weaves

      her jeweled web.

In weedy depths

  of still green waters

    shadowy forms gleam

      silently gliding.

Breezes freshen

  the morning quickens.

Washed in new gold

  all nature waits on tiptoe

    watching

      wordlessly questing:

Is this the day?

  will it be soon,

    the hour of earth's redemption,

      Life's return?

By Margaret Clarkson in "All Nature Sings"

THE GENERAL DELIVERANCE 

John Wesley 

Sermon #60 

 [text of the 1872 edition] 


"The earnest expectation of the creature waiteth for the manifestation of the sons of God. For the creature was made subject to vanity, not willingly, but by reason of him that subjected it: Yet in hope that the creature itself also shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption, into the glorious liberty of the sons of God. For we know that the whole creation groaneth, and travaileth in pain together until now." Rom. 8:19-22. 


1. Nothing is more sure, than that as "the Lord is loving to every man," so "his mercy is over all his works;" all that have sense, all that are capable of pleasure or pain, of happiness or misery. In consequence of this, "He openeth his hand, and filleth all things living with plenteousness. He prepareth food for cattle," as well as "herbs for the children of men." He provideth for the fowls of the air, "feeding the young ravens when they cry unto him." "He sendeth the springs into the rivers, that run among the hills, to give drink to every beast of the field," and that even "the wild asses may quench their thirst." And, suitably to this, he directs us to be tender of even the meaner creatures; to show mercy to these also. "Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out the corn:" -- A custom which is observed in the eastern countries even to this day. And this is by no means contradicted by St. Paul's question: "Doth God take care for oxen?" Without doubt he does. We cannot deny it, without flatly contradicting his word. The plain meaning of the Apostle is, Is this all that is implied in the text? Hath it not a farther meaning? Does it not teach us, we are to feed the bodies of those whom we desire to feed our souls? Meantime it is certain, God "giveth grass for the cattle," as well as "herbs for the use of men."  


2. But how are these Scriptures reconcilable to the present state of things? How are they consistent with what we daily see round about us, in every part of the creation? If the Creator and Father of every living thing is rich in mercy towards all; if he does not overlook or despise any of the works of his own hands; if he wills even the meanest of them to be happy, according to their degree; how comes it to pass, that such a complication of evils oppresses, yea, overwhelms them? How is it that misery of all kinds overspreads the face of the earth? This is a question which has puzzled the wisest philosophers in all ages: And it cannot be answered without having recourse to the oracles of God. But, taking these for our guide we may inquire,  


I. What was the original state of the brute creation?  


II. In what state is it at present? And,  


III. In what state will it be at the manifestation of the children of God?  


I. 1. We may inquire, in the First place, What was the original state of the brute creation? And may we not learn this, even from the place which was assigned them; namely, the garden of God? All the beasts of the field, and all the fowls of the air, were with Adam in paradise. And there is no question but their state was suited to their place: It was paradisiacal; perfectly happy. Undoubtedly it bore a near resemblance to the state of man himself. By taking, therefore, a short view of the one, we may conceive the other. Now, "man was made in the image of God." But "God is a Spirit:" So therefore was man. (Only that spirit, being designed to dwell on earth, was lodged in an earthly tabernacle.) As such, he had an innate principle of self-motion. And so, it seems, has every spirit in the universe; this being the proper distinguishing difference between spirit and matter, which is totally, essentially passive and inactive, as appears from a thousand experiments. He was, after the likeness of his Creator, endued with understanding; a capacity of apprehending whatever objects were brought before it, and of judging concerning them. He was endued with a will, exerting itself in various affections and passions: And, lastly, with liberty, or freedom of choice; without which all the rest would have been in vain, and he would have been no more capable of serving his Creator than a piece of earth or marble; he would have been as incapable of vice or virtue, as any part of the inanimate creation. In these, in the power of self-motion, understanding, will, and liberty, the natural image of God consisted. 


2. How far his power of self-motion then extended, it is impossible for us to determine. It is probable, that he had a far higher degree both of swiftness and strength, than any of his posterity ever had, and much less any of the lower creatures. It is certain, he had such strength of understanding as no man ever since had. His understanding was perfect in its kind; capable of apprehending all things clearly, and judging concerning them according to truth, without any mixture of error. His will had no wrong bias of any sort; but all his passions and affections were regular, Being steadily and uniformly guided by the dictates of his unerring understanding; embracing nothing but good, and every good in proportion to its degree of intrinsic goodness. His liberty likewise was wholly guided by his understanding: He chose, or refused, according to its direction. Above all, (which was his highest excellence, far more valuable than all the rest put together,) he was a creature capable of God; capable of knowing, loving, and obeying his Creator. And, in fact, he did know God, did unfeignedly love and uniformly obey him. This was the supreme perfection of man; (as it is of all intelligent beings;) the continually seeing, and loving, and obeying the Father of the spirits of all flesh. From this right state and right use of all his faculties, his happiness naturally flowed. In this the essence of his happiness consisted; But it was increased by all the things that were round about him. He saw, with unspeakable pleasure, the order, the beauty, the harmony, of all the creatures; of all animated, all inanimate nature; the serenity of the skies; the sun walking in brightness; the sweetly variegated clothing of the earth; the trees, the fruits, the flowers,  


                And liquid lapse of murmuring streams. 


Nor was this pleasure interrupted by evil of any kind. It had no alloy of sorrow or pain, whether of body or mind. For while he was innocent he was impassive; incapable of suffering. Nothing could stain his purity of joy. And, to crown all, he was immortal. 


3. To this creature, endued with all these excellent faculties, thus qualified for his high charge, God said, "Have thou dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth." (Gen. 1:28.) And so the Psalmist: "Thou madest him to have dominion over the works of thy hands: Thou hast put all things under his feet: All sheep and oxen, yea, and the beasts of the field, the fowl of the air, and the fish of the sea, and whatsoever passeth through the paths of the seas." (Psalm 8:6, &c.) So that man was God's vicegerent upon earth, the prince and governor of this lower world; and all the blessings of God flowed through him to the inferior creatures. Man was the channel of conveyance between his Creator and the whole brute creation. 


4. But what blessings were those that were then conveyed through man to the lower creatures? What was the original state of the brute creatures, when they were first created? This deserves a more attentive consideration than has been usually given it. It is certain these, as well as man, had an innate principle of self-motion; and that, at least, in as high a degree as they enjoy it at this day. Again: They were endued with a degree of understanding; not less than that they are possessed of now. They had also a will, including various passions, which, likewise, they still enjoy: And they had liberty, a power of choice; a degree of which is still found in every living creature. Nor can we doubt but their understanding too was, in the beginning, perfect in its kind. Their passions and affections were regular, and their choice always guided by their understanding  


5. What then is the barrier between men and brutes? The line which they cannot pass? It was not reason. Set aside that ambiguous term: Exchange it for the plain word, understanding: and who can deny that brutes have this? We may as well deny that they have sight or hearing. But it is this: Man is capable of God; the inferior creatures are not. We have no ground to believe that they are, in any degree, capable of knowing, loving, or obeying God. This is the specific difference between man and brute; the great gulf which they cannot pass over. And as a loving obedience to God was the perfection of man, so a loving obedience to man was the perfection of brutes. And as long as they continued in this, they were happy after their kind; happy in the right state and the right use of their respective faculties. Yea, and so long they had some shadowy resemblance of even moral goodness. For they had gratitude to man for benefits received, and a reverence for him. They had likewise a kind of benevolence to each other, unmixed with any contrary temper. How beautiful many of them were, we may conjecture from that which still remains; and that not only in the noblest creatures, but in those of the lowest order. And they were all surrounded, not only with plenteous food, but with every thing that could give them pleasure; pleasure unmixed with pain; for pain was not yet; it had not entered into paradise. And they too were immortal: For "God made not death; neither hath he pleasure in the death of any living."  


6. How true then is that word, "God saw everything that he had made: and behold it was very good!" But how far is this from being the present case! In what a condition is the whole lower world! -- to say nothing of inanimate nature, wherein all the elements seem to be out of course, and by turns to fight against man. Since man rebelled against his Maker, in what a state is all animated nature! Well might the Apostle say of this: "The whole creation groaneth and travaileth together in pain until now." This directly refers to the brute creation In what state this is at present we are now to consider. 


II. 1. As all the blessings of God in paradise flowed through man to the inferior creatures; as man was the great channel of communication, between the Creator and the whole brute creation; so when man made himself incapable of transmitting those blessings, that communication was necessarily cut off. The intercourse between God and the inferior creatures being stopped, those blessings could no longer flow in upon them. And then it was that "the creature," every creature, "was subjected to vanity," to sorrow, to pain of every kind, to all manner of evils: Not, indeed, "willingly," not by its own choice, not by any act or deed of its own; "but by reason of Him that subjected it," by the wise permission of God, determining to draw eternal good out of this temporary evil. 


2. But in what respect was "the creature," every creature, then "made subject to vanity?" What did the meaner creatures suffer, when man rebelled against God? It is probable they sustained much loss, even in the lower faculties; their vigour, strength, and swiftness. But undoubtedly they suffered far more in their understanding; more than we can easily conceive. Perhaps insects and worms had then as much understanding as the most intelligent brutes have now: Whereas millions of creatures have, at present, little more understanding than the earth on which they crawl, or the rock to which they adhere. They suffered still more in their will, in their passions; which were then variously distorted, and frequently set in flat opposition to the little understanding that was left them. Their liberty, likewise, was greatly impaired; yea, in many cases, totally destroyed. They are still utterly enslaved to irrational appetites, which have the full dominion over them. The very foundations of their nature are out of course; are turned upside down. As man is deprived of his perfection, his loving obedience to God; so brutes are deprived of their perfection, their loving obedience to man. The far greater part of them flee from him; studiously avoid his hated presence. The most of the rest set him at open defiance; yea, destroy him, if it be in their power. A few only, those we commonly term domestic animals, retain more or less of their original disposition, (through the mercy of God,) love him still, and pay obedience to him. 


3. Setting these few aside, how little shadow of good, of gratitude, of benevolence, of any right temper, is now to be found in any part of the brute creation! On the contrary, what savage fierceness, what unrelenting cruelty; are invariably observed in thousands of creatures; yea, is inseparable from their natures! Is it only the lion, the tiger, the wolf, among the inhabitants of the forest and plains -- the shark, and a few more voracious monsters, among the inhabitants of the waters, -- or the eagle, among birds, -- that tears the flesh, sucks the blood, and crushes the bones of their helpless fellow-creatures? Nay; the harmless fly, the laborious ant, the painted butterfly, are treated in the same merciless manner, even by the innocent songsters of the grove! The innumerable tribes of poor insects are continually devoured by them. And whereas there is but a small number, comparatively, of beasts of prey on the earth, it is quite otherwise in the liquid element. There are but few inhabitants of the waters, whether of the sea, or of the rivers, which do not devour whatsoever they can master: Yea, they exceed herein all the beasts of the forest, and all the birds of prey. For none of these have been ever observed to prey upon their own species:  


Saevis inter se convenit ursis: 


Even savage bears will not each other tear. 


But the water-savages swallow up all, even of their own kind, that are smaller and weaker than themselves. Yea, such, at present, is the miserable constitution of the world, to such vanity is it now subjected, that an immense majority of creatures, perhaps a million to one, can not otherwise preserve their own lives, than by destroying their fellow-creatures!  


4. And is not the very form, the outward appearance, of many of the creatures, as horrid as their dispositions? Where is the beauty which was stamped upon them when they came first out of the hands of their Creator? There is not the least trace of it left: So far from it, that they are shocking to behold! Nay, they are not only terrible and grisly to look upon, but deformed, and that to a high degree. Yet their features, ugly as they are at best, are frequently made more deformed than usual, when they are distorted by pain; which they cannot avoid, any more than the wretched sons of men. Pain of various kinds, weakness, sickness, diseases innumerable, come upon them; perhaps from within; perhaps from one another; perhaps from the inclemency of seasons; from fire, hail, snow, or storm; or from a thousand causes which they cannot foresee or prevent. 


5. Thus, "as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; even so death passed upon all men;" and not on man only, but on those creatures also that "did not sin after the similitude of Adam's transgression." And not death alone came upon them, but all of its train of preparatory evils; pain, and ten thousand sufferings. Nor these only, but likewise all those irregular passions, all those unlovely tempers, (which in men are sins, and even in the brutes are sources of misery,) "passed upon all" the inhabitants of the earth; and remain in all, except the children of God. 


6. During this season of vanity, not only the feebler creatures are continually destroyed by the stronger; not only the strong are frequently destroyed by those that are of equal strength; but both the one and the other are exposed to the violence and cruelty of him that is now their common enemy, -- man. And if his swiftness or strength is not equal to theirs, yet his art more than supplies that defect. By this he eludes all their force, how great soever it be; by this he defeats all their swiftness; and, notwithstanding their various shifts and contrivances, discovers all their retreats. He pursues them over the widest plains, and through the thickest forests. He overtakes them in the fields of air, he finds them out in the depths of the sea. Nor are the mild and friendly creatures who still own his sway, and are duteous to his commands, secured thereby from more than brutal violence; from outrage and abuse of various kinds. Is the generous horse, that serves his master's necessity or pleasure with unwearied diligence, -- is the faithful dog, that waits the motion of his hand, or his eye, exempt from this? What returns for their long and faithful service do many of these poor creatures find? And what a dreadful difference is there, between what they suffer from their fellow-brutes, and what they suffer from the tyrant man! The lion, the tiger, or the shark, gives them pain from mere necessity, in order to prolong their own life; and puts them out of their pain at once: But the human shark, without any such necessity, torments them of his free choice; and perhaps continues their lingering pain till, after months or years, death signs their release. 


III. 1. But will "the creature," will even the brute creation, always remain in this deplorable condition? God forbid that we should affirm this; yea, or even entertain such a thought! While "the whole creation groaneth together," (whether men attend or not,) their groans are not dispersed in idle air, but enter into the ears of Him that made them. While his creatures "travail together in pain," he knoweth all their pain, and is bringing them nearer and nearer to the birth, which shall be accomplished in its season. He seeth "the earnest expectation" wherewith the whole animated creation "waiteth for" that final "manifestation of the sons of God;" in which "they themselves also shall be delivered" (not by annihilation; annihilation is not deliverance) "from the" present "bondage of corruption, into" a measure of "the glorious liberty of the children of God."  


2. Nothing can be more express [firmly stated]: Away with vulgar prejudices, and let the plain word of God take place. They "shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption, into glorious liberty," -- even a measure, according as they are capable, -- of "the liberty of the children of God."  


A general view of this is given us in the twenty-first chapter of the Revelation. When He that "sitteth on the great white throne" hath pronounced, "Behold, I make all things new;" when the word is fulfilled, "The tabernacle of God is with men, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them and be their God;" -- then the following blessing shall take place (not only on the children of men; there is no such restriction in the text; but) on every creature according to its capacity: "God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes. And there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying. Neither shall there be any more pain: For the former things are passed away."  


3. To descend to a few particulars: The whole brute creation will then, undoubtedly, be restored, not only to the vigour, strength, and swiftness which they had at their creation, but to a far higher degree of each than they ever enjoyed. They will be restored, not only to that measure of understanding which they had in paradise, but to a degree of it as much higher than that, as the understanding of an elephant is beyond that of a worm. And whatever affections they had in the garden of God, will be restored with vast increase; being exalted and refined in a manner which we ourselves are not now able to comprehend. The liberty they then had will be completely restored, and they will be free in all their motions. They will be delivered from all irregular appetites, from all unruly passions, from every disposition that is either evil in itself, or has any tendency to evil. No rage will be found in any creature, no fierceness, no cruelty, or thirst for blood. So far from it that "the wolf shall dwell with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the kid; the calf and the young lion together; and a little child shall lead them. The cow and the bear shall feed together; and the lion shall eat straw like the ox. They shall not hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain." (Isaiah 11:6, &c.)  


4. Thus, in that day, all the vanity to which they are now helplessly subject will be abolished; they will suffer no more, either from within or without; the days of their groaning are ended. At the same time, there can be no reasonable doubt, but all the horridness of their appearance, and all the deformity of their aspect, will vanish away, and be exchanged for their primeval beauty. And with their beauty their happiness will return; to which there can then be no obstruction. As there will be nothing within, so there will be nothing without, to give them any uneasiness: No heat or cold, no storm or tempest, but one perennial spring. In the new earth, as well as in the new heavens, there will be nothing to give pain, but everything that the wisdom and goodness of God can create to give happiness. As a recompence for what they once suffered, while under the "bondage of corruption," when God has "renewed the face of the earth," and their corruptible body has put on incorruption, they shall enjoy happiness suited to their state, without alloy, without interruption, and without end. 


5. But though I doubt not that the Father of All has a tender regard for even his lowest creatures, and that, in consequence of this, he will make them large amends for all they suffer while under their present bondage; yet I dare not affirm that he has an equal regard for them and for the children of men. I do not believe that  



 He sees with equal eyes, as Lord of all,                 


A hero perish, or a sparrow fall. 


By no means. This is exceeding pretty; but it is absolutely false. For though  


Mercy, with truth and endless grace,                         


O'er all his works doth reign,                 


Yet chiefly he delights to bless                         


His favourite creature, man. 


God regards his meanest creatures much; but he regards man much more. He does not equally regard a hero and a sparrow; the best of men and the lowest of brutes. "How much more does your heavenly Father care for you!" says He "who is in the bosom of his Father." Those who thus strain the point, are clearly confuted by his question, "Are not ye much better than they?" Let it suffice, that God regards everything that he hath made, in its own order, and in proportion to that measure of his own image which he has stamped upon it. 


6. May I be permitted to mention here a conjecture concerning the brute creation? What, if it should then please the all-wise, the all-gracious Creator to raise them higher in the scale of beings? What, if it should please him, when he makes us "equal to angels," to make them what we are now, -- creatures capable of God; capable of knowing and loving and enjoying the Author of their being? If it should be so, ought our eye to be evil because he is good? However this be, he will certainly do what will be most for his own glory. 


7. If it be objected to all this, (as very probably it will,) "But of what use will those creatures be in that future state?" I answer this by another question, What use are they of now? If there be (as has commonly been supposed) eight thousand species of insects, who is able to inform us of what use seven thousand of them are? If there are four thousand species of fishes, who can tell us of what use are more than three thousand of them? If there are six hundred sorts of birds, who can tell of what use five hundred of those species are? If there be four hundred sorts of beasts, to what use do three hundred of them serve? Consider this; consider how little we know of even the present designs of God; and then you will not wonder that we know still less of what he designs to do in the new heavens and the new earth. 


8. "But what end does it answer to dwell upon this subject, which we so imperfectly understand?" To consider so much as we do understand, so much as God has been pleased to reveal to us, may answer that excellent end -- to illustrate that mercy of God which "is over all his works." And it may exceedingly confirm our belief that, much more, he "is loving to every man." For how well may we urge our Lord's words, "Are not ye much better than they?" If, then, the Lord takes such care of the fowls of the air, and of the beasts of the field, shall he not much more take care of you, creatures of a nobler order? If "the Lord will save," as the inspired writer affirms, "both man and beast," in their several degrees, surely "the children of men may put their trust under the shadow of his wings!"  


9. May it not answer another end; namely, furnish us with a full answer to a plausible objection against the justice of God, in suffering numberless creatures that never had sinned to be so severely punished? They could not sin, for they were not moral agents. Yet how severely do they suffer! -- yea, many of them, beasts of burden in particular, almost the whole time of their abode on earth; So that they can have no retribution here below. But the objection vanishes away, if we consider that something better remains after death for these poor creatures also; that these, likewise, shall one day be delivered from this bondage of corruption, and shall then receive an ample amends for all their present sufferings. 


10. One more excellent end may undoubtedly be answered by the preceding considerations. They may encourage us to imitate Him whose mercy is over all his works. They may soften our hearts towards the meaner creatures, knowing that the Lord careth for them. It may enlarge our hearts towards those poor creatures, to reflect that, as vile as they appear in our eyes, not one of them is forgotten in the sight of our Father which is in heaven. Through all the vanity to which they are now subjected, let us look to what God hath prepared for them. Yea, let us habituate ourselves to look forward, beyond this present scene of bondage, to the happy time when they will be delivered therefrom into the liberty of the children of God. 


