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I. INTRODUCTION 

 In 1843, Ludwig Feuerbach claimed that, "Nature, the world, has no value, no interest for Christians.  The 

Christian thinks only of himself and the salvation of his soul."
1
 Feuerbach was not the first to accuse Christianity of an 

excessive anthropocentrism, and he was certainly not the last. Such charges have, indeed, become especially common 

during the last forty years, as many environmentalists trace to Christianity one of the ideological roots of the current 

"ecological crisis." Perhaps the best-known of these accusations came in a paper read by Lynn White, Jr., in 1967, 

entitled "The Historic Roots of our Ecological Crisis."
2
 White argued that environmental degradation was the indirect 

product of Christianity, which he labeled (in its western form), "the most anthropocentric religion the world has ever 

seen."
3
 The biblical claim that humans have dominion over creation has shaped the typically western "instrumentalist" 

view of nature: that the natural world exists solely to meet human needs.
4
 Wedded to unprecedented scientific and 

technological advancements, Christian anthropocentrism has brought us pollution, global warming, and widespread 

species extinction. White himself did not call for a rejection of the Christian faith, but a modification along the lines 

suggested by the attitudes and practices of St. Francis of Assisi.  But many environmentalists who followed the path 

blazed by White have not been as charitable. They view orthodox Christianity as a cultural virus that must be eradicated 

from the world if the planet is to survive. The "deep ecology" movement in particular insists that, along with the 

jettisoning of Christianity, true environmental healing can only take place when a new ideology is put in its place.
5
 But 

just what ideology to put in the place of Christianity as a basis for environmental ethics is, of course, quite contested.
6
  

A significant number of contemporary environmentalists are convinced that some form of religion is needed to provide 

motivational power for the transformation of human attitudes toward the natural world. Max Oelschlaeger has claimed, 

"There are no solutions for the systemic causes of ecocrisis, at least in democratic societies, apart from religious 
narrative."7

 The ecological crisis has therefore been a powerful stimulus to the growth of various eastern and new-age 

religions, as well as the radical revisions of  Christianity seen in, for instance, process theology and eco-feminist 

theology.
8
   

 Of course, many scholars are not at all convinced that White is correct about the degree to which Christianity is 

responsible for environmental degradation. Responses to White have faulted him for simplifying a far more complex  

historical and ideological development and for overstating the role of Christian theology in the formation of the modern 

western attitude toward nature.
9
 To be sure, certain strands of Christian thinking have indeed fostered a dualistic anti-

material tendency that has provided the impetus for an indifference toward nature. But the wholesale implication of 

Christian theology, let alone Scripture itself, in fostering such an indifference is an overstatement at best. As might be 

expected, orthodox Christians have been especially keen to register these reservations about White's thesis. As 

bookends to these responses, we may mention Francis Schaeffer's ground-breaking 1973 book Pollution and the Death 
of Man,10

 which was motivated to a considerable extent by White's essay; and Alistair McGrath's The Reenchantment of 
Nature, published in 2002.11 But more important for my purpose than this continuing dispute about the ideological roots 

of the environmental crisis is the proliferation over the past half-century of books and articles seeking to discover in the 

Bible and in Christian theology resources to positively address this crisis. They are far too varied even to categorize 

here. It should be noted, however, that evangelicals have made significant contributions to this discussion,
12

 and a 

number of significant evangelical organizations dedicated to environmental causes have arisen.
13

 To be sure, 

evangelical reaction to environmentalism has been quite diverse. Some evangelicals have joined with social and 

political conservatives to voice concern about what they perceive to be evangelical environmentalists' overly negative 

attitude toward human ingenuity as manifested in technology and their tendency to ignore the role of individual human 

rights in social policy.
14

 And it is fair to say that most lay evangelicals, responding to the anti-Christian attitudes 

displayed by many environmentalists and following the lead of some influential Christian media figures, have a 

generally negative attitude toward environmentalism.   