11. From what has been said, I cannot but draw one inference, which no man of reason can deny. If it is this which distinguishes men from beasts, -- that they are creatures capable of God, capable of knowing and loving and enjoying him; then whoever is "without God in the world," whoever does not know or love or enjoy God, and is not careful about the matter, does, in effect, disclaim the nature of man, and degrade himself into a beast. Let such vouchsafe a little attention to those remarkable words of Solomon: "I said in my heart concerning the estate of the sons of men, -- They might see that they themselves are beasts." (Eccles. 3:18.) These sons of men are undoubtedly beasts; and that by their own act and deed; for they deliberately and wilfully disclaim the sole characteristic of human nature. It is true, they may have a share of reason; they have speech, and they walk erect; but they have not the mark, the only mark, which totally separates man from the brute creation. "That which befalleth beasts, the same thing befalleth them." They are equally without God in the world; "so that a man" of this kind "hath no pre-eminence above a beast."  


12. So much more let all those who are of a nobler turn of mind assert the distinguishing dignity of their nature. Let all who are of a more generous spirit know and maintain their rank in the scale of beings. Rest not till you enjoy the privilege of humanity -- the knowledge and love of God. Lift up your heads, ye creatures capable of God! Lift up your hearts to the Source of your being!  


Know God, and teach your souls to know                 


The joys that from religion flow. 


Give your hearts to Him who, together with ten thousand blessings, has given you his Son, his only Son! Let your continual "fellowship be with the Father, and with his Son, Jesus Christ!" Let God be in all your thoughts, and ye will be men indeed. Let him be your God and your All, -- the desire of your eyes, the joy of your heart, and your portion forever. 


[Edited by Sarah Anderson, student at Northwest Nazarene College (Nampa, ID), with corrections by George Lyons for the Wesley Center for Applied Theology.] 
  


This document (last modified September 30, 1995) from the Christian Classics Ethereal Library server, at Wheaton College  


 

From Pollution and the Death of Man: The Christian View of Ecology ; chapter 5

by Francis A. Schaeffer

Tyndale House Publishers; 1970

The Christian View of Ecology

by Francis A. Schaeffer

In Romans 8 Paul looks ahead to what is going to happen when Jesus Christ comes back again. He writes, "For the earnest expectation of creation waiteth for the revealing of the sons of God [Christians]. For creation was made subject to vanity, not of its own will, but by reason of him who has subjected it in hope. Because creation itself also shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God. For we know that the whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain together until now, and not only that, but ourselves also which had the first fruits of the Spirit [Christians], even we ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting for the adoption, that is, the redemption of the body" (Romans 8:20-23).


What Paul says here is that when our bodies -- bodies of men -- are raised from the dead, at that time nature, too, will be redeemed. The blood of the Lamb will redeem man and nature together, as it did in Egypt at the time of the Passover, when the blood applied to the doorposts saved not only the sons of the Hebrews, but also their animals. . . . As Christ's death redeems men, including their bodies, from the consequences of the Fall, so His death will redeem all nature from its evil consequences, at the time when we are raised from the dead.


Now in Romans 6 Paul applies this future principle to our present situation. It is the great principle of Christian spirituality. Christ died, Christ is your Savior, Christ is coming back again to raise you from the dead. So by faith -- because this is true to what has been in Christ's death and to what will be when He comes again, by faith in the power of the Holy Spirit -- you are to live this way substantially now. "Now if we be dead with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him . . . . Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord" (Romans 6:9,11). So we look forward to this, and one day it will be perfect. But we should be looking now, on the basis of the work of Christ, for substantial healing in every place affected by the Fall.


Now we must understand that even in our relationship with God a distinction has to be made here. By justification our guilt was completely removed, in a forensic way, as God declared our guilt gone when we accepted Christ as our Savior. But in practice, in our lives between becoming a Christian and the Second Coming of Christ or our death, we are not in a perfect relationship to God. Therefore real spirituality lies in the existential, moment-by-moment looking to the blood of Christ, and upon the basis of the work of Christ seeking and asking God in faith for a substantial reality in our relationship with Him at the existential moment. I must be doing this so that substantially, in practice, at this moment, there will be a reality in my relationship with the personal God who is there.


Now this is also true in other areas, because the Fall, as the Reformation theology has always emphasized, not only separated man from God, but also caused other deep separations. It is interesting that almost the whole "curse" in Genesis 3 is centered upon the outward manifestations. It is the earth that is going to be cursed for man's sake. It is the woman's body that is involved in the greatly multiplied conception and pain in childbirth.


So there are other divisions. Man was divided from God first; and then, ever since the Fall, man is separated from himself. These are the psychological divisions. I am convinced that this is the basic psychosis: that the individual man is divided from himself as a result of the Fall.


The next division is that man is divided from other men; these are the sociological divisions. And then man is divided from nature, and nature is divided from nature. So there are these multiple divisions, and one day, when Christ comes back, there is going to be a complete healing of all of them, on the basis of the "blood of the Lamb."


But Christians who believe the Bible are not simply called to say that "one day" there will be healing, but that by God's grace substantially, upon the basis of the work of Christ, substantial healing can be a reality here and now.


Here the Church -- orthodox, Bible-believing Church -- has been really poor. What have we done to heal sociological divisions?  Often our churches are a scandal: they are cruel not only to the man "outside," but also to the man "inside."


The same thing is true psychologically. We load people with psychological problems by telling them that "Christians don't have breakdowns" . . . and that is a kind of murder.


On the other hand, what we should have, individually and corporately, is a situation where, on the basis of the work of Christ, Christianity is seen to be not just "pie in the sky," but something that has in it the possibility of substantial healing now in every area where there are divisions because of the Fall. First of all, my division from God is healed by justification, but then there must be the "existential reality" of this, moment by moment; second, there is the psychological division of man from himself; third, there are the sociological divisions of man from other men; and last, there is the division of man from nature, and nature from nature. In all of these areas we should expect to see substantial healing.


I took a long while to settle on that word "substantial," but it is, I think, the right word. It conveys the idea of a healing that is not perfect, but that is real, evident, and substantial. Because of past history and future history, we are called upon to live this way now by faith.


When we carry these ideas over into the area of our relationship to nature, there is an exact parallel. On the basis of the fact that there is going to be total redemption in the future, not only of man but of all creation, the Christian who believes the Bible should be the man who -- with God's help and in the power of the Holy Spirit -- is treating nature now in the direction of the way nature will be then. It will not now be perfect, but it must be substantial, or we have missed our calling. God's calling to the Christian now, and to the Christian community, in the area of nature -- just as it is in the area of personal Christian living in true spirituality -- is that we should exhibit a substantial healing here and now, between man and nature and nature and itself, as far as Christians can bring it to pass.


In Novum Organon Francis Bacon wrote this: "Man by the Fall fell at the same time from his state of innocency and from his dominion over nature. Both of these losses, however, even in this life, can in some part be repaired; the former by religion and faith, the later by the arts and sciences."  It is a tragedy that the Church, including the orthodox, evangelical Church, has not always remembered that. Here, in this present life, it is possible for the Christian to have some share, through sciences and the arts, in returning nature to its proper place.


But how is this to be achieved?  First, as we have seen, it is by the emphasis upon creation. Then second, it is by a fresh understanding of man's "dominion" over nature (Genesis 1:28). Man has dominion over the "lower" orders of creation, but he is not sovereign over them. Only God is the Sovereign Lord, and the lower orders are to be used with this truth in mind. Man is not using his own possessions.


A parallel is the gift of talents. They are to be used as God means them to be used. In the Parable of the Talents, told by Jesus (Matthew 25:15ff), the talents or money did not belong to the man with whom they were left. He was a servant and a steward, and he held them only in stewardship for the true Owner.


When we have dominion over nature, it is not ours either. It belongs to God, and we are to exercise our dominion over these things not as though entitled to exploit them, but as things borrowed or held in trust, which we are to use realizing that they are not ours intrinsically. Man's dominion is under God's Dominion and in God's Domain. . . .


An essential part of a true philosophy is a correct understanding of the pattern and plan of creation as revealed by the God who made it. For instance, we must see that each step "higher" -- the [mechanical], the plant, the animal, and man -- has the use of that which is lower than itself. We find that man calls upon and utilizes the animal, the plant, and the [mechanical]. The animal eats the plant. The plant utilizes the [mechanical] portion of the universe. Each thing in God's creation utilizes the thing that God has made under it.


We must also appreciate that each thing is limited by what it is. That is, a plant is limited by being a plant, but it is also limited by the properties of those things under it that it uses. So the plants can only use the chemicals on the basis of the boundary condition of the chemical's properties. There is nothing else it can do.


But this is true also for man. We cannot make our own universe; we can only use what is under us in the order of creation. But there is a difference, and this is that the animal, for example, must use the lower as what it is. Man has to accept some necessary limitation of what is under him, but he can consciously act upon what is there. That is a real difference. The animal simply eats the plant. He cannot change its situation or properties. The man, on the other hand, has to accept some limitations, but nevertheless is called upon in his relationship to nature to treat the thing that is under him consciously, on the basis of what God has made it to be. The animal, the plant must do it; the man should do it. We are to use it, but we are not to use it as though it were nothing in itself.


Now let us look at it in another way. Man was given dominion over creation. This is true. But since the Fall, man has exercised this dominion wrongly. He is a rebel who has set himself at the center of the universe. By creation man has dominion; but as a fallen creature he has used that dominion wrongly. Because he is fallen, he exploits created things as though they were nothing in themselves, and as though he has an autonomous right to them.


Surely then, Christians, who have returned through the work of the Lord Jesus Christ to fellowship with God, and have a proper place of reference to the God who is there, should demonstrate a proper use of nature. We are to have dominion over it, but we are not going to use it as fallen man uses it. We are not going to act as though it were nothing in itself or as though we will do to nature everything we can do. . . . 


So man has dominion over nature, but he uses it wrongly. The Christian is called upon to exhibit this dominion, but exhibit it rightly: treating the thing as having value in itself, exercising dominion without being destructive. The church should always have taught and done this, but she has generally failed to do so, and we need to confess our failure. Francis Bacon understood this, and so have other Christians at different times, but by and large we must say that for a long, long time Christian teachers, including the best orthodox theologians, have shown a real poverty here.


As a parallel example, what would have happened if the Church at the time of the Industrial Revolution had spoken out against the economic abuses which arose from it?  This is not to suggest that the Industrial Revolution was wrong, or that capitalism as such is necessarily wrong, but that the Church, at a point in history when it had the consensus, as it does not have now, failed (with some notable exceptions) to speak against the abuse of economic dominion. So also the Church has not spoken out as it should have done throughout history against the abuse of nature.


But when the Church puts belief into practice, in man and in nature, there is a substantial healing. One of the first fruits of that healing is a new sense of beauty. The aesthetic values are not to be despised. God has made man with a sense of beauty, in a way no animal has: no animal has ever produce a work of art. Man as made in the image of God has aesthetic quality, and as soon as he begins to deal with nature as he should -- as having dominion but not exploiting nature as though it had no value in itself, and realizing it is also a creature of God as man is -- beauty is preserved in nature. But also economic and human value will accrue, for the problems of ecology that we have now will diminish.


Christians should be able to exhibit individually and corporately that, on the basis of the work of Christ, dealing with things according to the world view and basic philosophy of the Bible, they can produce something that the world has tried, but failed, to produce. The Christian community should be a living exhibition of the truth that in our present situation it is possible to have substantial sociological healings -- healings that humanism longs for but has not been able to produce. Humanism is not wrong in its cry for sociological healing, but humanism is not producing it. And the same thing is true in regard to a substantial healing where nature is concerned.


So we find that when we begin to deal on a Christian basis, things begin to change; not just theoretical things, important as they are, but practical things. Man is not to be sacrificed, as pantheism sacrifices him, because, after all, he was made in the image of God, and given dominion. Yet nature is to be honored, each thing on its own level. In other words, there is a balance here. Man has dominion; he has a right by choice, because he is a moral creature, a right by choice to have dominion. But he is also by choice to exercise it rightly. He is to honor what God has made, up to the very highest level that he can honor it, without sacrificing man.


Christians, of all people, should not be the destroyers. We should treat nature with an overwhelming respect. We may cut down a tree to build a house or to make a fire to keep the family warm. But we should not cut down the tree just to cut down the tree. We may, if necessary, bark the cork tree in order to have the use of the bark. But what we should not do is to bark the tree simply for the sake of doing so, and let it dry and stand there a dead skeleton in the wind. To do so is not to treat the tree with integrity. We have the right to rid our houses of ants; but what we have no right to do is to forget to honor the ant as God made it, out in the place where God made the ant to be. When we meet the ant on the sidewalk, we step over him. He is a creature, like ourselves; not made in the image of God, it is true, but equal with man as far as creation is concerned. The ant and the man are both creatures. . . .


One does not deface things simply to deface them. One would not willingly with no reason deface the rock. After all, the rock has a God-given right to be a rock as He made it. If you must move the rock in order to build the foundation of a house, then, by all means, move it. But on a walk in the woods do not strip the moss from it for no reason and leave it to lie by the side and die. Even the moss has a right to live. It is equal with man as a creature of God.


Hunting game is another example of the same principle. Killing of animals for food is one thing, but on the other hand they do not exist simply as things to be slaughtered. This is true of fishing, too. Many men fish and leave their victims to rot and stink. But what about the fish?  Has it no rights -- not to be romanticized as though it were a man -- but real rights?  On the one hand it is wrong to treat the fish as though it were a human baby; on the other hand, neither is it merely a chip of wood.


When we consider the tree, which is "below" the fish, we may chop it down, so long as we remember it is a tree, with its own value as a tree. It is not a zero. Some of our housing developments demonstrate the practical application of this. Bulldozers have gone in to flatten everything and clear the trees before the houses are begun. The end result is ugliness. It would have cost another thousand dollars to bulldoze around the trees, so they are simply bulldozed down without question. And then we wonder, looking at the result, how people can live there. It is less human in its barrenness, and even economically it is poorer as the top soil washes away. So when man breaks God's truth, in reality he suffers.


The hippies are right in their desire to be close to nature, even walking in bare feet in order to feel it. But they have no sufficient philosophy, so it drifts into pantheism and soon becomes ugly. But Christians, who should understand the creation principle, have a reason for respecting nature, and when they do, it results in benefits to man. Let us be clear: it is not just a pragmatic attitude; there is a basis for it. We treat it with respect because God made it. When an orthodox, evangelical Christian mistreats or is insensible to nature, at that point he is more wrong than the hippie who has no real basis for his feeling for nature and yet senses that man and nature should have a relationship beyond that of spoiler and spoiled. You may, or may not, want to walk barefoot to feel close to nature, but as a Christian what relationship have you thought of and practiced toward nature as your fellow creature, over the last ten years?


Why do I have an emotional reaction toward the tree?  For some abstract or pragmatic reason?  Not at all. Secular man may say he cares for the tree because if he cuts it down his cities will not be able to breathe. But that is egoism, and egoism will produce ugliness, no matter how long it takes. On this basis technology will take another twist on the garrote of both nature and man. The tyranny of technology will grow to be almost total. But the Christian stands in front of the tree and has an emotional reaction toward it because the tree has a real value in itself, being a creature made by God; and we can care for the animal, the tree, and even the [mechanical] portion of the universe, each thing in its own order -- for we know it to be a fellow creature with ourselves, both made by the same God.

 John Calvin on Genesis 2:15

 The earth was given to man, with this condition, that he should occupy himself in its cultivation.... The custody of the garden was given in charge to Adam, to show that we possess the things which God has committed to our hands, on the condition that, being content with the frugal and moderate use of them, we should take care of what shall remain. Let him who possesses a field, so partake of its yearly fruits, that he may not suffer the ground to be injured by his negligence, but let him endeavor to hand it down to posterity as he received it, or even better cultivated. Let him so feed on its fruits, that he neither dissipates it by luxury, nor permits it to be marred or ruined by neglect. Moreover, that this economy, and this diligence, with respect to those good things which God has given us to enjoy, may flourish among us; let everyone regard himself as the steward of God in all things which he possesses. Then he will neither conduct him self dissolutely, nor corrupt by abuse those things which God requires to be preserved.

 from John Calvin, Commentary on Genesis. First Latin edition 1554. First English Edition 1578. Present translation 1847, reprinted by Banner of Truth Publishers 1965.

 Calvin on Creation's testimony:

 I.v.1 Since the perfection of blessedness consists in the knowledge of God, he has been pleased, in order that none might be excluded from the means of obtaining felicity, not only to deposit in our minds that seed of religion of which we already have spoken, but so to manifest his perfections in the whole structure of the universe, and daily place himself in our view, that we cannot open our eyes without being compelled to behold him. His essence, indeed, is incomprehensible, utterly transcending all human thought; but on each of his works his glory is engraven in characters so bright, so distinct, and so illustrious, that none, however dull and illiterate, can plead ignorance as their excuse. ... Hence the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews elegantly describes the visible worlds as images of the invisible (Heb. xi. 3), the elegant structure of the world serving us as a kind of mirror, in which we may behold God, though otherwise invisible. ...

 I.v.6 ...this method of investigating the divine perfections, by tracing the lineaments of his countenance as shadowed forth in the firmament and on the earth, is common both to those within and those without the pale of the Church. From the power of God we are naturally led to consider his eternity, since that from which all other things derive their origin must necessarily be self-existent and eternal. Moreover, if it be asked what cause induced him to create all things at first, and now inclines him to preserve them, we shall find that there could be no other cause than his own goodness. But if this is the only cause, nothing more should be required to draw forth our love towards him; every creature, as the Psalmist reminds us, participating in his mercy. "His tender mercies are over all his works" (Ps cxlv. 9).

 I.v.15. But though we are deficient in natural powers which might enable us to rise to a pure and clear knowledge of God, still, as the dulness which prevents us is within, there is no room for excuse. We cannot plead ignorance, without being at the same time convicted by our own consciences both of sloth and ingratitude. It were, indeed, a strange defense for man to pretend that he has no ears to hear the turth, while dumb creatures have voices loud enough to declare it; to allege that he is unable to see that which creatures without eyes demonstrate; to excuse himself on the ground of weakness of mind, while all creatures without reason are able to teach. ... no sooner do we, from a survey of the world, obtain some slight knowledge of Deity, than we pass by the true God, and set up in his stead the dream and phantom of our own brain, drawing away the praise of justice, wisdom, and goodness from the fountain-head, and transferring it to some other quarter. Moreover, by the erroneous estimate we form, we either so obscure or pervert his daily works, as at once to rob them of their glory, and the author of them of his just praise.

 I.vi.1. Therefore, though the effulgence which is presented to every eye, both in the heavens and on the earth, leaves the ingratitude of man without excuse, since God, in order to bring the whole human race under the same condemnation, holds forth to all, without exception, a mirror of his Deity in his works, another and better help must be given to guide us properly to God as Creator. Not in vain, therefore, has he added the light of his Word in order that he might make himself known unto salvation... For, seeing how the minds of men were carried to and fro, and found no certain resting-place, he chose the Jews for a peculiar people, and then hedged them in that they might not, like others, go astray. And not in vain does he, by the same means, retain us in his knowledge, since but for this, even those who, in comparison of others, seem to stand strong, would quickly fall away. For as the aged, or those whose sight is defective, when any book, however fair, is set before them, though they perceive that there is something written are scarcely able to make out two consecutive word, but, when aided by glasses, begin to read distinctly, so Scripture, gathering together the impressions of Deity, which, till then, lay confused in their minds, dissipates the darkness, and shows us the true God clearly.

 ...In point of order, however, the knowledge first given was that which made them [Adam, Noah, Abraham, and the other patriarchs] acquainted with the god by whom the world was made and is governed. To this first knowledge was afterwards added the more intimate knowledge which alone quickens dead souls, and by which God is known, not only as the Creator of the world, and the sole author and disposer of all events, but also as a Redeemer, in the person of the Mediator. 

Quotes from research by Calvin B. DeWitt

 January 14, 1999

Alexander Solzhenitsyn

From a book of essays by Alexander Solzhenitsyn and some of his fellow dissidents in the early 70's: From Under the Rubble; printed in the US by Regnery Gateway in Washington DC, 1981. The following is from Solzhenitsyn's essay "Repentance and Self-Limitation in the Life of Nations."

Repentance

"It is hard to understand the arrogant insensitivity of the modern trend in the social sciences: why are the standards and demands so necessarily and readily applied to individuals, families, small groups, and personal relations, rejected out of hand and utterly prohibited when we go on to deal with thousands and millions of people in association?..."

"Human society cannot be exempted from the laws and demands which constitute the aim and meaning of individual human lives...."

"Whatever feelings predominate in the members of a given society at a given moment in time, they will serve to color the whole of that society and determine its moral character. And if there is nothing good there to pervade that society, it will destroy itself or be brutalized by the triumph of evil instincts no matter where the pointer of the great economic laws may turn. And it is open to every one of us, whether learned or not, to choose -- and profitably choose -- not to evade the examination of social phenomena with reference to the categories of individual spiritual life and ethics."

[He goes on to suggest that there must be both personal and national repentance of grievous sin before the world's societies can be set right.]

"Whether the transference of individual human qualities to society is easy or difficult in a general way, it is immensely difficult when the desired moral quality has been almost completely rejected by individual human beings themselves. This is the case with repentance. The gift of repentance, which perhaps more than anything else distinguishes man from the animal world, is particularly difficult for modern man to recover.... The habit of repentance is lost to our whole callous and chaotic age...."

"The end of the world, so often foretold by the prophets only to be postponed, has ceased to be the particular property of mystics and confronts us as sober reality, scientifically, technically, and psychologically warranted. It is no longer just the danger of a nuclear world war -- we have grown used to that and can take it in our stride. But the calculations of the ecologists show us that we are caught in a trap: either we change our ways and abandon our greedy pursuit of progress, or else in the 21st century, whatever the pace of man's development, we will perish as a result of a total exhaustion, barrenness, and pollution of the planet. Add to this the white-hot tensions between nations and races and we can say without suspicion of overstatement that without repentance, it is in any case doubtful if we can survive. It is by now only too obvious how dearly mankind has paid for the fact that we have all throughout the ages preferred to censure, denounce, and hate others, instead of censuring, denouncing, and hating ourselves...."

"What way out remains to us?  Not the embittered strife of parties or nations, not the struggle to win some elusive victory -- for all the ferocious causes already in being -- but simply repentance and the search for our own errors and sins. We must stop blaming everyone else -- our neighbors and more distant peoples, our geographical, economic, or ideological rivals, always claiming that we alone are in the right. Repentance is the first bit of firm ground underfoot, the only one from which we can go forward not to fresh hatreds but to concord. Repentance is the only starting point for spiritual growth...."

"At the very beginning of our repentance we have been warned: the path ahead will bristle with such insults and slanders. If you are the first to repent, earlier and more fully than others, you must expect predators in the guise of penitents to flock around and peck your liver. Nonetheless, there is no way out, except that of repentance...."

"Repentance is always difficult. And not only because we must cross the threshold of self-love, but also because our own sins are not so easily visible to us...."

[re: Yugoslavia]  "If such states are to achieve internal stability and be held together by something other than coercion, the peoples who live in them cannot possibly manage without a highly developed capacity for repentance. Otherwise the fires will smolder forever beneath the ashes and flare up again and again, and these countries will never know stability...."

"Repentance is only a clearing of the ground, the establishment of a clean basis in preparation for further moral actions -- what in the life of the individual is called 'reform.' And if in private life what has been done must be put right by deeds, not words, this is all the more true in the life of a nation. Its repentance must be expressed not so much in articles, books, and broadcasts as in national actions."

Self-limitation

"After repentance, and once we renounce the use of force, self-limitation comes into its own as the most natural principle to live by. Repentance creates the atmosphere for self-limitation...."

"We are always very ready to limit others -- this is what all politicians are engaged in -- but nowadays the man who suggests that a state or a party, without coercion and simply in answer to a moral call, should limit itself invites ridicule. We are always anxiously on the lookout for ways of curbing the inordinate greed of the other man, but no one is heard renouncing his own inordinate greed. History knows of several occasions on which the greed of a minority was curbed with much bloodshed, but who is to curb the inflamed greed of the majority, and how??  That is something it can only do for itself. The idea of self-limitation in society is not a new one. We find it a century ago in such thoroughgoing Christians as the Russian Old Believers. In the journal "Istina" (no. 1, 1807)... we read: 


A people subjects itself to great suffering by its immoral 



acquisitiveness.... The true and lasting good is that which

 
is attained by farsighted self-limitation.

And elsewhere: 


Save through self-restriction, there is no other true freedom 


for mankind.

After the Western ideal of unlimited freedom, after the Marxist concept of freedom as acceptance of the yoke of necessity -- here is the true Christian definition of freedom: Freedom is self-restriction! Restriction of the self for the sake of others! Once understood and adopted, this principle diverts us -- as individuals, in all forms of human associations, societies, and nations -- from outward to inward development, thereby giving us greater spiritual depth. The turn toward inward development, the triumph of inwardness over outwardness, if it ever happens, will be a great turning point in the history of mankind, comparable to the transition from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance...."


"In the material sphere too this change will have conspicuous results. The individual will not flog himself to death in his greed for bigger and bigger earnings, but will spend what he has economically, rationally, and calmly. The state will not, as it does now, use its strength -- sometimes even with no particular end in view -- simple on the principle that where something will give, one must exert pressure, if a barrier can be moved, move it. No, among states too the moral rule for individuals will be adopted -- do not unto others as you would not have done unto you: instead, learn to use to the full what you have. Only thus can a well-ordered life be created on our planet.


The concept of unlimited freedom is closely connected in its origin with the concept of 'infinite progress,' which we now recognize as false. Progress in this sense is impossible on our earth with its limited surface area and resources. We shall in any case inevitably have to stop jostling each other and show self restraint: with the population rapidly soaring, mother earth herself will shortly force us to do so. It would be spiritually so much more valuable, and psychologically so much easier, to adopt the principle of self-limitation -- and to achieve it through prudent self-restriction.


Such a change will not be easy for the free economy of the West. It is a revolutionary demolition and total reconstruction of all our ideas and aims. We must go over from uninterrupted progress to a stable economy, with nil growth in territory, parameters, and tempo, developing only through improved technology (and even technical successes must be critically screened). This means that we must abjure the plague of expansion beyond our borders, the continual scramble after new markets and sources of raw material, increases in our industrial territory of the volume of production, the whole insane pursuit of wealth, fame, and change. No incentive to self-limitation has ever existed in bourgeois economics, yet the formula would so easily and so long ago have been derived from moral considerations. The fundamental concepts of private property and private economic initiative are part of man's nature, and necessary for his personal freedom and his sense of normal well-being. They would be beneficial to society if only — if only the carriers of these ideas on the very threshold of development had limited themselves, and not allowed the size of their property and thrust of avarice to become a social evil, which provoked so much justifiable anger, not tried to purchase power and subjugate the press. It was [in] reply to the shamelessness of unlimited money grubbing that socialism in all its forms developed."

[In reference to Russia]  "We who boast so much about our lead over others have slavishly copied Western technical progress and unthinkingly become jammed in a blind alley, finding ourselves together with the West in a crisis which threatens the existence of all mankind."

Thoughts from T.S. Eliot 

“The Idea of a Christian Society.”  1939


We are being made aware that the organization of society on the principle of private profit, as well as public destruction, is leading both to the deformation of humanity by unregulated industrialism, and to the exhaustion of natural resources, and that a good deal of our material progress is a progress for which succeeding generations may have to pay dearly. I need only mention, as an instance now very much before the public eye, the results of soil erosion -- the exploitation of the earth, on a vast scale. . . , for commercial profit: immediate benefits leading to dearth and desert.


I would not have it thought that I condemn a society because of its material ruin, for that would be to make its material success a sufficient test of its excellence. I mean only that a wrong attitude toward nature implies, somewhere, a wrong attitude towards God, and that the consequence is an inevitable doom.


For a long enough time we have believed in nothing but the values arising in a mechanized, commercialized, urbanized way of life: it would be as well for us to face the permanent conditions upon which God allows us to live on this planet. And without sentimentalizing the life of the savage, we might practice the humility to observe, in some of the societies upon which we look down as primitive or backward, the operation of a social-religious-artistic complex which we should emulate upon a higher plane. We have been accustomed to regard “progress” as always integral; and have yet to learn that it is only by an effort and a discipline, greater than society has yet seen the need of imposing upon itself, that material knowledge and power is gained without loss of spiritual knowledge and power. . . . We need to know how to see the world as the Christian fathers saw it; and the purpose of reascending to origins is that we should be able to return, with greater spiritual knowledge, to our own situation. We need to recover the sense of religious fear, so that it may be overcome by religious hope.

C. S. Lewis
Miracles, conclusion of chapter 9:

Only Supernaturalists really see Nature.  You must go a little away from her, and then turn around and look back.  Then at last the true landscape will become visible.  You must have tasted, however briefly, the pure water from beyond the world before you can be distinctly conscious of the hot, salty tang of Nature’s current.  To treat her as God, or as Everything, is to lose the whole pith and pleasure of her.  Come out, look back, and then you will see: this astonishing cataract of bears, babies, and bananas; this immoderate deluge of atoms, orchids, oranges, cancers, fleas, gases, tornadoes and toads.  How could you ever have thought this was the ultimate reality?  How could you ever have thought that it was merely a stage-set for the moral drama of men and women?  She is herself.  Offer her neither worship nor contempt.  Meet her and know her.  If we are immortal, and if she is doomed (as scientists tell us) to run down and die, we shall miss this half-shy and half-flamboyant creature, this ogress, this [saucy girl], this incorrigible fairy, this dumb witch.  But the theologians tell us that she, like ourselves, is to be redeemed.  The ‘vanity’ to which she was subjected was her disease, not her essence.  She will be cursed in character: not tamed (Heaven forbid) nor sterilized.  We shall still be able to recognize our old enemy, friend, playfellow and foster mother, so perfected as to be not less, but more, herself.  And that will be a merry meeting.

A Contemporary John the Baptist

In a sense the creation-care movement is playing the role of John the Baptist for the Messianic age—the promised peaceable kingdom.  


John the Baptist appeared, as prophesied in Isaiah 40:3-5, as “a voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord....’”  He spoke of the fact that “all mankind will see God’s salvation.”  In John’s day God’s salvation was revealed in the first coming of the Messiah, Jesus Christ.  That advent led to Messiah’s death, burial, and resurrection.  Ultimate salvation (material immortality) for man and the creation was not fully attained at that time, but the provision was fully complete in His redeeming act as God the Son.  And from that time to this, God the Father sees believers as perfect because we are under the blood of the Savior.


To prepare Israel for the first advent of Messiah, John the Baptist called the Jews of his day to be baptized in an act of “repentance for sin leading to forgiveness”—a cleansing that looked forward to the soon-coming Messiah. This call to a baptism of repentance was unprecedented since up to that time only proselytes to Judaism were baptized for that purpose.  Even Jesus submitted himself to John’s baptism saying, “it is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.”  The Jews who came to be baptized asked John what they were to do in their daily lives as a result of their baptism.  No doubt many expected that he would recommend some rigorous religious rituals.  Instead, he gave them practical economic mandates: they must share both food and clothing with the poor, that they were not to defraud one another or extort money from one another, and they were to be content with their lot.


Today we are looking for the second advent of Jesus the Messiah who will this time come in power, as the last Adam, to restore the groaning creation and “destroy those who destroy the earth” (Rev. 18:11).  Is it absurd to think that some of us may be called today to take a sort of John the Baptist role as we look forward to the Second Coming? 

· To again call for repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  

· To call for a return to justice not only for the poor and disenfranchised, but also for the 
  entire creation which has received the promise of restoration.  

· To call for Christians to denounce materialism and economic practices that are threatening so much of the earth’s fruitfulness.  

· To encourage our fellow believers to begin to act toward the creation like we will be expected to act when our prayer for the coming of God’s kingdom will finally be answered—what we ask for whenever we recite “The Lord’s Prayer.” (See Francis Schaeffer’s, Pollution and the Death of Man: A Christian View of Ecology.)  

· And to pray for, hope for, and work toward a revelation of the first fruits of the Messianic kingdom even now (Romans 8:23).


In John’s day, despite the wisdom and importance of his proclamation, only a minority responded.  Nonetheless the Messiah did make His first appearance and did make atonement for both the sin of mankind and the its consequent curse.  Only a minority would likely seek to prepare their hearts in the same manner as those baptized by John (through repentance and commitment to a life of charity, financial generosity, and material contentment) in readiness for the coming King; yet He will come, He will be victorious, we will receive our final glory as children of God, and there will be one grand and glorious united doxology as we harmonize with the billions of heavenly bodies as they “join with all nature in manifold witness to [God’s] great faithfulness, mercy, and love.”  There will be “joy to the world” as the reigning Messiah, scars from his crucifixion “crown” still showing, takes away all sin and sorrow, eliminates the thorns that “infest the ground,” and makes His blessings flow “far as the curse is found.”  



Let us with faithfulness consider being a “John the Baptist” in what could be the terminal generation of those who struggle under the curse.  Let us be “a voice of one calling: In the desert prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God....  And the glory of the Lord will be revealed and all mankind together will see it” (Isa. 40:3-5 NIV).

IDEA:
Consider adopting a behavior or discontinuing a behavior as a sacrament—a sacrament that instead of looking backward, as do the Lord’s Supper and Baptism, looks forward to the coming restoration of the earth.  It should be voluntary and personal, not legalistic.  You could discontinue a practice now permitted by God (in His current administration of grace toward a world given to sin) that will likely not be a part of the restoration period after the Second Advent of Jesus.

Things you could possibly begin:

1.  Maintain a garden for food

2.  Plant and use herbs for health and nutrition purposes 

3.  Become wisely vegetarian (care given to obtaining essential protein) 

4.  Join a responsible environmental organization 

5.  Do an environmental project

6.  Join an organization that encourages sustainable development of our natural resources.

7.  Take a natural history seminar or course.

8.  Become an interpretive naturalist for a camp or nature center

9.  Take inner-city children camping or hiking

10. Do nature arts or crafts

Things you could possibly discontinue:

1.  High consumption

2.  Fixation on material things

3.  Hunting for sport

4.  Unessential meat consumption

A Brief History of the 

Creation Care Movement

I remember keenly the era that gave birth to the modern environmental movement.  Those memories are often poignant and painful — memories of protest songs and protest marches; of "liberation" from the establishment and its values; of a bloody, frustrating, no-win war; of naked Woodstock revelers; of unkempt, barefoot hippies storming the fences of nuclear power plants, and of radical college professors excoriating Christianity for bringing civilization to the eve of environmental doomsday.


It was an agonizing time of soul-searching for the church, and one of the important commentators of the time was Francis Schaeffer.  Thousands of Christians pored over his books to discover the reason for unreason and to understand why Western civilization had come to such a state.  At the end of the process, we asked with Schaeffer, "How should we then live?"  Much of what this philosopher/theologian said about the demise of Christian influence in the West was quickly understood and accepted as the basis upon which a revitalized Church could once again make its message heard in a “post-Christian” world.


Curiously, however, one of Schaeffer's books was overlooked or, perhaps more correctly, ignored as an aberration of an otherwise astute thinker: it was titled Pollution and the Death of Man: A Christian View of Ecology, a compilation of lectures given in the late 60s and published in 1970.  The book title and the cover itself — a photograph of a skull on a pile of dirt — likely added to its lack of popularity:  Were not the rants of Jane Fonda and Tom Hayden enough?  Did we really need another negative message to add to our burden of bad news?  We had ministries to run and families to raise; how could we be expected to be enthusiastic about another message of impending disaster?


Those who took the time to read Pollution and the Death of Man discovered, however, that its message was not just another commentary on the decline of Christianity, but it was a challenge to the church to think biblically about the world's environmental crises.  Unfortunately, the book was published some thirty-five years too soon, for only now has the church come to the point where it is willing to examine the premises of the book — some of which now appear to be prophetic.


Among other things, Schaeffer predicted that without the Church's participation in the ecology debate, the environmental movement would adopt pantheism as its guiding theology.  Sadly now, we recognize that he was right.  In the religious void left by orthodox Christianity's failure to step into the fray and proactively address environmental issues from a biblical point of view, Hinduism, Buddhism, and their modern expression in the New Age Movement, did join with other purveyors of "earth spirituality" to make pantheism, as Schaeffer predicted, the apparent religion of the cause.  Though most secular agencies have now backed off from this earlier foray into Eastern mysticism, conservative evangelicals have long memories—especially if what we recall relieves us of any responsibility for what has transpired with the “environmental movement.”


Evangelical Christianity, tied as it was — and still is — to the economics of personal liberty, progress, and prosperity, decided that "since the earth is going to burn," Christians might just as well ignore the earth's physical condition and concentrate instead on saving souls and ushering them to Glory "on flowery beds of ease."  Anyway, Jesus was going to return in a few years, and everything would be fixed—shortly after being fried.


Well, Jesus did not return in the seventies, nor in the eighties or nineties.  And, in part because of the Church's failure to apply the scriptural principle of stewardship to our use of the earth's resources, the world's environmental problems have compounded.  We have had to relearn this important lesson: Jesus never intended the promise of his future return to be an excuse for ignoring our present responsibilities.


Now that the nations that had government-controlled economies are joining the free-market economics fraternity, the disparity between the rich and poor is increasing dramatically (recently confirmed by economic statistics).


In the light of these facts, can believers, in good conscience before God, refuse to speak out boldly regarding the social and environmental consequences of a worldwide free-market economy unchecked by the Christian principles of justice, compassion, and stewardship?  We must all come to recognize what farmer/philosopher Wendell Berry articulates well:

Charity cannot be just human. . . .  Once begun, wherever it begins, it cannot stop until it includes all Creation, for all creatures are parts of a whole upon which each is dependent, and it is a contradiction to love your neighbor and despise the great inheritance on which this life depends.  . . . The divine mandate to use the world justly and charitably, then, defines every person's moral predicament as that of a steward.  But this predicament is hopeless and meaningless unless it produces an appropriate discipline: stewardship. . . .  Is there not, in Christian ethics, an implied requirement of practical separation from a destructive and wasteful economy? 

Listen to Schaeffer’s admonitions and observations:

On the basis of the fact that there is going to be total redemption in the future, not only of man but of all creation, the Christian who believes the Bible should be the man who—with God's help and in the power of the Holy Spirit—is treating nature now in the direction of the way nature will be then.  It will not now be perfect, but it must be substantial, or we have missed our calling.  God's calling to the Christian now, and to the Christian community, in the area of nature—just as it is in the area of personal Christian living in true spirituality—is that we should exhibit a substantial healing here and now, between man and nature and nature and itself, as far as Christians can bring it to pass. . . .

In Novum Organon Francis Bacon wrote this: "Man by the Fall fell at the same time from his state of innocency and from his dominion over nature.  Both of these losses, however, even in this life, can in some part be repaired; the former by religion and faith, the later by the arts and sciences."  It is a tragedy that the Church, including the orthodox, evangelical Church, has not always remembered that.  Here, in this present life, it is possible for the Christian to have some share, through sciences and the arts, in returning nature to its proper place. . . .

Man was given dominion over creation.  This is true.  But since the Fall, man has exercised this dominion wrongly.  He is a rebel who has set himself at the center of the universe.  By creation man has dominion; but as a fallen creature he has used that dominion wrongly.  Because he is fallen, he exploits created things as though they were nothing in themselves, and as though he has an autonomous right to them. . . .

Surely then, Christians, who have returned through the work of the Lord Jesus Christ to fellowship with God, and have a proper place of reference to the God who is there, should demonstrate a proper use of nature.  We are to have dominion over it, but we are not going to use it as fallen man uses it.  We are not going to act as though it were nothing in itself or as though we will do to nature everything we can do. . . . 

So man has dominion over nature, but he uses it wrongly.  The Christian is called upon to exhibit this dominion, but exhibit it rightly: treating the thing as having value in itself, exercising dominion without being destructive.  The church should always have taught and done this, but she has generally failed to do so, and we need to confess our failure.


Inspired by both the words of Schaeffer and by the abuse of God’s creation caused by unrestrained consumption, hundreds of evangelical Christians have become part of a “creation-care community” that has been slowly gaining momentum and national attention.  Many of these followers of Christ have signed the Evangelical Creation Care Statement that was initiated and is publicized by the Evangelical Environmental Networks of both the USA and the UK.  Among the signers of the declaration are Paul Brand, Vernon Grounds, J. I. Packer, John Stott, Ted Engstrom, Richard Foster, Joe Aldrich, Kenneth Kantzer, Jay Kesler, Alister McGrath, David McKenna, Richard Mouw, Mark Noll, Eugene Peterson, Bob Seiple, Ralph Winter, and dozens more evangelical leaders. A newer Evangelical Climate Initiative statement includes many contemporary evangelical leaders like Leith Anderson, Timothy George, Jack Hayford, Duane Litfin, Brian McLaren, and Rick Warren.