 From a different vantage point, biblical theologians have also been active in responding to the environmental 

crisis and to the accusations of tacit Christian theological complicity with it. OT theologians have been particularly 

active, and the last three decades have witnessed an avalanche of OT studies driven by environmental concerns.
15

 

However, what Paul Santmire in a 2003 article called a "revolution" in biblical-theological studies relating to the 

environment has hardly touched the NT.  As Santmire says, "scholarly investigation of the theology of nature in the 

New Testament has not advanced the way it has in OT studies."
16

 The situation is not surprising, for the NT certainly 

appears to offer far less material for a theology of nature than does the OT.
17

 But the problem is not just one of lack of 

material: several interpreters locate the fissure between a theology embracive of nature and one indifferent or even 

hostile to it between the Old and New Testaments. In contrast to the typically ancient near eastern perspective on the 



Distributed by the Center for Applied Christian Ethics                                                   Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL  February, 2007 2 

nature and destiny of humans as bound up with the land in which they live, which still shows through in the OT, the NT, 

it is alleged, under the influence of Greek dualistic notions, has separated humans from their environment.  Thus, 

echoing and elaborating Feuerbach, it is argued that the NT is concerned with the salvation of the soul, while "this 

world" is viewed quite negatively. In this manner, the NT itself becomes the fountainhead of a contrast between spirit 

and matter that was carried out with a vengeance in Gnosticism and that has influenced generations of Christian 

theology and practice. And it is, of course, a short step from such a matter/spirit dichotomy to the instrumentalist view 

of nature that is often said to lie at the heart of our environmental crisis.
18

   

 The picture thus drawn of the NT is, of course, a caricature. But there is an element of truth in it. The NT is 

heavily anthropocentric; the "world" is often viewed negatively; little is said about the natural world; and what little is 

said sometimes suggests that it is doomed to an imminent fiery end. Many evangelicals are therefore seriously 

convinced that concern for the environment is either a waste of time – God will insure that the world will be preserved 

until its destined destruction – or a luxury we can't afford – we should deflect none of our time or resources from our 

core mission of evangelism. Let me say at the outset that I have no intention of suggesting that the redemption of human 

beings is not at the heart of God's plan or that the church should not make evangelism its primary goal.  But I do want to 

suggest that the attitude of an "either/or" when it comes to evangelism and environmental concern is a false alternative, 

echoing the false alternative of evangelism versus social concern that was debated in the 60s and 70s, and is profoundly 

out of keeping with the witness of Scripture.  

 In this paper, specifically, I want to buttress this claim by suggesting, in a necessarily preliminary manner, that 

the NT stands in continuity with the OT in affirming the continuing importance of the natural world in the plan of God. 

To be sure, this point has been made, and made well, by others. But I hope to contribute to the discussion by the way I 

argue the point.  First, I want to go a bit more deeply into the exegetical issues presented by the relevant texts than do 

many of the ecologically oriented NT expositions.  

 Second, and more important, I want to situate the relevant passages within a broader biblical-theological 

context. "Biblical theology" is a discipline that has been defined in many different ways since its "official" inception 

late in the eighteenth century. This is not the place to rehearse that history or to describe my own understanding of the 

discipline in any detail. But three facets of my own approach to biblical theology are important for this essay. First, I am 

convinced that biblical theology must both address the needs of the contemporary world and, in turn, be shaped by those 

concerns. This approach stands in some tension with the way in which biblical theology has often been conceived, both 

by evangelicals and non-evangelicals. Biblical theology, in contrast to systematic theology, has been defined as a purely 

historical and descriptive task. Biblical theologians study the Bible in its historical context, synthesizing its contents in 

terms of its own categories and thereby providing the raw material for the systematic theologian, who works with 

categories derived from traditional dogmatics and with one eye on the needs of the church. In the famous formulation of 

Krister Stendahl, biblical theology is said to be about what the Bible "meant"; it was for other disciplines to tell us what 

they "mean."
19

 Postmodernism has, of course, cast serious doubt on this typically modernist bifurcation between pure 

historical description and contemporary application. No biblical theologian studies the Bible in a vacuum – as the 

relationship between various phases of biblical theology and the prevailing ideological climate of the time poignantly 

reveals. But the separation of what the Bible "meant" and what it "means" might be questioned at another level as well. 