The story of the development and purpose of the earlier EEN declaration is found in a book from IVP: The Care of Creation: Focusing Concern and Action. Much of the impetus for this movement came at the inspiration of Dr. Calvin DeWitt, a professor of ecology and environmental studies at the University of Wisconsin.  Dr. DeWitt, an evangelical, is founding director of the Au Sable Institute for Environmental Studies, a Christian advanced studies center near Traverse City, Michigan, and with branches on the West Coast, in India, and in Kenya.  Au Sable receives most of its students from the evangelical schools associated with the Council of Christian Colleges and Universities  (CCCU). Science faculty of the CCCU and dozens of Christian professors in secular universities form the intellectual core of the creation care movement.  Many of these are members of the American Scientific Affiliation (ASA), which has also been active in trying to reach the mainstream of American evangelicalism with the call for life-style adjustments in the direction of good stewardship.  The ASA’s 2001 conference was on the theme of “Caring for God’s Creation.”


Other evangelical agencies involved in the movement are Restoring Eden, the Evangelical Environmental Network, A Rocha, and the John Ray Initiative in the UK.  Evangelicals for Social Action and World Vision, plus numerous other agencies affiliated with the Association of Evangelical Relief and Development Organizations (AERDO) also support creation care initiatives.  Christianity Today magazine, InterVarsity Press, and Baker Publications commonly lend their support through occasional articles and a number of books on proper creation stewardship.


However, because of the secular environmental movement’s association with radical protests in the sixties and seventies and its association with the New Age movement in the eighties, and because so many evangelicals get their environmental opinions from the strident anti-environmental rhetoric of right-wing talk show hosts like Rush Limbaugh and Sean Hannity, most evangelical churches, organizations, and individuals still seem to oppose any attempts to take the Schaeffer admonition seriously.  There is an extremely strong group of conservative, laissez-faire, libertarian think tanks now associated with the Bush administration that is well funded in its opposition to most of the endeavors of the evangelical creation-care movement, which itself is badly under-funded.  Many within these think tanks are Christian economists who see any support of governmental regulation to curb corporate and individual environmental abuses to be leftist and apparently anti-Christian.  Many within the conservative cadre of billionaire and millionaire philanthropists, some of whom are members of the 600-member Council for National Policy, have given their support to the opponents of the evangelical creation-care community and next to nothing to its advocates.  World magazine, Focus on the Family magazine, and Chuck Colson’s Breakpoint commentary are the primary voices that regularly oppose and often demean the positions of the evangelical creation-care community. World once characterized the Christian Environmental Association as “a colloidal suspension of evangelical clichés in a leftist political jar.”  A local creation care event pulled together by two former professors at Tennessee Temple University and the manager of Moody radio station in Chattanooga was accused of mixing “bad theology with pseudoscience.”  The fact that World Magazine receives funding from evangelical economic conservatives who stand to gain financially by scuttling the evangelical creation-care movement certainly calls into question their editorial approach to this matter.
 
This adversarial circumstance was foreseen by social analyst Jeremy Rifkin some 25 years ago.  In his book Entopy, Rifkin quotes Francis Schaeffer’s viewpoint on creation care, and then goes on to warn:

Schaeffer is pessimistic about the prospect for the United States. 

He believes that the overriding value Americans place on their own 

"personal peace and affluence" will likely lead to a fascist type order 

as the economy continues to contract [which it was in 1980]: "I believe the 

majority . . . will sustain the loss of liberties without raising their voices as 

long as their own lifestyles are not threatened."


What Schaeffer fails to say is that there are already many 

disturbing signs within the evangelical movement pointing to just 

such a possibility. For example, many middle class Christians are 

falling back more and more on the old notion of the "gospel of 

wealth," equating Biblical doctrine with rugged individualism, free 

enterprise, and unlimited material accumulation. This kind of 

expansionist theology is still very much a dominant motif in 

American Christianity. The ''gospel of wealth" theme will likely 

continue to be used by individual Christians to justify a lack of 

concern or involvement with the pressing economic needs ahead, 

needs that require a communal and not merely an individual or free 

enterprise response. For these Christians, the evangelical 

movement will serve as a sanctuary for withdrawal from the turmoil 

around them. If economic conditions become so bad that they begin 

to threaten even this last refuge of the middle class, chances are 

good that withdrawal will quickly translate into active support of 

right-wing and capitalist interests even to the point of accepting 

whatever authoritarian measures are deemed necessary by the 

state to maintain social order.


By radically redefining humanity's relationship to the rest of 

God's creation, contemporary Christian scholars are challenging 

our expansionist epoch. The new concept of dominion as 

stewardship and conservation rather than ownership and 

exploitation is at loggerheads with both traditional Christian 

theology and the mechanical worldview of the past several hundred 

years. By refocusing the story of Creation and humanity's purpose 

in the world, Christian theologians have committed an act of open 

rebellion against their own doctrinal past. The Christian individual 

who for hundreds of years sought salvation through productivity and 

the subduing of nature is now being challenged by a new Christian 

person who seeks salvation by conserving and protecting God's 

creation. The Christian work ethic is being replaced by the Christian 

conservation ethic. This new emphasis on stewardship is providing 

the foundation for the emergence of a new Christian Reformation 

and a New Covenant vision for society.”


This conflict pointed out by Rifkin two decades ago has now become a stark reality. Of course he simplifies the issue of Christians seeking “salvation” by conserving the Creation. And he also speaks of theologians rebelling “against their own doctrinal past” instead of their own traditional past.  These theologians are actually recovering their doctrinal past. But he is right-on regarding major rifts in the evangelical community caused by the debate over the Christian’s responsibility to care for God’s good creation and how it relates to our beliefs about economics.  The long-standing conflation of capitalism with Christianity is now bearing its inevitable negative consequences.  Jesus’ comments about the impossibility of serving both God and wealth were not only admonition, they were also prophecy.

The Good Earth

O

ne of the sad misconceptions of the conservative evangelical church has been the understanding that we are “aliens and strangers” on the earth.  In truth we are to be aliens and strangers to the world — to the ungodly and rebellious world system ruled over by Satan.  This world system is going to be destroyed and its diabolical ruler vanquished for eternity.  And as a long and glorious celebration of our Savior’s victory, we are going to reign with Him for at least a thousand years more on this very earth which so many of us now abuse and malign.  When we attain our final and complete adoption as children of God, we will embrace a good earth healed from the curse where thorns no longer “infest the ground.”

It is unfortunate in a sense that Isaac Watts titled his carol “Joy to the World!”  He took his inspiration for his stirring lyrics from Psalm 98 that exults:

Sing to the lord a new song, for he has done marvelous things; his right hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for him. The lord has made his salvation known and revealed his righteousness to the nations. He has remembered his love and his faithfulness to the house of Israel; all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God.  Shout for joy to the lord, all the earth, burst into jubilant song with music” (Psa. 98:1-4 NIV).  

Perhaps we ought to retitle the carol “Joy to the Earth” for that is indeed the very first line of the second stanza of Watt’s lyric.

It is Satan and sinful mankind that blight God’s good earth.  The Genesis account of the Fall makes it clear that the earth did not sin; the creatures did not sin; the earth is not evil.  How ironic it is that the people of God today readily embrace so much of the doomed world system that suppresses and abuses the gifts of the creation, and yet despise the earth, which will be restored.  We forget this important truth revealed to Paul by the Holy Spirit: 

I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. 

(Rom. 8:18-22, NIV).

From this time forward, let us sing this cherished Christmas song with a better understanding of its meaning: though sung as a celebration of the First Advent, it is in reality a description of the Second Advent.  What was promised at Christ birth may soon be fulfilled at His Second Coming.  Let us thrill at the wonderful harmonies woven by the composer of The Messiah, George F. Handel:

Joy to the world! the Lord is come;

Let earth receive her King; 

Let every heart prepare Him room,

And heaven and nature sing.

Joy to the earth, the Savior reigns;
Let men their songs employ;

While fields and floods, rocks, hills and plains

Repeat the sounding joy.

No more let sins and sorrows grow,

Nor thorns infest the ground;

He comes to make his blessings flow 

Far as the curse is found.

He rules the world with truth and grace,

And makes the nations prove

The glories of His righteousness,

And wonders of his love.

 The second coming of the Messiah is bad news for this world system, yet glorious good news for the earth and for those of us who will reign with Him upon it.  It is time that we imagine with C.S. Lewis the moment when “that hideous strength” of the enemy of God and man is finally wrestled into defeat and submission, and when all the elements, plants, and living creatures of a restored earth join in one grand united doxology with redeemed mankind in praise to our Savior and Creator, Jesus Christ: It will be the return of shalom.

Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: "To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!" (Rev. 5:13, NIV).

Note in that passage how John explicitly includes the entire biosphere: creatures in the sky, on the earth, under the earth, on the sea, and in the sea.  Imagine the scene: larks, dragonflies, rabbits, badgers, moles, trap-door spiders, Portugese men-of-war, sharks, and sea stars all attending to the Savior-Creator and singing!  Who says Narnia is fiction?  Aslan is the Lion of Judah! Think of the joy that will fill the Hundred-Acre Wood.  Tigger will jump higher than ever and Eeyore, then the eternal optimist, will “bouncy-bounce” with him.  Earth will be Peralandra, and Never-never land will become Ever-ever land!

Let us repent of our sinful lack of camaraderie with the other creatures of the earth and of our lack of care for the marvelous handiwork of God that has faithfully given witness from the beginning of His divine nature and eternal power (Rom. 1:20).  With our hearts and with our hands, let us work toward the anticipated restoration of the good Earth.

NOTE:  Wouldn’t it be a grand thing if believers came to truly understand that Thanksgiving is the Christian “earth day” when we celebrate the bounty of God’s good creation.  Imagine how the holiday seasons from Thanksgiving through New Years would take on a whole new meaning if we got off the materialistic juggernaut and celebrated the first advent of the Messiah with an active expectation of His second advent when we will join hands with all the redeemed entities of the restored cosmos.  I’m not sure how it would look, but here are some things we could do.

1.  Make the day after Thanksgiving a fast day when we repent of our abuse of the earth.  Instead of helping to make that day the busiest shopping day of the year, we’d turn the eyes of the world away from Mammon and toward God.  For those of us who live in the north of the United States, a walk in the woods marked by the death of summer and the chill of coming winter would increase the significance of our fast.

2.  Celebrate Christmas by using God’s great gift of creativity to us by making gifts for one another.  Revive the old custom of creatively taking of the bounty of the earth and turning it into something that will remind us with each use of the good earth and its coming day of victory: nature craft items, jams and other preserves, bird houses and bird feeders, and a single orange to remind us of the past when celebrations were homespun and simple.  For those capable of providing proper care, Christmas is an ideal time to receive the gift of a pet.  Especially determine not to burden ourselves with expensive toys that will only take more of our time and money -- and unnecessarily make a negative impact upon the natural world.  Shun big-ticket items that in the long run reduce our ability to truly be stewards of the earth.

3.  Celebrate the new year with resolutions that compel us to look forward to the restoration of the good earth.  

People as ‘Tweeners

To get a good idea of the mankind’s role according to the Bible, we need to recognize our position between God and the remainder of the natural world—between the Creator and the creation.  Seeing ourselves as ‘tweeners gives us a good understanding of our responsibilities as they relate to God.

People are between the Creator and the creation in . . .

1. . . .
Authority

People are God’s vice-regents and have been given authority over creation (Gen. 1:26-31, 2:15, 19-20; Psa. 8:3-8; 24:1; 115:16)

People are both the “responsible species” and the “servant species”

Yet Jesus the Son retains all authority as granted by God the Father (Mt. 28:18)

2 . . . .
Intelligence (wisdom, knowledge)

People, unlike animals, can learn how the creation works (1 Ki. 4:33; Pr. 24:5; Col. 3:10; Jas. 3:17)


People can outwit and tame the animals (Jas. 3:3,7)


Yet God is all-knowing and is the source of all intelligence and knowledge

3. . . .
Spirit

People, unlike animals, have a need to worship and can spiritually attain to eternal life 


People can be indwelled by the Holy Spirit

God is spirit and the source of all that is spiritual


4. . . .
Value

People are more “valuable” than the other entities of creation (Mt. 6:26)

God establishes all value

5. . . . 
Creativity

People, unlike animals, can develop technology to increase our power over the creation


People, unlike animals, can sense beauty in nature and express that beauty in art


Yet God’s creativity is unlimited (ours being limited in both scope and nature)

6. . . .
Consciousness 

People can remember the past and, unlike animals, can anticipate the future and       therefore plan for the future


People have an unparalleled awareness of self


Yet God is the source of all consciousness as the eternally conscious one

7. . . .
Will


People, unlike animals, can will to choose and are not slaves to animal instinct

People, unlike animals, have an inborn sense of law and moral responsibility (ethics) to direct the will


Yet God’s will is absolute

8. . . .
Love


People, unlike animals, can express and be motivated by love


People are under a divine requirement to love as He loves


Yet God IS love and the source of all love

What the Bible Reveals About 
God and the Earth

God tells us this about the earth: 

I made it (Gen. 1:1 and following)

I made it good (Gen. 1)

I made it prolific and fruitful (Gen. 1:23-28)

I made it great, glorious, and majestic (Psa. 111:2)

I made it for my pleasure (Rev. 4:11)

It knows me and praises me (Psa. 145:4, Isa. 55:12)

I own it (Psa. 24:1)

I care for it (Psa. 104)

I love it (Psa. 145:9,13)

It demonstrate the dignity, splendor, and richness of my creative power 
     (Job 38-40; Psa. 19:1)

It showcases my handiwork (Job 38-40 Psa. 19:1)

It reveals my existence (Rom. 1:19-20)

It reveals my divine nature (Rom. 1:20)

It reveals my eternal power (Rom. 1:20)

I formed mankind out of its physical elements (Gen. 1-2)

I placed mankind, made in my image and likeness, in dominion over it (Gen. 1:28)

I gave mankind stewardship responsibilities regarding it (Gen. 2:15)

I made it fruitful enough to provide for man’s physical needs (Gen. 1)

I made it fruitful enough to provide for the physical needs of all other living 
     things (Gen. 1)

I cursed it to discipline people and keep them from unrestrained use of it for godless 
     purposes (Gen. 3:17-19)

I sent my Son to die for sinful mankind and as a result will ultimately set the earth free 
     from sin (Rom. 8:18-25)

I hear its groan under the curse (Rom. 8:18-25)

I will send my Son (My co-Creator) back to restore it (John 1:3; Col. 1:16; Acts 3:19-21)

In my Son’s death it was redeemed and reconciled back to me (Col. 1:20)

I will be purge it (2 Pet. 3:10-13)

I will remove the curse from it (Rev. 22:3)

I will renew it and make it fit for my eternal city (2 Pet. 3:10-13; Rev. 21)

Therefore. . .

Should people despise or waste the earth?

Should people carelessly pollute and otherwise abuse it?

Should people torment its creatures for sport or selfish purposes? 

Should people consume it for frivolous and selfish purposes?

Should people heedlessly drive its non-human species (which God also mandated to be 
     fruitful) to extinction?

Should people consider it valueless for all but human purposes?

Should people hoard its products and resources and keep them from others?

Should people destroy its capacity to be fruitful?

Should people carelessly alter the ecological balances that keep it healthy and fruitful?

Should people use it for technological purposes without reference to the purposes of 
     its Creator?

Should people use it for anything but that which honors God?

Do these truths and questions not lead us to an environmental ethic?

What to Teach Children 
About the Environment

1. 
It was created by God.




(Gen. 1-2; John 1:3; Col. 1:16-17)

2.
It is owned by God.




(Psa. 24:1; 1 Cor. 10:16, Psa. 104:24)

3.
It is loved by God.




(Psa 145:17 NIV; Psa. 36:5)

4.
It is sustained by God continuously.




(Gen. 8:22; Psa. 145:17; Psa. 104, Psa. 36:5-6; Matt. 6:26; Col. 1:17)

5.
It was placed under man's dominion.




(Gen. 1:28; Psa. 8:6-8, Heb. 2:8, Psa. 145:13)

6.
It was assigned to man for care and servant leadership.




(Gen. 2:15)

7.
It was altered by sin at the Fall.




(Gen. 3:14-19)

8.
It was altered again by the Flood.




(Gen. 8-9)

9.
It provides needs for all people throughout time.




(Psa. 104:13-15; Matt 6:25-24; Zech. 10:1)

10.
It is considered less valuable than people.




(Matt. 6:26)

11.
It has been redeemed by Christ.




(Rom. 8:18-23; Col. 1:20)

12.
It will be restored after Christ's return.




(Isa. 11:6-9; Rom. 8:18-23; Col. 1:20)

13.
It will be assigned its destiny by God, not man.




(2 Pet. 3:10; Rev. 21:1)

Implications of these biblical truths:


We do not own the earth and can never ultimately possess any part of it.  When we buy and sell land, we are only assigning temporary care to "owners" who are expected by God to use it for His glory.  We must not deliberately destroy the land's capacity to do its assigned work: to produce needed elements (fruit, oxygen, water filtration, moisture, etc.) for the health and survival of all that depend upon it.  Our task is stewardship which acknowledges that we are accountable to the Master for its health and for its fruit (profit).  


Since it was made by God, sustained by God, loved by God, and to be restored by God, we must use it with reverent care and respect.  We must always be thankful for our parents and their parents for their care of it and be careful to hand it on to our children and their children as little damaged and diminished as we can.  Our worship is of the Creator, not the creation.  But, we must also remember that with the astronomical wonders above we "join with all nature in manifold witness to [God's] great faithfulness, mercy, and love!"  


Mankind is expected to establish communities and cultures upon the earth that use the land and its produce with as little waste and destruction as possible.  All creatures are made by God and must be respected as His creation.  When we use the earth's produce, we do it with gratitude and great care.  


As much as possible we should attempt to treat the earth now as we will be expected to treat it at its restoration.  While "our citizenship is in heaven," we cannot forget, as T.S. Eliot reminds us, that such citizenship "is our model and type for our citizenship below."


Children need to know that the earth we see now is not like it was at the creation (because of the Fall, the Curse, the Flood, and the ravages of time), and it is not now what it will be at the restoration (the "peaceable kingdom" of shalom).  Nonetheless, we also must show them how it still demonstrates to us the power, divinity, beauty, and awesome creative nature of God.  For that reason alone, we should tend faithfully to our stewardship tasks.


Children should think of their use of the earth as a school project that will be graded by the divine Teacher at the end.

A One-issue Prophet?

Some have wondered why I’m always harping about human abuse and misunderstanding of the creation -- questioning my apparent one-issue mentality.  The implication seems to be that this is just one of many things Christians ought to be concerned about, and that it is certainly a low-priority matter (in reference to the sanctity of life, for example).  I disagree.  These are my reasons:

1.  Only a tiny number of evangelicals ever consider seriously God’s mandate to us—to care for and protect the creation.  (In contrast to the seriousness they demonstrate regarding abortion, sexual morality, family breakdown, substance abuse, increase in violence by children and to children, divorce, contemporary Christian music, contemporary theological trends, etc.).

2.  Most evangelicals misunderstand both the facts about environmental degradation and the biblical principles regarding our stewardship of the earth. They have little idea of how significant this issue is to our health and well-being spiritually, emotionally, and physically.  And it is integral to the understanding of the sanctity of life.

3.  It is a matter that negatively affects all of us personally every day of our lives, and it may be the key factor in our living significantly diminished and ineffectual lives as Christians. In many ways we are acting in disobedience toward God in reference to our mandated care for the earth.  Just how effective can we be for our Father when we are disobedient children?

4.  It is a symptom of one of the most serious maladies afflicting the church today — creating a multitude of problems and exacerbating many others.

5.  To paraphrase an astute commentator: “If we address every other problem except the very one that most damages our lives today, we are acting irresponsibly.”

6.  Coming to understand the problems regarding this matter and successfully handling them will have profound beneficial effects in our lives as individuals, as families, as churches, and as communities.

7.  The earth we are mishandling today is the very earth that will be our theater of existence in the next phase of God’s plan for His children: the kingdom reign of our Savior.  Our fixation on heaven causes us to forget the future of the earth and our part in it as rulers, judges, and priests—a part that could be a reality in a few short years.  Are we ready for that?

8.  I have come to see it as one of my major calls from God in reference to His people.  Jeremiah was without question a one-issue prophet: to call God’s chosen people to repentance (which would lead to reformation and hence turn away the wrath of God).  This is made more emphatic to me in studying the Revelation where Babylon, the Great Prostitute, displays attributes that look frighteningly like those that mark the US today.  A voice calls out from heaven, “Come away from her, my people.  Do not take part in her sins, or you will be punished with her” (Rev. 18:4).  Whether or not America is the Great Prostitute, her materialism is exactly like that of Babylon.  Therefore, our mandate ought to be to turn away from it, for it is materialism that is causing the greatest damage to God’s creation.

The Wilderness as God’s Revelation

I

f we are truly attentive, our vision in the wilderness can perhaps approximate some of Adam’s vision in the Garden: He saw its beauty before he recognized its utility. (Gen. 2:9)  Assuming the apostle Paul to be correct in the first chapter of his letter to the Romans about our being able to “see” God’s eternal power and divine nature in what He has created, what is it that our senses can perceive in the wild?  (Using the definition of “divine” as “that which is superhuman, God-like, supremely good, magnificent, or compels a person to worship”).  Among other things, we could observe in the natural world. . . .


1.
Mysterious light and matter (which still defy human definition and understanding)

2.
Seemingly endless time (no clearly apparent beginning or end)


3.
Seemingly endless space (eternality seen in the microcosm and macrocosm)


4.
Astronomical extravagance and magnitude (“Billions and billions” -Sagan)

5.   Wonderful life (inexplicable in essence and origin—and known on earth alone)

6.   Fearsome, but essential, death (which is marvelously linked to life)
7.   Profound mystery (beyond human understanding)

8.
Abiding orderliness (out of seeming chaos)
9.   Consistent cycles (making the creation mostly predictable)

10.  Sabbath rest (a balance of rest with activity)


11.  Blessed stillness (quieting the human soul)

12.
Unfathomable complexity (defying human simplification)


13.
Awesome power (far exceeding our own)


14.
Incredibly informed design (absolutely beyond human duplication)


15.
Virtually endless variety (unbelievable biodiversity)
16.
Amazing adaptability (micro-evolutionary change)

17.
Overwhelming beauty (thrilling the heart and soul)

18.  Extravagant fruitfulness (providing people with more than enough)
19.
Limitless sensory stimulation (candy for the senses)

20.
Abundant joy (“even the worm can feel contentment” –Schiller)

21. Fear of people (grieving the human soul)


22. The image of God: mankind  (An unbridgeable gap between people and the other 
             created things—people  alone having the capacity for creative thinking, abstract        
            reasoning, and symbolic language—and having innate morality and the
            instinct to worship)

N

o doubt the value of wilderness is almost more in what is not found there than in what is.  Consider what we typically do not find in a true uninhabited wilderness 
(uninhabited by humans, that is!):

 . . . personal multipliers of power (vehicles, chain saws, electricity, and so forth)

 . . . markets and marketers

 . . . external temptations

 . . . false values

 . . . lying words

 . . . too many voices to attend to

 . . . too many people to relate to

 . . . racial, ethnic, and gender tensions

 . . . personal deception and pretense (masks)

 . . . meaningless entertainment

 . . . an overload of news (information)

 . . . an overload of human technology

 . . . an overload of noise

 . . . the need to talk incessantly

 . . . excessive time pressure

 . . . any sense that I am in control


Is there any person who cannot benefit from being relieved of these stresses from time to time?

Scriptures about the significance of the natural world:

Ro 1:20 For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities-- his eternal power and divine nature-- have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.  (NIV)


Ro 8:19-23 The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. (NIV)

Ps 19:1-4 The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge. There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard. Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world. In the heavens he has pitched a tent for the sun.  (NIV)

Ps 104:24 How many are your works, O LORD! In wisdom you made them all; the earth is full of your creatures. (NIV)

Questions Evangelicals Ask About

Environmental Issues

1. Why should we care about the environment since it’s all going to burn anyway?

Consider similar questions: Why should we care about our bodies since they are all going to die anyway? Or why care for our homes or business establishments since they will all eventually be demolished? Careful consideration of these questions should make it clear to Christians that biblical prophecy about the future must not be used to excuse present carelessness. This kind of attitude has often been expressed in the accusation that “some believers are so heavenly minded they’re of no earthly good.”


This understanding about all things eventually burning up comes from 2 Peter 3:10-13 (the passage that tells us of the “elements” of the earth burning “with fervent heat”). This is not easy to understand, however, nor is its chronology clear. Many Old Testament passages speak about the permanence of the earth; and both Old and New Testament scriptures tell of a future time of restoration and reconciliation when the earth will return to the peaceable kingdom similar to that of the Garden of Eden. Certainly that is an event yet to come. Francis Schaeffer reminded us in his book Pollution and the Death of Man: The Christian View of Ecology that “on the basis of the fact that there is going to be total redemption in the future, not only of man, but also of all creation, the Christian who believes the Bible should be the one who — with God’s help and in the power of the Holy Spirit — is treating nature now in the direction of the way nature will be then. It [our healing work] will not now be perfect, but it must be substantial, or we have missed our calling.”


The major problem with basing our present attitude toward the earth on an uncertain chronology of the future is that we fail to remember the very clear mandates of the past. Caring for creation is a matter of obedience: it is our God-given responsibility to care for the earth regardless of what we think God might do to it in His restoration work. 

We understand this from Genesis 2:15: “The Lord God placed the man in the Garden of Eden to tend and care for it” (NLT, a “thought for thought” translation of the Bible). We are to be “good earthkeepers.”

2. Why should we care about the earth since this world is not our home?

One of the thrilling promises given to us by Paul is that “our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body” (Php. 3:20-21, NIV). This passage speaks of the future when Jesus Christ returns and establishes his Messianic kingdom, which, according to evangelical theologians, will be on this present earth. 


Our heavenly citizenship tells us about who our true Sovereign is and to whom we owe allegiance. That understanding, however, should not lead us to carelessness regarding God’s good creation. Poet T.S. Eliot, a friend of C.S. Lewis, gave believers a good point to ponder in his poem “Choruses From the Rock”: “‘Our citizenship is in Heaven;’ yes, but that is the model and type for [our] citizenship upon earth.”


The atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ provided not only for the salvation of mankind, but also for the restoration (Rom. 8:21) and reconciliation of the whole creation (Col. 1:20). Our non-human co-worshipers—the stars, the land, the animals, the plants—will share our return to pre-Fall conditions which, as suggested by John Wesley, will likely exceed the glories of the original creation. What remarkable things might be accomplished if we lived on the fallen earth today like we will be expected to live on the restored earth tomorrow?


We must always remember this: to abuse the earth is to profane the handiwork of God. Revelation 11:18 should sober any of those who are careless regarding the earth: “The nations were angry; and your wrath has come. The time has come for judging the dead, and for rewarding your servants the prophets and your saints and those who reverence your name, both small and great—and for destroying those who destroy the earth" (Rev. 11:18, NIV). [Italics added.]

3. Isn’t “earthkeeping” just another expression for environmentalism?


When a philosophy becomes dominant in an individual’s life, it virtually becomes a religion. When it does, we often add the suffix “ism” to the chief word defining it. Many people are so given over to communism, socialism, capitalism, scientism, creationism, and “family-ism” that these become virtual worship systems. Because such philosophies come to rule an individual’s behavior, they strongly affect the emotions of both believers and unbelievers alike. “Environmentalism” is an emotionally charged word that evokes images of radical activists storming the fences of nuclear power plants or chaining themselves to trees about to be cut and sent to Home Depot for our use. It paints mental pictures of people worshiping nature. Without question, thousands of environmental activists really do have no greater object of worship than the natural world. The material world is their god because it's the greatest thing they know.


Christians, of course, don’t want to be associated with nature worship, so we don’t want to be characterized as “environmentalists.” However, the difference between “environmentalism” and truly biblical earthkeeping is extreme. Some environmentalism tends toward worship of the creation; biblical earthkeeping, however, is centered on a personal relationship with and worship of the Creator. As a part of our worship we respect and care for the creation that comes from God’s awesome power and gracious providence. Caring for creation is one of the major responsibilities given by God to His people (Gen. 2:15). And there is no reason we can’t combine that responsibility with all the other responsibilities we have: care for our children, care for our neighbor, care for the lost, and the like. All the while we take great pains not to make the objects of our care the objects of our worship (Rom. 1:21-25)

4. Isn’t environmental concern primarily pantheistic thinking?


Because the earth is an object of worship for those given to New Age beliefs and other modern forms of pantheism, it is logical for them to demonstrate concern for the earth. That’s all they have.  Many of these individuals have followed the natural path of paganism illustrated by the apostle Paul: “They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator—who is forever praised. Amen” (Rom. 1:25, NIV). There is a world of difference, however, between those who care for creation because they believe the earth itself is divine and those who care for creation because they honor and worship the divine Creator and desire to obey Him. 


Keep in mind that it is only natural for those who worship the creation to want to care for it. And pantheism (believing that God is everything or that He is the impersonal force that inhabits all matter) is always significant today among those concerned about the degradation of the earth’s environment. In fact, Francis Schaeffer thirty years ago warned the evangelical community that if we did not begin to address these real crises, the philosophy of the environmental movement would come to be based on pantheism. He was already voicing that concern when the Cuyahoga River in Ohio caught fire (because of extreme pollution by flammable liquids dumped into the stream by careless industries). This shocking event sent many non-Christians into a search for a philosophy or worldview that would address the abuse of our environment. Sadly, they did not find it in Christianity where it should have been evident. 


Chuck Colson in his book The Body tells us that, “we should be contending for truth in every area of life. Not for power or because we are taken with some trendy cause, but humbly to bring glory to God. For this reason, Christians should be the most ardent ecologists.” 


Christians must be able to demonstrate to those who have fallen into the error of neo-paganism and pantheism that the Christian faith provides ample support for creation stewardship. Foundationally, Christians care because earth stewardship has been made our responsibility of service to God. Why others may care is of little significance to believers—other than serving as a contact point for reaching them for Christ. Many believers who are outspoken advocates of creation care have had significant opportunities to reach non-Christians with the truth of the Gospel—providing them with the fundamental reason for environmental concern: respect for and obedience to the One who created the earth. Many of these folks might be drawn to the message of the Gospel if more believers lived out the meaning of the Gospel in all its aspects—including respect for the Creator’s handiwork.

5. Isn’t environmental concern just a ploy of left-wing liberals appealing to special interest groups to help keep them in office?


Environmental issues always have a way of polarizing people politically. Many who consider themselves left-wing and liberal are often opposed to the ethical standards and religious beliefs of conservative Christians. It also appears that issues relating to earth stewardship are championed more often by the left side of the political spectrum. Those on the right side politically are often identified by their loud demands for less governmental regulation on individuals and corporations to allow them the opportunity to profit from land and its “natural resources” [e.g. the Wise Use group]. Conservatives are more likely to see new environmental protection measures to be the result of unfounded liberal economic and political policies rather than the legitimate responsibility of government. Stewardship of the earth from the Christian perspective, however, is based on principles found in God’s Word, not on any political or economic theory. Believers must recognize that earthkeeping is more basic than either politics or economics. 


No stable government or economic system can be built on a threatened ecosystem. Devastated landscapes, like those found in Haiti, Somalia, Madagascar, are both the result of and major causes of poverty and political and economic instability. Christian missions in these areas are often ineffective until they address the need for ample clean water, erosion control and ecosystem restoration, and relief from poverty—along with the need for repentance from sin and commitment to Christ. Most of the geographical regions mentioned in Scripture, the nations of today’s Middle East, are seeking to cope with centuries of land abuse and from the many judgments of God that came as the result of the disobedience of God’s chosen people—or international opposition to them. 


Many of us readily quote the verse, “if my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land” (2 Chron. 7:14, NIV). Few, however, recall the previous verse: "When I shut up the heavens so that there is no rain, or command locusts to devour the land or send a plague among my people. . . (2 Chron. 7:13, NIV). The earlier verse makes it clear that the healing of the land is not so much spiritual, but material. The creation itself suffers because of sin, and it is foolish for Christians in North America to believe that our collective materialism and its inevitable environmental degradation could not be the logical result of defying God’s natural laws. Creation stewardship is not a political or economic issue; it is a material and spiritual one: it has to do with obedience to God. Political and economic concerns are secondary.

6. Aren’t most of our so-called environmental crises “manufactured” by secular humanists using bad science?


Unfortunately there are many Christians today who believe that anything having to do with science is bad. They mistrust science. This mistrust often seems justified since so many scientists openly oppose belief in God. Such anti-Christian bias in the sciences, however, has little to do with science itself. True science is simply the process of people created in God’s image using their gifts of rationality and creativity to learn about the universe God created. Many gifted Christian scholars today are in fact demonstrating even in the arena of secular science the necessity of God for the existence of the universe. 


In Christian theology the created universe is considered the “general revelation” of God. Along with the “special revelation,” the Bible, the created universe tells us a great deal about how God made the natural systems function. The earth demonstrates truth about God. To use the facts revealed by scientific study deceptively or for an evil purpose is wrong—it is “bad science.” So is sloppy research and experimentation. “Good science” is that which handles all meticulously determined facts truthfully and uses them in ways that ultimately honor God. 


The problem in science, of course, is not in the revealed facts themselves, but in how those facts are interpreted and used. There is an abundance of factual data available to Christians and non-Christians alike that reveals serious environmental degradation. God’s creation clearly and, in many cases, dramatically demonstrates significant abuse at the hands of human beings acting both ignorantly and selfishly. As people of God, we have a responsibility to take scientific knowledge and apply it practically to our behavior in creation stewardship, while at the same time doing the best we can possibly do to determine that the information we receive is indeed factual. In doing this we should keep in mind some old admonitions: Aristotle’s conclusion that it is better to act in a timely manner on a fact half proved, than to wait until it is too late to act on a fact fully substantiated—and Francis Bacon’s understanding that people are far more likely to believe what they wish to be true than what is actually true.

7. Isn’t environmentalism largely an anti-technology reaction?


Technology by itself is neither good nor bad. Technology is primarily the process of people using God’s gift of creativity to do their work. While some people think that the need to work was a result of the Fall, the truth is that work is a primary activity of mankind assigned by God right along with the mandate to have dominion over and to cultivate and take care of the earth (Gen. 1-2). Work became much more difficult because of the Fall; so a great deal of mankind’s effort ever since has, through technology, been to make work easier and more efficient. 


However, like anything else associated with mankind’s creative capacity, technology can be utilized in the cause of either good or evil—in keeping with God’s purposes or opposed to God’s purposes. One of the most telling Scripture references regarding technology is the prophecy about the restoration of peace and harmony (shalom) in the coming Messianic Kingdom when people will “beat their swords into plowshares.” Implements of war will become implements of peaceful work, which provides for our daily bread—in a sense, Paradise regained. This stands in stark contrast to past and present civilizations pursuing the advantages of technology in the process of opposing God’s will. Powerful and efficient technological devices and processes in the service of self-aggrandizement and personal pleasure by those who have no desire to worship and honor the Creator or His creation will ultimately result in great evil (such as sophisticated terrorism and weapons of mass destruction in the hands of wicked people).


Christians have a responsibility to consider how to use technology in their service to God—being careful to respect all of God’s creation. This calls for great wisdom and understanding as we utilize the best of scientific knowledge and investigation. When it is learned that our use of technology is doing more harm than good in reference to God’s purposes and God’s good earth, we need to have the will to change our ways. This often includes our ceasing to use certain technologies or altering them in such a way as to reverse their negative effects. Even seemingly harmless “high-tech” entertainment devices can negatively affect our lives as Christians:





Screwtape Gloats

Millions of creative hours spent, and

Millions of valuable dollars spent, and

Millions of tons of precious natural resources spent

—to develop a worthless product.

Then millions of people are manipulated to spend

Millions more of their valuable dollars to enable

Millions of precious young people to spend

Millions of uncreative hours

—to accomplish nothing.

Video games: Gift from the creative Mind of hell 

To the captive mind of man. 

God’s vice-regent dancing on the devil’s stick.


Few Christians consider all the far-reaching effects of technology and are therefore ignorant of the many negative effects of our modern culture’s mostly self-centered fascination with and use of God’s gifts. We utilize the material gift of the creation and the spiritual gift of creativity developing technologies to avoid labor, to save time, and to create wealth. If we then turn around and use our leisure hours and money mostly in the pursuit of entertainment, material gain, and physical pleasures, we squander the gifts of God. We need to be exceedingly wise in our use of technology, being careful always to ask if we are using it in ways that advance the kingdom of God and accomplish His will on earth. Do we use technology more to serve Mammon or God?

8. Isn’t environmental concern opposed to America’s free-market (capitalistic) economic system?


Not at all. In fact, it can be easily demonstrated that the best capitalist is the sincere and honest environmental scientist who is doing all he or she can do to preserve the sources of life upon which our economic system is built (our true capital). A nation’s economy is built upon a diverse, fruitful, and healthy environment. Money, in fact, represents two things: our natural resources (goods) and the creative use of those resources by people (services). If people do not work hard to maintain the health of their nation’s environment, and if they carelessly pollute or waste their natural resources, their economy declines—unless, of course, they can extort or obtain by economic enticement the resources of other nations. That is why the citizens of every nation must work hard to protect their natural environment (the creation) through sound and effective environmental regulation, careful conservation, and a great deal of suspicion toward multi-national corporations offering them trinkets for their natural resources. 


Unfortunately, when personal profit becomes the primary focus of people, the inevitable result is environmental degradation. The area around Nineveh in Old Testament times demonstrated that according to the prophet Nahum: “Merchants, as numerous as the stars, have filled your city with vast wealth. But like a swarm of locusts, they strip the land and then fly away” (Nahum 3:16, NLT).


We need to understand that capitalism without Christianity swiftly becomes cruel. That fact has been clear to wise leaders from the very beginning of the American nation and throughout its brief history. Woodrow Wilson, a great visionary regarding the need for ethical behavior, said this about a free market unmarked by Christian virtues: “We are all caught in a great economic system which is heartless.” One of the virtues lost is the understanding that we are stewards of the earth who need always to consider how its material benefits can be used in a manner that ultimately honors the Creator. Christians must supply the “heart” that guides an economy in its use of God’s creation gifts.


We Americans take pride in our high standard of living. But we can’t forget that if our standards of living destroy our sources of life, they’re not high; they’re evil.
9. Don’t environmental regulations interfere with our fundamental private property rights?


This perception is very strong in America today. The reason is that America’s free-market economic system is based on the principle of private ownership of goods. We have the liberty to take the things that belong to us and dispose of them as we see fit—and expect our laws to protect that right. The problem comes when we think of land as we think of goods. The Bible is clear in maintaining that God owns the land and that we are stewards of it. Elaborate Old Testament laws protected the availability of land and its resources for the benefit of all people. On the other hand, there is no question that property and goods in Bible times were held, protected, and carefully maintained by individuals and families. In fact, when land is cared for in a biblical manner—affirming that it remains fruitful—it fulfills God’s purposes. Also when its fruit is equitably distributed, God will bless the land for the believer and the unbeliever alike. 


In the Bible, land was to be cherished, given its Sabbath rest (to assure productivity), used with thanksgiving to God through tithing, and finally passed on to its next “owners” as little diminished as possible [the principle of “usufruct”]. It was expected that the land-holder would be responsible to steward the land for God’s glory through careful and wise oversight. If our property holdings today were utilized in that biblical manner, there would be few land-related environmental problems. As it is, absentee owners, both governments and individuals, are often unable or unwilling to properly oversee the land to ensure that it is managed, used, and conserved in a way that fulfills God’s purposes.


Further, few are willing to recognize that a significant amount of land must be left undeveloped for immediate human purposes to ensure that the ecosystem remains sound enough to ultimately guarantee health for everyone. The Bible is full of references to wild lands that fulfill God’s purposes: 

He makes springs pour water into the ravines; it flows between the mountains. They give water to all the beasts of the field; the wild donkeys quench their thirst. The birds of the air nest by the waters; they sing among the branches.... The trees of the LORD are well watered, the cedars of Lebanon that he planted. There the birds make their nests; the stork has its home in the pine trees. The high mountains belong to the wild goats; the crags are a refuge for the conies. (Psa. 104:10-12, 16-18, NIV).


God obviously delights in His creation and all its marvelous creatures. His care encompasses all the elements of the creation. If we as land-holders cared as God cared, there would be little environmental degradation. But in a world where sin reigns, governments, which are ordained by God, are acting in His interest when they seek to curb the activities of those who would destroy or abuse His life-giving elements.  Even Christians need the discipline of wise secular governance.

10. Won’t global concern about the environment lead us toward a one-world government?


Christians understand that it is God who ultimately establishes and topples governments. And from prophecy we also understand that a one-world government will indeed come about—first under the Antichrist and then under the reigning Messiah. Further we know that under Christ, the creation, which now “groans” beneath the burden of human sin, will be restored to grandeur even greater than its former state (Rom. 8:18-23). The paradise our souls long to regain will one day become a wonderful reality. Whatever we do today to care for creation is but a rehearsal for that coming kingdom we call for in “The Lord’s Prayer.” Mankind’s present attempts to deal with global environmental problems are only marginally related to that prophetic future. 

God’s creation has no political boundaries. Harmful emissions from America’s smokestacks drift into Canada’s forests. Deforestation in the mountains of Nepal affects the delta of the Ganges in Bangladesh. Timber cutting in America’s Pacific Northwest affects rain and snowfall in the Rockies. Pollution of the Danube or the Rhine impacts life in every European nation they touch. Rising greenhouse gases in every nation affect the atmosphere of the entire globe. 
      Responsible attempts to deal with these problems are clearly sanctioned by Scripture as part of our stewardship mandate. Obeying God’s stewardship mandate will not bring about the reign of the Antichrist. It is disobedience and rebellion against God that will culminate in that first godless, one-world government, and environmental crises may indeed help compel unbelievers to yield their governance and their wills to a diabolical world leader who promises false security. The more Christians act like Christians, the less likely it is that unbelievers would look for a one-world leader. Could it not be possible that it’s not only the sin of unbelievers, but also the failure of believers to act as believers that will hasten the coming reign of the Antichrist?


But in God’s Kingdom that is to come (the one we anticipate in signing our “Doxology”), followers of Christ will have a restored earth to celebrate and care for—in the process of worshiping the true, loving, righteous, and final one-world Governor, our Messiah.

11. Isn’t it more important to care for people than to care for creation? (or “Aren’t people more important than animals?”)

For Christians there is no question that people are more important to God than animals. Jesus clearly states this in His Sermon on the Mount: “Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they?” (Matt. 6:26, NIV). This question, however, is often asked in an attempt to make creation care appear to be non-biblical. Proper earth stewardship rarely involves choices between the needs of people and the needs of the remainder of the creation. This is because the health and life of people and animals both depend upon a sound ecosystem. We have learned, for instance, that animal extinctions are often the first signs of a distressed environment—an environment that will ultimately become unhealthy even for people (like dead coal-mine canaries signaled miners about the presence of odorless, but lethal, methane gas). 


An element often forgotten in the emotional confusion that follows the posing of this question is that mankind has been given the responsibility to care for the needs of animals. While we are charged by God to love our neighbors and meet the needs of suffering people, we are not therefore dismissed from our stewardship tasks toward the rest of creation. It’s not an “either/or” situation: We must care for people and for the remainder of the creation. Certainly it is sinful to care more for stranded whales than helpless children in the womb. But it is also sinful to neglect the pain and strife mankind unnecessarily creates for God’s other creatures. We must not prioritize God’s mandates to the extent that the ones we place lower on the list are never addressed.

12. Isn’t proclaiming the Gospel more important than caring for creation?


This question is best addressed by asking a similar question: Isn’t proclaiming the Gospel more important than parenting? When we consider the second question, we see that the first question is meaningless. It’s primarily a question used to stir up emotions rather than address the practical issues. For those who have children, parenting is a major, time-consuming responsibility that we must carry out daily. It’s a part of living responsibly in obedience to the heavenly Father. We seldom have to make a choice between caring for children and witnessing for Christ. We do both when they are required, and doing one does not preclude doing the other. Further, we spend far more time in our parenting tasks than in openly declaring the message of the Gospel. Just like parenting, eating, exercising, studying, and making a living, caring for creation is a regular and expected part of our daily activity. Good earthkeeping is a natural and integral aspect of our day-to-day decision-making regarding spending, work, consumption, transportation, waste management, and so forth. The problem is that not until recently have we come to understand how irresponsible we have been regarding this foundational aspect of daily living.


Further, when Christians demonstrate to the world that caring for God’s creation is important to us, we often create opportunities to share the Gospel that would come about no other way. Creation stewardship is a way of honoring the Creator who is also our Savior. It will not go unnoticed by those who have yet to consider Christ. In essence, just like good parenting and good work, good earthkeeping is a proclamation of the Gospel truth—by Gospel living. By doing good earthkeeping, we may well have far more opportunity to actually speak to people about our faith than by our good parenting or exemplary work ethic. Caring for creation should be a natural part of every believer’s living in the light of the Gospel. We live the way we do not only because we believe the Gospel, but also because we understand the implications of the Gospel. Some people may never believe the Gospel until they see followers of Christ living like we believe it.
13. Doesn’t concern over the environment lead to population control and the support of abortion?


This too is a loaded question. It assumes that environmental problems created by human beings are resolved simply by reducing the number of people on the earth. That’s a false perception. Rarely is environmental degradation related to absolute numbers. Almost always human-induced environmental problems are caused by too many people in one place doing the wrong things—not simply by too many people.


One could address the problems of rapid population growth by eliminating some of the people or by moving some of the people or by changing the behavior of the people or by a combination of all three. Those who do not value the lives of unborn children may think that the first choice is the best and quickest way to handle such problems: abort all children conceived after the first one or two. Christians, of course, would never consider such an option. They look to the other possible remedies. Most of the time it’s obvious that living patterns and behavior are the major problems—and those primarily being the result of materialistic living.


Christian farmer/philosopher Wendell Berry summarizes it this way:

The “population problem” initially should be examined as a problem not of quantity, but of pattern. Before we conclude that we have too many people, we must ask if we have people who are misused, people who are misplaced, or people who are abusing the places they have. The facts of most immediate importance may be not how many we are, but where we are and what we are doing.


Understanding this, we recognize that it’s critical for Christians to demonstrate that population problems can be solved better by a return to biblical living than by resorting to the evil of abortion, forced sterilization, or euthanasia. Living in accord with all of God’s mandates would keep us from such dilemmas.

Creation Care Scriptures

1.  We care for the creation because God made it, owns it, and sustains it.

The earth is the LORD's, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it; (Psa. 24:1).

You alone are the LORD. You made the heavens, even the highest heavens, and all their starry host, the earth and all that is on it, the seas and all that is in them. You give life to everything, and the multitudes of heaven worship you. (Neh. 9:6).

For the LORD is the great God, the great King above all gods. In his hand are the depths of the earth, and the mountain peaks belong to him. The sea is his, for he made it, and his hands formed the dry land. (Psa. 95:3-5).

Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God. (Psa. 90:2).

Yours, O LORD, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the majesty and the splendour, for everything in heaven and earth is yours. Yours, O LORD, is the kingdom; you are exalted as head over all. (1 Chr. 29:11). 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. (John 1:1-3).

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. (Col. 1:15-17).

"I tell you the truth," Jesus answered, "before Abraham was born, I am!" (John 8:58).

But in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe. (Heb. 1:2).

Your word, O LORD, is eternal; it stands firm in the heavens. Your faithfulness continues through all generations; you established the earth, and it endures. Your laws endure to this day, for all things serve you. (Psa. 119:89-91).

How many are your works, O LORD! In wisdom you made them all; the earth is full of your creatures. There is the sea, vast and spacious, teeming with creatures beyond number--living things both large and small. There the ships go to and fro, and the leviathan, which you formed to frolic there. These all look to you to give them their food at the proper time. When you give it to them, they gather it up; when you open your hand, they are satisfied with good things. When you hide your face, they are terrified; when you take away their breath, they die and return to the dust. When you send your Spirit, they are created, and you renew the face of the earth. (Psa. 104:24-30).

2.  We care for the creation because it is our responsibility as God’s stewards.

Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground." So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground." (Gen. 1:26-28).

The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. (Gen. 2:15).

Now the LORD God had formed out of the ground all the beasts of the field and all the birds of the air. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name. So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of the field. (Gen. 2:19).

When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor. You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything under his feet: all flocks and herds, and the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, all that swim the paths of the seas. O LORD, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! (Psa. 8:3-9).

 You made him a little lower than the angels; you crowned him with glory and honor and put everything under his feet." In putting everything under him, God left nothing that is not subject to him. Yet at present we do not see everything subject to him. (Heb. 2:7-8).

He makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for man to cultivate -- bringing forth food from the earth: wine that gladdens the heart of man, oil to make his face shine, and bread that sustains his heart. (Psa. 104:14-15).

So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God. (Rom. 14:12).

The fear and dread of you will fall upon all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air, upon every creature that moves along the ground, and upon all the fish of the sea; they are given into your hands. Everything that lives and moves will be food for you. Just as I gave you the green plants, I now give you everything. (Gen. 9:2-3).

In your hands he has placed mankind and the beasts of the field and the birds of the air. Wherever they live, he has made you ruler over them all. You are that head of gold. (Dan. 2:38).

"`Follow my decrees and be careful to obey my laws, and you will live safely in the land. Then the land will yield its fruit, and you will eat your fill and live there in safety. (Lev. 25:18-19).

"For six years you are to sow your fields and harvest the crops, but during the seventh year let the land lie unplowed and unused. Then the poor among your people may get food from it, and the wild animals may eat what they leave. Do the same with your vineyard and your olive grove. (Exodus 23:10-11).

Is it not enough for you to feed on the good pasture? Must you also trample the rest of your pasture with your feet? Is it not enough for you to drink clear water? Must you also muddy the rest with your feet? (Ez. 34:18). 

When you lay siege to a city for a long time, fighting against it to capture it, do not destroy its trees by putting an axe to them, because you can eat their fruit. Do not cut them down. Are the trees of the field people, that you should besiege them? (Deut. 20:19).

Woe to you who add house to house and join field to field till no space is left and you live alone in the land. (Isa. 5:8).

You have increased the number of your merchants till they are more than the stars of the sky, but like locusts they strip the land and then fly away. (Nahum 3:16).

3.  We care for the creation because God cares for it, loves it, and delights in it.

All of Psalm 104, the “Creation Psalm.”

The LORD is good to all; he has compassion on all he has made. (Psa 145:9).

You open your hand and satisfy the desires of every living thing. The LORD is righteous in all his ways and loving towards all he has made. (Psa 145:16-17).

Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? (Matt 6:26).

Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father. (Matt 10:29).

In his hand is the life of every creature and the breath of all mankind. (Job 12:10).

But the land you are crossing the Jordan to take possession of is a land of mountains and valleys that drinks rain from heaven. It is a land the LORD your God cares for; the eyes of the LORD your God are continually on it from the beginning of the year to its end. (Deut. 11:11-12).

You care for the land and water it; you enrich it abundantly. The streams of God are filled with water to provide the people with corn, for so you have ordained it. (Psa 65:9).

It will be made a wasteland, parched and desolate before me; the whole land will be laid waste because there is no-one who cares. (Jer 12:11).

A righteous man cares for the needs of his animal, but the kindest acts of the wicked are cruel. (Prov 12:10).

Job, chapters 38-42

Great are the works of the LORD; they are pondered by all who delight in them. (Psa 111:2).

I [Wisdom] was there when he set the heavens in place, when he marked out the horizon on the face of the deep, when he established the clouds above and fixed securely the fountains of the deep, when he gave the sea its boundary so that the waters would not overstep his command, and when he marked out the foundations of the earth. Then I was the craftsman at his side. I was filled with delight day after day, rejoicing always in his presence, rejoicing in his whole world and delighting in mankind. (Prov 8:27-31).

But the LORD said, "You have been concerned about this vine, though you did not tend it or make it grow. It sprang up overnight and died overnight. But Nineveh has more than a hundred and twenty thousand people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, and many cattle as well. Should I not be concerned about that great city?" (Jonah 4:10-11).

4.  We care for the creation because it is the material source of physical life, health, and sustenance.

Yet he has not left himself without testimony: He has shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy." (Acts 14:17).

Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and your dominion endures through all generations. The LORD is faithful to all his promises and loving towards all he has made. The LORD upholds all those who fall and lifts up all who are bowed down. The eyes of all look to you, and you give them their food at the proper time. (Psa 145:13-15).

Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? (Matt 6:26).

May God give you of heaven's dew and of earth's richness--an abundance of grain and new wine. (Gen 27:28).

I will send you rain in its season, and the ground will yield its crops and the trees of the field their fruit. (Lev 26:4).

Who cuts a channel for the torrents of rain, and a path for the thunderstorm, to water a land where no man lives, a desert with no-one in it, to satisfy a desolate wasteland and make it sprout with grass? (Job 38:25-27).

You care for the land and water it; you enrich it abundantly. The streams of God are filled with water to provide the people with corn, for so you have ordained it. You drench its furrows and level its ridges; you soften it with showers and bless its crops. You crown the year with your bounty, and your carts overflow with abundance. The grasslands of the desert overflow; the hills are clothed with gladness. The meadows are covered with flocks and the valleys are mantled with corn; they shout for joy and sing. (Psa 65:9-13).

He makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for man to cultivate -- bringing forth food from the earth: wine that gladdens the heart of man, oil to make his face shine, and bread that sustains his heart. The trees of the LORD are well watered, the cedars of Lebanon that he planted. (Psa 104:14-16).

Be not afraid, O land; be glad and rejoice. Surely the LORD has done great things. Be not afraid, O wild animals, for the open pastures are becoming green. The trees are bearing their fruit; the fig-tree and the vine yield their riches. (Joel 2:21-22).

"And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? (Matt 6:28-30).

Yet he has not left himself without testimony: He has shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy." (Acts 14:17).

5.  We care for the creation because it reveals God’s glory and creative handiwork.

The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge. There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard. Their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world. In the heavens he has pitched a tent for the sun, (Psa 19:1-4).

May the glory of the LORD endure for ever; may the LORD rejoice in his works-- (Psa 104:31).

Praise the LORD, all his works everywhere in his dominion. Praise the LORD, O my soul. (Psa 103:22). 

"Who among the gods is like you, O LORD? Who is like you-- majestic in holiness, awesome in glory, working wonders? (Exodus 15:11).

Yours, O LORD, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the majesty and the splendor, for everything in heaven and earth is yours. Yours, O LORD, is the kingdom; you are exalted as head over all. (1 Chron 29:11).

everyone who is called by my name, whom I created for my glory, whom I formed and made." (Isa 43:7).

Sing for joy, O heavens, for the LORD has done this; shout aloud, O earth beneath. Burst into song, you mountains, you forests and all your trees, for the LORD has redeemed Jacob, he displays his glory in Israel. (Isa 44:23).

They have harps and lyres at their banquets, tambourines and flutes and wine, but they have no regard for the deeds of the LORD, no respect for the work of his hands. (Isa 5:12).

6.  We care for the creation because it reveals God’s eternal  power and divine nature.

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities--his eternal power and divine nature--have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. (Rom. 1:18-21).

By his power he churned up the sea; by his wisdom he cut Rahab to pieces. By his breath the skies became fair; his hand pierced the gliding serpent. And these are but the outer fringe of his works; how faint the whisper we hear of him! Who then can understand the thunder of his power?" (Job 26:12-14).

But God made the earth by his power; he founded the world by his wisdom and stretched out the heavens by his understanding. (Jer 10:12).

Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had come from God and was returning to God; (John 13:3).

7.  We care for the creation because we love our neighbor.

This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: `Love your neighbor as yourself.' (Matt 22:38-39).

So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets. (Matt 7:12).

"You have heard that it was said, `Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. (Matt 5:43-48).

Is it not enough for you to feed on the good pasture? Must you also trample the rest of your pasture with your feet? Is it not enough for you to drink clear water? Must you also muddy the rest with your feet? (Eze 34:18).

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. (Philippians 2:3-4).

8.  We care for the creation because we will be judged regarding it.

For God will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing, whether it is good or evil. (Eccl 12:14).

And if you defile the land, it will vomit you out as it vomited out the nations that were before you. (Lev 18:28).

How long will the land lie parched and the grass in every field be withered? Because those who live in it are wicked, the animals and birds have perished. Moreover, the people are saying, "He will not see what happens to us." (Jer 12:4).

It will be made a wasteland, parched and desolate before me; the whole land will be laid waste because there is no-one who cares. (Jer 12:11).

The earth dries up and withers, the world languishes and withers, the exalted of the earth languish. The earth is defiled by its people; they have disobeyed the laws, violated the statutes and broken the everlasting covenant. Therefore a curse consumes the earth; its people must bear their guilt. Therefore earth's inhabitants are burned up, and very few are left. (Isa 24:4-6).

The nations were angry; and your wrath has come. The time has come for judging the dead, and for rewarding your servants the prophets and your saints and those who reverence your name, both small and great--and for destroying those who destroy the earth." (Rev 11:18).

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose life, so that you and your children may live (Deut. 30:19).

"When I shut up the heavens so that there is no rain, or command locusts to devour the land or send a plague among my people, if my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land. (2 Chron. 7:13-14).

Then the land will enjoy its sabbath years all the time that it lies desolate and you are in the country of your enemies; then the land will rest and enjoy its sabbaths. All the time that it lies desolate, the land will have the rest it did not have during the sabbaths you lived in it. (Lev. 26:34-35).

9.  We care for the creation because it shares in our redemption and coming restoration.

I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? (Rom 8:18-24).

For God was pleased to have all his fulness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. (Col 1:19-20).

"Now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did your leaders. But this is how God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Christ would suffer. Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, and that he may send the Christ, who has been appointed for you -- even Jesus. He must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, as he promised long ago through his holy prophets. (Acts 3:17-21).

The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them. The cow will feed with the bear, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox. The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and the young child put his hand into the viper's nest. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea. (Isa 11:6-9).

In that day I will make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field and the birds of the air and the creatures that move along the ground. Bow and sword and battle I will abolish from the land, so that all may lie down in safety. (Hos 2:18).

The trees of the field will yield their fruit and the ground will yield its crops; the people will be secure in their land. They will know that I am the LORD, when I break the bars of their yoke and rescue them from the hands of those who enslaved them. (Ezek. 34:27).

It is not to angels that he has subjected the world to come, about which we are speaking. But there is a place where someone has testified: "What is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than the angels; you crowned him with glory and honor and put everything under his feet." In putting everything under him, God left nothing that is not subject to him. Yet at present we do not see everything subject to him. But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because he suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone. (Heb 2:5-9).

For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death. For he "has put everything under his feet". Now when it says that "everything" has been put under him, it is clear that this does not include God himself, who put everything under Christ. When he has done this, then the Son himself will be made subject to him who put everything under him, so that God may be all in all. (1 Cor 15:25-28).

10.  We care for the creation because it will be our millennial home and the kingdom of the reigning Messiah.

I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us. The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has? (Rom 8:18-24).

For God was pleased to have all his fulness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. (Col 1:19-20).

"Now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did your leaders. But this is how God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Christ would suffer. Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, and that he may send the Christ, who has been appointed for you -- even Jesus. He must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, as he promised long ago through his holy prophets. (Acts 3:17-21).

The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them. The cow will feed with the bear, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox. The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and the young child put his hand into the viper's nest. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea. (Isa 11:6-9).

You will go out in joy and be led forth in peace; the mountains and hills will burst into song before you, and all the trees of the field will clap their hands. Instead of the thornbush will grow the pine tree, and instead of briers the myrtle will grow. This will be for the LORD's renown, for an everlasting sign, which will not be destroyed." (Isa 55:12-13).

The LORD will surely comfort Zion and will look with compassion on all her ruins; he will make her deserts like Eden, her wastelands like the garden of the LORD. Joy and gladness will be found in her, thanksgiving and the sound of singing. (Isa 51:3).

And in that day will I make a covenant for them with the beasts of the field, and with the fowls of heaven, and with the creeping things of the ground: and I will break the bow and the sword and the battle out of the earth, and will make them to lie down safely. (Hosea 2:18, KJV). 

And they sang a new song: "You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation. You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth." (Rev 5:9-10).

Christian Hunting Ethics

1. Know biblically why you are hunting.

2.  Through prayer and careful contemplation, seek God's guidance in your 
decision-making about hunting.  Ask, "What would Jesus do?"

3.  If you feel any conviction against it, don't hunt.  (Romans 14:23)

4.  Recognize that killing is not good; though it is sometimes necessary.

5.  Recognize that increasing your understanding and appreciation of God's 
creation handiwork is an important part of hunting.

6.  Avoid hunting addiction. 
(Far too many men neglect their families and their family's financial 
needs by spending too much time and money on hunting as a 
"sport"—a concept not found in the Scriptures.)
7.  Know your place in the game management plan.

8.  Obey the game laws.

9.  Improve your shooting skills to ensure clean and quick kills. 
Do not cause undue suffering.

10.  Do not shoot anything unless you know exactly what 
you are shooting and why you are shooting it.

11.  Do not waste animal products.

12.  Do not let the "macho" image or bragging rights be your motivation.

13.  Do not hunt while you are impaired physically by illness, drugs, or alcohol.

14.  Do not trash the wilderness.  Try to leave it improved by your presence.

15.  Support sound conservation programs and sensible environmental 
evaluations of game management policies.
"I am the image-bearer of God.  Can the one who bears the image of the Creator kill what the Creator has made without a deep sense of remorse and constant sense of grief over the entrance of sin upon the earth?  In other words, if one really likes killing animals, is it quite possible that such enjoyment indicates that 
it is being done from the wrong motivation?"

(From the Messenger article: "Would Jesus Shoot a Ten-point Buck?"  
by Dean Ohlman.  Full article is available on e-mail)

Principles of Land Ownership and Development for Christians

A

 few years ago I was struck with one of those Eureka  experiences -- a moment when truth flashes into your mind like a great revelation. It was when I was singing the patriotic song "America, the Beautiful" and came to the familiar words in the second stanza: "Confirm thy soul in self-control; thy liberty in law."


I think I had missed the truth because the meter of the song kept writer Katharine Lee Bates from repeating the word "confirm." What she was saying is this:


Confirm thy soul in self-control;


[Confirm] thy liberty in law.


When you consider it this way, as a couplet of balanced phrases, you realize how significant the principle is.  It relates to the unique aspect of human nature: Contrary to animals, who act on instinct, people act on their volition. We act willfully, and the result of our behavior is either soul enriching or soul degrading.  For the Christian, of course, we understand that to mean how well our wills conform to the will of the Creator. 


Consider how this applies to the American system of democracy. If people are able to restrain themselves from harmful and sinful behavior, there is less need for laws and ordinances to protect us from the results of such behavior: more self-control, less law; less self-control, more law.


By our willful behavior we eventually mandate what laws we have. If general behavior were marked by biblical standards and Christian compassion, there would almost be no need for law. We realize, however, the reality of the fact that there will always be self-centered people from whom the government must protect us. Civil authorities are mandated to protect us from physical harm and theft by the criminal element (Rom 12).


Yet when we examine this in a complex society, we realize that physical harm and theft can happen in a multitude of ways, some of which is totally unintentional. For instance, if I were a builder of fine custom homes, I could find that after investing $100,000 in a home I built to sell, a man on neighboring land had decided to turn his property into a pig farm. If he were permitted to do so, not only would I likely make no profit on my investment, I would probably lose a significant amount of money.


To avoid such circumstances, most incorporated communities have zoning ordinances -- laws that prohibit unintentional harm or "theft" of this nature. More recently, such laws have included protecting the "commons": the elements of the natural world that we all depend upon such as air, streams, and underground aquifers. The precedent for such laws goes back over a hundred years to the notorious water-rights battles of the Western plains.


These laws form the core of a recently expanded group of environmental regulations that have created a great deal of controversy. For many land owners, such laws seem to violate what they consider to be private property rights. Private property rights are the basis of America's free enterprise system. What makes the market work in our capitalistic economy is the right of individuals to own materials, manufactured products, intellectual matter (books, patents, etc.), land, minerals, and so forth -- and dispose of them as we wish for profit. It is how the majority of us make a living; so such rights are important. 


As we have seen, environmental regulations relating to water in streams and aquifers that are shared by several land owners are nearly as old as the nation and are clearly understood. Few would argue about the right -- indeed the necessity -- of our government to protect downstream land owners from upstream landowners wanting to dam the stream in order to use most of the water for their own profit. Such protection is well understood.


In the past half century, however, with the development of the science of ecology, we have discovered that there are more threats to our common health and well-being than the depletion or pollution of streams and ground water. Unfortunately, many of these threats have become political and ideological footballs tossed back and forth by opposing groups of individuals -- usually private land owners and environmental advocacy groups. One of these controversies, for instance, relates to the importance of wetlands to environmental health and species preservation. In fact, even the definition of a "wetland" is hotly debated. Most land owners are intelligent enough to recognize the clearly established facts about the need of wetlands for flood control and for water filtration. They also recognize that several species of plants and animals can survive only if such wetlands are preserved.  In addition, because of increased scientific research and evaluation, we are learning new ecological facts at an increasing rate. The ancient belief about all things being connected is proving itself to be true in ways that are both fascinating and fearful.


A further complication in considering the balance of self-control and law is population-increase and an increase in the technological "multipliers of power." Multipliers of power, for the most part, are the tools mankind has developed to make work easier, faster, and more efficient. The simple progression of earth-moving tools provides an example: from hands to a sharp stick to a wooden shovel to an iron shovel to a horse-drawn grader to a motor-driven grader to a bulldozer to a giant land plane. The latter end of this progression, beginning with motorized tools, has had its most profound impact upon our environment in only the past one hundred years, and it has coincided with exponential population growth -- growth measured not by addition, but by multiplication. 


In short, the population of the earth has virtually exploded in the past one hundred years, and it has been accompanied by unprecedented technological development. This means that there are more people using more tools and more effective tools to alter the face of the earth more rapidly and extensively than at any other time in human history. One does not need to study the data to realize that such a phenomenon is going to change our environment drastically. The rapid depletion of the world's rain forests is a clear example.      


How do these facts, then, relate to the issue of private property rights in America -- and in particular to Christian land owners and developers?


First, we must study and be ready to deal responsibly with new facts about the impact of human behavior upon the integrity of the earth's ecosystems. For beings with a will and created in the image of God, knowledge is tied to responsibility. When we come to know the truth, we are required to act on the basis of that truth. And we do not confine truth to the Bible. We recognize that "all truth is God's truth." What that means is that Christians seek to live in alignment with the truth from God's special revelation, His written Word -- and with the truth from God's general revelation, the truth available to all people in the created world and in the record of time (God's sovereign work in natural and human history).  We could term these two revelations the Book of God’s Word and the Book of God’s Works


Second, we must understand what our role is as beings created in the image of God. That role is made clear in the Genesis mandates. First we recognize that God gave Adam and Eve the task of "dominion. . . over every living thing that moves on the earth."  They were to "be fruitful and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it"  (Gen. 1:28.). While this seems to make man absolute sovereign, we know from the remainder of Scripture that our dominion is always under God's dominion and in God's domain. God owns the earth (Psa. 24:1). A further elaboration of man's role is found in the second chapter of Genesis: "Then the Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to tend and keep it" (Gen 2:15)


When we combine the words "dominion," "subdue," "tend," and "keep," and consider their Hebrew connotations, we recognize that Adam and Eve were to rule over the living things of the earth as benevolent sovereigns, bringing the untamed earth into subjection that it may be developed to God's glory and for the benefit of mankind. And in the process the earth was to be cultivated, protected, guarded, preserved, and saved through the faithful service of husbandry.


Very simply, Adam and Eve were to be stewards of God's creation. Then came the Fall. At the Fall, the earth was cursed. As a result, all of these mandates were severely affected. The task of stewardship was now made extremely difficult by the presence of noxious plants like thorns and thistles and the turning of man's will to himself instead of God.


It is impossible for us to know for certain everything we lost at the Fall. Nor can we understand how radically the creation has changed from the Fall through the Flood through recorded history to the present day. But we do have clear indication from the Word of God that the creation suffers: "It is plain to anyone with eyes to see that at the present time all created life groans in a sort of universal travail" (Rom. 8:22 Phillips).


But there is also hope. That hope comes through the Person and work of the "second Adam," Jesus Christ who through death on the cross and resurrection provided for the restoration of everything the first Adam lost. As the Apostle Paul tells us, "It was in [Christ] that the full nature of God chose to live, and through him God planned to reconcile in his own person, as it were, everything on earth and everything in Heaven by virtue of the sacrifice of the cross" (Col. 1:19-20 Phillips). Paul also refers to this same hope in his letter to the Romans:

"In my opinion whatever we may have to go through now is less than nothing compared with the magnificent future God has planned for us. The whole creation is on tiptoe to see the wonderful sight of the sons of God coming into their own. The world of creation cannot as yet see reality, not because it chooses to be blind, but because in God's purpose it has been limited -- yet it has been given hope.  And the hope is that in the end the whole of created life will be rescued from the tyranny of change and decay, and have its share in that magnificent liberty which can only belong to the children of God!" (Rom. 8:19-21 Phillips).


Many believe that such change in the natural world will not happen -- even in part -- until after the return of Christ. Francis Schaeffer did not believe this. In his book Pollution and the Death of Man: The Christian View of Ecology published in 1970, Schaeffer elaborates: “


  As Christ's death redeems men, including their bodies, from the consequences of the Fall, so His death will redeem all nature from its evil consequences, at the time when we are raised from the dead.


  Now in Romans 6 Paul applies this future principle to our present situation. It is the great principle of Christian spirituality. Christ died, Christ is your Savior, Christ is coming back again to raise you from the dead. So by faith -- because this is true to what has been in Christ's death and to what will be when He comes again, by faith, in the power of the Holy Spirit -- you are to live this way substantially now. 'Now if we be dead with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with him. . . . Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord.'  So we should be looking now, on the basis of the work of Christ, for substantial healing in every place affected by the Fall. . . .


  On the basis of the fact that there is going to be total redemption in the future, not only of man but of all creation, the Christian who believes the Bible should be the man who -- with God's help and in the power of the Holy Spirit -- is treating nature now in the direction of the way nature will be then."

This same belief was expressed centuries ago by Francis Bacon in his seminal work, Novum Organon: "Man by the fall fell at the same time from his state of innocency and from his dominion over nature. Both of these losses, however, even in this life, can in some part be repaired; the former by religion and faith, the latter by the arts and sciences."


In his perceptive poem "Choruses From the Rock" written in 1934, T.S. Eliot hinted at the same thing: "'Our citizenship is in Heaven.' Yes, but that is the model and type for our citizenship on earth."


Perhaps in no more significant way can Christians demonstrate their Christianity than in their treatment of the land they own and/or have the honor and responsibility to develop.  

The following principles of land ownership and land development have been reviewed and carefully considered by several Christian land owners and developers, by environmental scientists, by students of science, and by a number of evangelical Bible scholars and seminary professors. I trust that they may be a catalyst for careful consideration on the part of Christian land owners and developers who are blessed with the opportunity to be God's stewards:

Principles of Land Ownership For Christians

The land must not be sold permanently, because the land is mine and you are but aliens and my tenants. Throughout the country that you hold as a possession, you must provide for the redemption of the land. (Leviticus 25:23-24, NIV)

1.  Being created in God's image, I have a wonderful capacity to utilize the land for great benefit—for God’s glory, for my needs and those of my family, and for my neighbor in need.  Yet I do not truly own the land; it belongs to God, and I am the steward of His property.

2.  If I deliberately diminish or destroy the land's capacity to fulfill God's purposes as I have come to know them, there is a good possibility I am acting sinfully.  One of those purposes is for the land and all that is on it to offer up praise to God.  This is done by allowing the land to carry out its own work in maintaining the natural order—the God-created order that guarantees life and health to all the earth’s living creatures. 

3.  I must recognize that the land is a vital part of a vast ecosystem that keeps all land healthy and productive.  If I alter its function and nature without carefully considering its impact on the surrounding ecosystem, I am acting sinfully

4.  God expects me to use the land to meet not only the needs of my family, but also the needs of its other inhabitants and of those who will be its stewards after me when I am gone.

5.  I have a responsibility to care for and respect the living things that occupy the land.  If I act without considering their needs and purposes, I am acting sinfully. Remaining ignorant of the ecological characteristics of my land to excuse irresponsible behavior is not Christian.

6.  I must not knowingly use the land in a manner that deliberately diminishes my neighbor's landholdings and/or his livelihood.

7.  As much as I can control the factors, I have no right to deliberately pollute or degrade the air that passes over the land or the water that passes through or under it.

8.  If the previous tenants abused the land, I should consider doing all I can to restore it to its highest purpose for the glory of God.

9.  I recognize that no use of the land is 100 percent sustainable, but understanding my responsibility to consider future generations and to avoid wastefulness, I must seek to keep the level of matter and energy loss on the land at a minimum. 


10. While the idea of the formal Sabbath seems to apply specifically to Israel in the Old Testament, there is a “Sabbath Principle” that goes back to the Genesis mandates regarding the need to cease work every seventh day—for our personal benefit and the benefit of the land.  Land must not be pressed beyond its capacity to remain fruitful.

11.  I must never let the land become a god to me.  It is not the land I worship, but its Creator.  My relationship with the land is brief; my relationship with the Creator is eternal.

"The true possession of anything is to see and feel in it what God made it for, and the uplifting of the soul by that knowledge is the joy of true having."     -George MacDonald

Principles of Land Development For Christians

1. Development.   Most Christian Bible scholars understand the Genesis mandates to indicate that mankind is to work creatively to draw out the potentialities of the creation.   A good word to describe this process is "development."  Development is not only a privilege, but also a responsibility of those created in God's image.

2. Creativity.   The capacity of people to work and be creative is considered to be an aspect of our being made in God's image and a means to honor the Creator.  Human creativity utilizes both the fruit of the land and the land itself to develop the potentialities of the creation.  However, when this capacity is used in self-centered ways, it is more likely to become a weapon against the earth than a means of responsible stewardship of the earth.

3. Culture.   We must always ask how our development of the creation will honor God.   Human culture requires all to be done to advance God's purposes: the construction of buildings and roads, the extraction of minerals, the cultivation of land, the pasturing of livestock, the harvesting of trees.  It is sobering to remember, however, that the very first city was built to advance mankind's purposes alone, and that the first two world cultures were judged by God for rebellion against His nature and purposes.

4. Stewardship.   Our responsibility regarding the land and the wider creation is that of stewardship.  We are stewards of the land and creation, not owners.  It is for the purpose of human economic systems only that we consider ourselves owners. Jesus points us constantly to our higher calling and responsibility.  If we had a greater understanding of and concern for our property responsibilities, we would significantly reduce disputes over our property rights.

5. Life affirmation.   The land and all that lives on it are part of the divinely created and sustained ecosystems that keep our environment sound and health giving.  Good stewardship must preserve the life-sustaining functions of the land.  It is a serious matter to decide to prevent the land from fulfilling its ecological functions.  Where the land is needlessly degraded and its functions disabled, restoration is required. Where for higher purposes the land is completely covered or made unproductive, its lost ecological functions must be otherwise provided for.

6. Values.   We must not hastily come to the conclusion that the best use of the land is to make money from it and then count the "tithe" from such profit to be the best stewardship.  It may be significantly better stewardship to help the land to fulfill its primary ecological functions.  Many who develop land consider only what such development may return financially and never consider the other values of the land (ecological, horticultural, spiritual, aesthetic, therapeutic, etc.).

7. Self-centeredness.   There are strong warnings in the Old Testament regarding self-centered use of land and joining plots of land one to another in order to disenfranchise others.   The biblical principle of justice requires that all people have access to the fruit of the land. Land development must not be used to deprive others of that right or to selfishly gain wealth while impoverishing others.

 8. Responsibility.   New information often requires new responsibilities.  Recent facts about the earth's ecosystems and how they are affected by human behavior now require land developers to examine more critically the uses they plan for the land.  It is short-sighted and foolish to resist sound laws and sensible regulations which are designed to protect us all from selfish and irresponsible use of the land.

 9. Government.   Responsible environmental regulation relating to land development is not to be written off as governmental "intrusion." God has ordained government in part to ensure the common good of all its citizens.  Katharine Lee Bates, in writing "America the Beautiful" reminded us to "confirm thy soul in self control, and [confirm] thy liberty in law."  When people refuse to act in a personally responsible manner, the legitimate reaction of a God-honoring government is more law and more official restraint.  Fortunately, the other half of the equation is also true: with more self-control and voluntary restraint, fewer laws are required. Wise Christians understand the importance of self-restraint.

10. Change.   Many standards and practices that are suitable when land is plentiful and human impact is limited will necessarily become obsolete when land is more scarce and human impact is more extensive. It’s illogical and reactionary to expect the same rules and practices of development to apply from generation to generation when there is significantly increasing human pressure on the land and its fruitfulness.

11. Praise.   The flora and fauna of the earth are pleasing to the Lord and are under His sustaining care, regardless of their perceived value to mankind.  God delights in all that He has created and has, as the psalmists remind us, given even the non-human elements of the Creation capacity to praise Him.  Therefore, stewardship-based development requires a clear understanding of the impact of human actions on all living things.  The Bible says clearly that God provides for the needs of all the living things He created.  While locally such needs may sometimes clash, humanity has the intelligence and capacity to ensure that regionally all the requirements for a healthy environment for all living creatures are met.

12. Compassion.   The words of Jesus about loving God and loving our neighbor as we love ourselves require us to always ask how our stewardship and development of the land will impact our neighbors. The psalmist David reminds us that, "The LORD is good to all; he has compassion on all he has made" (Psa. 145:9, NIV).  If the Creator has compassion on all He has made, should we not love the creation as well?

13. Technology.   Science and technology have made it possible for people today to multiply their impact on the land a thousand times more than those who lived in pre-industrial times.  Merely because we can do something does not mean we should.  Technology has made it possible for people to accomplish great good—and evil—in a very short time.  Even though it is now possible, it is not necessary to develop land for human occupation or extensive use in rare and delicate biological communities or in areas prone to natural extremes like flooding, land subsidence, and frequent fires.  What we often call "disasters" or "acts of God" would never have happened if we hadn't used modern technology to develop in such areas with little regard to how we will survive in them.

14. Economics.   Biblical stewardship principles are prior to and authoritative over human economic principles.  Christian developers, as true stewards, claim to answer to a higher Authority than do those who ignore biblical values.  This Authority says that you cannot "serve God and mammon." We must keep in mind Jesus’ story of the rich young ruler whose development plans were thwarted by his arrogant disregard for the nature and mandates of God.

15. Materialism.   Consideration of (1) the impact of the American way of life on the remainder of the world, (2) biblical warnings about materialism and laying up treasure on earth, and (3) the spiritual anemia created by affluence must temper every decision we make about the development of any land we are privileged to manage as God's stewards.  We must keep in mind that standards of living that destroy the sources of life are not high, they are evil.

16. Abuse.   Study of God's Word and God’s World indicates that the earth has both great resilience and abundance.  While it can tolerate some abuse and some waste, it does have natural and divine limits.  Exceeding those limits has serious consequences. What we no longer value and appreciate, we quickly come to abuse. Christians, of all people, should value and appreciate God’s creation.

17. Divine guidance.   God's guidance must always be sought in decision-making—including land development decisions. Land use decisions often have far more significance spiritually and materially than many of the other issues we pray over.  For instance, if the truth were known, millions more hamburgers have likely been prayed over than square feet of God’s land being considered for development.

18.  Beauty.   Human appreciation of beauty is an aspect of being created in God's image. For instance the trees of the Garden of Eden were seen first for their beauty, and second for their utility (Gen. 2:9). Thus a land developer who ignores the aesthetic aspects of land alteration is a negative witness for the Creator.

19.  Goodness.   Good land development honors the name of God and does not violate His nature or His ordinances. However, this does not lead to easy decision making.  For instance, while developing land for houses may appear to be God-honoring, such development in a flood plain would not be "good."  Similarly, draining a wetland for the purpose of building a church may appear to be God-honoring, but if that wetland is vital for good regional water quality, for flood prevention, or for maintaining the fruitfulness of the land and adjacent waters, it would not be "good."

20. The future.   There are Scripture passages that speak of future “destruction” or purging of the earth by fire.  However, many more passages speak of a restored earth.  And there are several unanswered questions about the meaning of the "new" earth. Regardless of how a Christian interprets the endtimes, nowhere does Scripture condone careless use and abuse of God's creation gift because "it's all going to burn anyway."  In reference to "heavenly" thinking, T. S. Eliot made a significant point in his poem  "Choruses from 'The Rock'": "Our citizenship is in Heaven; yes, but that is the model and type for our citizenship on earth."

21.  Restoration.  The atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ provided not only for the salvation of mankind, but also for the restoration (Rom. 8:21) and reconciliation of the whole creation (Col. 1:20).  Our non-human co-worshipers—the rivers, the mountains, the land, the animals, the plants—will share our return to pre-Fall conditions, which, as suggested by John Wesley, may even exceed the glories of the original creation. What remarkable things might we accomplish if we lived on the sin-cursed earth today like we will be expected to live on the restored earth tomorrow?   

"Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: ‘To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!’"
 (Rev. 5:13, NIV).

“On the basis of the fact that there is going to be total redemption in the future, not only of man but of all creation, the Christian who believes the Bible should be the man who—with God's help and in the power of the Holy Spirit—is treating nature now in the direction of the way nature will be then.  It will not now be perfect, but it must be substantial, or we have missed our calling.  God's calling to the Christian now, and to the Christian community, in the area of nature—just as it is in the area of personal Christian living in true spirituality—is that we should exhibit a substantial healing here and now, between man and nature and nature and itself, as far as Christians can bring it to pass.”

–Francis Schaeffer

Pollution and the Death of Man: The Christian View of Ecology

The Human Relationship to God’s Creation
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Questions Bible believers should ask 
to help us maintain our balance:

1.   How much of God’s creative handiwork can we utilize before 
  our use turns to abuse?

2.   Do we have the knowledge and information needed to answer 
  that question?

3.   If we don’t, how and where do we get it?

4.   Should we strive to conserve everything God has created?

5.   If not, how do we determine what elements of God’s creation 
  we have a right to abuse or destroy?

6.   How do we determine the complete value of a natural element?

7.   Are there some non-material values in God’s creation that   
  are as significant as, or more significant than, material values?

8.    There are obvious and direct human benefits and obscure and 
       indirect human benefits in many natural elements; how do we 
       learn about these and determine the relative values of each?

9.    How can the Bible help us make this determination?
10.  When values conflict, what guidelines do we follow to help us 
       resolve the conflict?
11.  Do we have a biblically mandated responsibility to protect 
       threatened and endangered elements of God’s creation?
12.  Some believe that in the End Times this entire sin-damaged 
       planet is going to be destroyed by God and totally replaced. 
       Others believe the original good earth is merely going to be 
       purged of sin and then restored.  Do these different views 
       demand different present-day stewardship responsibilities?
Conflicting Responsibilities?

 

A believer is an evangelist primarily by who he is and how he lives—not by what he says.  

What he says is important; but unless his speaking tallies with what

 he is and does, he had better keep quiet.

Joseph Sittler, 1973
E

vangelical Christians often resist the efforts of environmental activists to move them toward more effective and responsible behavior regarding the environmental health of the natural world—what we call “the creation.”  We do this in part because of our perception that most vocal environmental activists are either New Agers, amoral celebrities, or secular humanists.  We typically think of these individuals primarily as nature worshippers who think everything is God, sentimental animal lovers who see no fundamental difference between people and their pets, or atheists whose only god is evolution.  Evangelicals are reluctant to become fellow travelers with those who appear to have such unbiblical views about the nature of the earth—even if there is no biblical reason for us to oppose the responsibility of caring for the creation.  We hesitate to work shoulder to shoulder with individuals whose connections and motivations are non-Christian—often for fear that our churches, friends, and families will think we’ve been duped by eco-pagans, eco-socialists, pop idols, or godless scientists.  Further, we have been trained to believe that our primary responsibility is to share the gospel with them—to tell them the good news about Jesus, not share a stream-bank clean-up with them.  We ask, “isn’t evangelism more important than caring for creation?”  And to that we typically answer, “of course.”  

However, evangelicals would probably not say “of course” in response to a similar question: “Isn’t evangelism more important than parenting?”  A more likely evangelical answer to that question would be, “of course not; these are two different kinds of responsibility, and ones we cannot neglect." Good answer.  But I’m afraid that it’s not a conclusion we have considered in depth.  If we did, we’d discover that there are many fundamental human responsibilities, like parenting, that God requires of us.  In reality the amount of time evangelicals actually spend in direct verbal sharing of the gospel is tiny—if we indeed even do it.  Most of our time, like most of a non-Christian’s time, is spent on responsibilities related to living and loving—responsibilities we believe are also mandated by our Creator.  Most of us would see it as sinful to neglect our loved ones or ignore our own health and livelihood in order that we can be out “proclaiming the gospel.” The reason is that we do indeed have different kinds of responsibilities.  And I would propose that a God-given duty like parenting is even more basic than evangelism.  I believe the Bible itself implies that.  What other responsibilities do we have before God?  Humanity’s first responsibilities are generally indicated in the Bible’s first chapters:
 

1.  Be masters over the other creatures, and allow them to multiply 
     (Genesis 1:26, 28)

2.  Multiply and fill the earth (1:28)

3.  Bring the earth into God-honoring subjection (1:28)

4.  Cultivate the soil (by implication in 2:5)

5.  Tend, care for, and protect the Garden (by implication, the earth, in 2:15)

6.  Marry heterosexually and reproduce (an implication of man and woman 
     becoming “one flesh” in 2:24-25)

 

Note that these responsibilities predate any differentiation between those who love God and follow Jesus—and those who despise God and reject Jesus.  They are simply the foundational mandates of being human—of being creatures made in the image of God.  We could call these our “physical-creational” responsibilities (duties assigned to humanity by our Creator in the beginning).  And they are expected of all people.  By implication such duties would clearly prohibit our abusing and threatening the existence of creatures under our care and abusing and threatening the capacity of the earth to generate the products necessary to the life and health of all God’s creatures.  They are the responsibilities we have as virtual vice-regents on the earth under the overarching regency of our Creator and Savior.  Here is a general implied list of some universal human responsibilities to the earth and its creatures:
 
Physical-creational responsibilities (as human beings)

 

Obtain food and water

Obtain shelter

Maintain health and safety

Bear children

Care for our families from conception until death

Care for the creation from which all living things sustain life
 

Again it’s important to note that none are exempted from these prime responsibilities, regardless of their spiritual condition or status as believers in God or followers of Jesus. These are simply the “first things” of being human.  It’s from the remainder of the Scriptures that we gain an understanding of what are the more specific responsibilities of believers in God and followers of Jesus.  These can be considered a Christian’s “spiritual-interpersonal responsibilities.”  Here is a less than exhaustive list:
 

Spiritual-interpersonal responsibilities (as followers of Christ)

 

Loving God and loving and caring for our neighbors as we love and care for ourselves

Sharing the good news about Jesus and his restoring all things when He comes again

Making disciples of Jesus

Modeling Jesus before the world
Being good citizens by orderly living

 

From such a differentiation of responsibilities it becomes clear to me that the latter follow from the former.  In fact, we would fail in our spiritual-interpersonal responsibilities if we failed to carry out our more basic physical-creational responsibilities.  An even more basic understanding here is that the former responsibilities relate to the body, the latter ones relate to the soul: animal activities and spiritual activities.

This understanding then, makes the question “isn’t evangelism more important than caring for creation?” meaningless.  Further, if we are not tending to our fundamental responsibilities in an obedient and God-honoring way, we cannot expect to carry out the latter duties with any effectiveness.  Further still, carrying out our physical-creational responsibilities in an exemplary way is living the gospel –behavior without which our proclaiming the gospel becomes hollow.  We need to recognize that our physical-creational and our spiritual-interpersonal tasks are not conflicting responsibilities; they are complementary responsibilities that typically occur in a consecutive and ascending manner.  And because we evangelical Christians often fail to give due consideration to the general duties given by God to all mankind, the specific duty of proclaiming the gospel—the Good News—often falls on deaf ears.  Can we really be good Christians without also being physically wise good people, good spouses, good parents, good providers, and good stewards of God’s creation?
 

Followers of Jesus must be committed activists in the cause of environmental responsibility—people who acknowledge and have compassion for both the creation and the Creator. We should be leading the way in responsible behavior concerning God’s good creation, and not be seen by non-Christians as abusers or careless consumers of His creation.  It would also be wise for us to be instructed by the ultimate meaning of “responsibility”: it is the “ability to respond.” Respond to what? Respond first to the love and common grace of God, and also to our God-given obligation to be good stewards of all His created gifts.  It’s instructional for us to understand the psalmist who reveals that the things made by the hand of God will join with us to tell of the glory of the LORD’s kingdom and speak of His might so that all men may know of His mighty acts and the glorious splendor of His kingdom.
The LORD is good to all; he has compassion on all he has made.

[Direct address]

All you have made will praise you, O LORD; your saints will extol you.

They will tell of the glory of your kingdom and speak of your might, so that all men 
may know of your mighty acts and the glorious splendor of your kingdom.

Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and your dominion endures through all generations.


The LORD is faithful to all his promises and loving toward all he has made.

(Ps 145:9-13NIV)

The Lion, the Curse, and 
the Evangelical
W

e find in the term “evangelical” the implied priority of everyone who claims the name.  It defines one who believes, shares, and lives by the evangel, a Greek word meaning “good news.”  This good news, of course, is that the chosen one of God—the Messiah—came to restore the Kingdom of God and through the Holy Spirit is preparing us to be Kingdom people.  

C. S. Lewis wrote of this allegorically in his Narnia chronicles: “Aslan is on the move!”  The loving intent of the not-tame lion, Aslan, (“the good lion by whose blood all Narnia was saved.” The Last Battle ch.3), was to defeat the dormancy and death of perpetual winter and bring back the verdancy and life of perpetual spring.  In The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe the noble lion willingly gave up his life, like a sacrificial lamb, in order to do two things: remove the curse on the natural order and reestablish people as rulers and stewards of the kingdom of Narnia ("Narnia was never right except when a Son of Adam was King.” Prince Caspian, ch.5).  Aslan then arose from the dead in order to accomplish this—using all of creation to assist him in defeating the evil witch who had held the land in her icy grip.  This same picture is used in a more sophisticated manner by Lewis in his novel That Hideous Strength.
One could imagine the Narnian creatures singing the lines from Isaac Watt’s beloved Christmas hymn, “Joy to the World”: 

“No more let sins and sorrows grow, nor thorns infest (‘nor ice afflict’) the ground; He comes to make His blessings flow [as] far as the curse is found.”  

Mr. and Mrs. Beaver might have read from the apostle Paul’s letter to the Roman Christians: 

“The whole creation is on tiptoe to see the wonderful sight of the sons of God coming into their own. . . .  The whole of created life will be rescued from the tyranny of change and decay, and have its share in that magnificent liberty which can only belong to the children of God!”  (Romans 8:19-21, phillips).  

Tumnus, the faun, might then have led the creatures in the song the apostle John witnessed in a revelation from Jesus Christ: all of God’s creatures singing in praise at the consummation of history.  They were celebrating the return of the Lamb (as Aslan was characterized in the end of Dawn Treader) who was slain, Jesus, now risen again as the Lion of Judah:

 “Blessing and honor and glory and power be given to him who sits upon the throne, and to the Lamb, for timeless ages!” (Revelation 5:13, phillips).

Lewis’ allegory of animals in praise of their savior is not only affirmed by the Scriptures, but also asserted by a number of the great saints of the Christian faith.  Let your imagination roam again.  Think of John Wesley preaching his sermon “The General Deliverance” while standing on a hillside and proclaiming to the creatures what he told the people of his congregation about nature’s rebirth at the consummation of the ages: 


“In that day, all the vanity to which [you] are now helplessly subject will be abolished; [you] will suffer no more, either from within or without; the days of [your] groaning are ended. At the same time, there can be no reasonable doubt, but all the horridness of [your] appearance, and all the deformity of [your] aspect, will vanish away, and be exchanged for [your] primeval beauty. And with [your] beauty [your] happiness will return; to which there can then be no obstruction. As there will be nothing within, so there will be nothing without, to give [you] any uneasiness: No heat or cold, no storm or tempest, but one perennial spring. In the new earth, as well as in the new heavens, there will be nothing to give pain, but everything that the wisdom and goodness of God can create to give happiness. As a recompence for what [you] once suffered, while under the "bondage of corruption," when God has "renewed the face of the earth," and [your] corruptible body has put on incorruption, [you] shall enjoy happiness suited to [your] state, without alloy, without interruption, and without end.”

How great is the grace of God that promises everlasting blessing not only for His people but also for His other living creatures.  I wonder, though, how often we think of that grace in reference to the non-human world—a world that biblical writers seemed to honor far more than we.  The sweet sound of salvation’s grace that amazes us will one day draw from “all creatures here below” the same doxology we have sung for centuries: “Praise God from whom all blessings flow!”  Do we truly understand, as the Bible and our Christian hymns imply, that all things in their own nature respond to God?

Other time-distant voices proclaimed what seems strange to our ears today.  American Quaker minister John Woolman remarked.

He whose tender mercies are over all his works hath placed a principle in the human mind, which incites to exercise goodness towards every living creature; and this being singly attended to, people become tender-hearted and sympathizing; but when frequently and totally rejected, the mind becomes shut up in a contrary disposition.

Mentor to C. S. Lewis, George MacDonald, made the conjecture that individual animal souls may even survive death and be reunited with their bodies in the last resurrection:

For what good, for what divine purpose is the Maker of the sparrow present at its death, if He does not care what becomes of it?  What is He there for, I repeat, if He have no care that it go well with His bird in its dying, that it be neither comfortless nor lost in the abyss.  If His presence be no good to the [dying] sparrow, are you very sure what good it will be to you when your hour comes?  Believe it is not by a little only that the heart of the universe is more tender, more loving, more just and fair than yours or mine.

While many of us know that William Wilberforce was England’s great emancipator of slaves and a catalyst for emancipation in America, fewer realize that he was also one of the founders of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA).  That great heart broken by slavery was also broken by cruelty to animals. 

Contemporary evangelical writer and pastor John Piper in a poem titled “Glorified” imagined the dawn of the messianic reign of Christ when all those who died in faith are reunited—and he also with his cherished dog:

And as I knelt beside the brook
To drink eternal life, I took
A glance across the golden grass,
And saw my dog, old Blackie, fast
As she could come. She leaped the stream—

Almost—and what a happy gleam
Was in her eye.
I knelt to drink,
And knew that I was on the brink
Of endless joy.
Are these men of faith insisting that one must believe in the immortality of individual animal souls?  No.  MacDonald confesses it as mere hope.  But he also goes on to base that hope on the character of God:

Multitudes evidently count it safest to hold to a dull scheme of things. . . .  Those that hope little cannot grow much.  To them the very glory of God must be a small thing, for their hope of it is so small as not to be worth rejoicing in.  That He is a faithful creator means nothing to them for far the larger portion of the creatures He has made.  Truly their notion of faithfulness is poor enough; how, then, can their faith be strong?

Evangelical Protestants often make of little account the stories about the honored Roman Catholic saint, Francis of Assisi, with his sympathy for and empathy with the animals.  Many evangelicals may not realize, however, that the words of one of our most beloved hymns, “All Creatures of Our God and King,” were originally penned by Saint Francis.   In this anthem, we sing of sun, moon, clouds, wind, flowers, fruit, joining with us in praise of the triune God.  Further, it is this hymn that introduced to Christendom the much-maligned expression “mother Earth.”  By that phrase Francis did not imply that the earth had a personality, but that it was the nurturing source of all life.  For that reason he concluded, “Let all things their Creator bless, and worship Him in humbleness.”

The truth implied in that song and made clear in many biblical prophecies about the restoration of nature to a state at least as grand as the Garden of Eden is one that has been lacking in our churches and our Christian educational institutions.  We understand that the Kingdom of God is, in part, with us now, but will one day be fully realized—at the return of Jesus Christ.  We believe that the process of sanctification, becoming more like Christ, is taking place in us now. We stand as witnesses before the fallen world that the evangel, the good news, is true and that some consequences of the fall can begin to be reversed now.  Francis Schaeffer believed that because of the redemptive act of Jesus on the cross and the work of sanctification we should be working toward a “substantial healing” of all the rifts created by the fall of man:

My division from God is healed by justification, but then there must be the “existential reality” of this, moment by moment; second, there is the psychological division of man from himself; third, there are the sociological divisions of man from other men; and last, there is the division of man from nature, and nature from nature.  In all of these areas we should expect to see substantial healing. . . . On the basis of the fact that there is going to be total redemption in the future, not only of man but of all creation, the Christian who believes the Bible should be the man who—with God's help and in the power of the Holy Spirit—is treating nature now in the direction of the way nature will be then.  It will not now be perfect, but it must be substantial, or we have missed our calling.  

Perhaps none have missed this high calling as profoundly as we evangelicals who say we desire to live by the “whole counsel of God.”  Not grasping that the gospel we preach is also good news for the other living creatures that share the earth with us, we have neglected and even abused God’s good creation.  We have forgotten that the evangel is not only to be preached, but also to be lived out faithfully under the gaze of the watching world.  Witnessing for Christ does not only mean sharing God’s salvation plan for man; it also means we demonstrate renewed appreciation and care for the natural world that God will also save.  Simply put, nature is also going to be “born again.”  Do we hold that joyous truth in our hearts as a motivation to cherish creation’s fellow worshipers who are also recipients of God’s attention and compassion?

Schaeffer asked us a significant question over 35 years ago that most of us older evangelicals never bothered to answer:


Christians, who should understand the creation principle, have a reason for respecting nature, and when they do, it results in benefits to man.  Let us be clear: it is not just a pragmatic attitude; there is a basis for it.  We treat it with respect because God made it.  When an orthodox, evangelical Christian mistreats or is insensible to nature, at that point he is more wrong than the hippie who has no real basis for his feeling for nature and yet senses that man and nature should have a relationship beyond that of spoiler and spoiled.  You may, or may not, want to walk barefoot to feel close to nature, but as a Christian what relationship have you thought of and practiced toward nature as your fellow creature, over the last ten years?


Because our theology of nature is slim and anemic, we evangelicals have simply missed the boat on this matter.  By our carelessness toward the natural world, we’ve often been negative witnesses for our Savior and Creator.  We’ve also failed to see that many unbelievers will refuse to listen to the good news addressed to them because they see that we have neglected to be evangelical in reference to God’s creation—to be “complete evangelicals.” 


I used to backpedal when evangelicals responded to my urging, “Yes, we do have a responsibility to care for creation, but that has to be the lowest of our priorities.”  I would agree far too easily.  But I’m not going to do that anymore.  The reason is that the majority of those who use that argument almost always demonstrate that God-honoring care for the creation does not appear anywhere on their priority list.  Yes, the endangered souls of men are our major concern, but we have no justification for prioritizing our evangelical responsibilities in such a way that some of them are never attended to.  The reason I feel so strongly about it is that regardless of where it appears on our priority list, when any responsibility is neglected for a long period of time, the consequences of that neglect become greater and more demanding.  By our disregard for creation, the responsibility of creation stewardship is rapidly climbing toward the top of our list, because our long neglect of the non-human creation is now beginning to seriously impact the human community we say we love.  Water and air pollution and other degradations of God’s good creation are killing thousands every year. The health of people depends upon the health of the earth. That’s why we must be completely pro-life, not selectively so.  


Now is the time for evangelicals to speak for the dumb—the voiceless creation that is looking forward to the consummation of all things when it will by the redeeming power of Jesus’ death and resurrection be relieved of the frustration of the curse and of thoughtless human exploitation.


Let Handel’s familiar melody touch your heart as you read the lyrics of praise that poured from the soul of Isaac Watts:

Joy to the world!  The Lord is come;

Let earth receive her King;

Let every heart prepare Him room,

And heaven and nature sing.

Joy to the earth!  The Savior reigns;

Let men their tongues employ;

While fields and floods, rocks, hills and plains

Repeat the sounding joy.
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