Such a distinction, while appropriately recognizing the historical context of Scripture, fails at some level to recognize 

the performative dimension of Scripture. The words of the various human authors of the Bible are also the words of 

God who seeks through those words to stimulate worship of himself and to form the thinking and behavior of those 

people who claim to be his. A number of biblical theologians have recognized this problem and have accordingly, 

without sacrificing the historical dimension of biblical theology, suggested that the discipline must be undertaken in 

dialogue. Charles Scobie, for instance, usefully identifies biblical theology as a "bridge" discipline between exegesis of 

the biblical text on the one hand and systematic theology on the other – no new insight. But he then goes on to insist 

that the bridge must carry traffic in both directions.
 20

 Biblical theology does indeed provide material for the systematic 

theologian to work with; but biblical theology itself is necessarily and appropriately influenced by the concerns and 

results of systematic theology. To extend the analogy, I suggest that biblical theology may also function as a bridge 

between our modern world and the exegesis of Scripture. Insights into the contemporary condition of the world, derived 

from general observation or from careful scientific study are appropriately brought to bear on the formulation of biblical 

theology. In the case of our topic, then, the unprecedented global degradation of the environment we are currently 

witnessing urgently raises questions about our reading of the Bible – especially in light of the tendency we have noted 

above in some quarters to blame the Bible, or at least some interpretations of the Bible, for our ecological crisis.
21

 

Moreover, the perspective of our own culture may also legitimately become a lens through which we freshly read the 

Scriptures and formulate their message in terms of biblical theology. As Richard Bauckham argues, the environmental 

crisis has helped to free us from modernistic ideologies about nature. And so we can now "read the New Testament 

differently. We can recognize that, in continuity with the Old Testament tradition, it assumes that humans live in 

mutuality with the rest of God's creation, that salvation history and eschatology do not lift humans out of nature but heal 

precisely their distinctive relationship with the rest of nature."
22
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 Of course, such a methodology carries with it inherent risks, and they must be explicitly acknowledged. They 

are well stated by Thomas Derr: "It is just that when the motive for the proposed adaptation is so clearly supplied from 

outside the tradition, I wonder whether the gospel is still speaking to the world, or if in effect the reverse has not 

happened, and the world is requiring conformity from the gospel."
23

 It would be terribly easy simply to replace one 

ideologically driven reading with another; to replace a neglect of the creation theme in Scripture with an equally 

unbalanced interpretation that reads into the text a modern ecological perspective. The answer to the problem, however, 

is not to retreat to a concept of a "pure" biblical theology, unsullied by contemporary agendas or perspectives – as if 

such a retreat were possible! The answer, rather, is to acknowledge our perspective and, especially, to enter into creative 

dialogue with the text whereby it is given the power to question the correctness of our initial perspective. The text must 

indeed have the final word, as we seek to discover the best ultimate "fit" between our biblical theological construals and 

the Bible itself.  

 I have already touched on a second dimension of biblical theology that is central to our task: its canonical 

shape. Interpretations that drive a wedge between the OT and the NT on the issue of the natural world fail to take 

seriously the unity of Scripture. A  

biblical-theological approach as I understand it will seek to discover ways in which the NT carries on the teaching about 

the created world that is so important in the OT. It will actively and unabashedly seek to interpret the text of the NT in a 

way that brings it into harmony with the Old.  

 Third, our biblical-theological approach to the issue under discussion will set texts in the context of certain 

specific broader themes that bind the Scriptures together. Two are especially important for the present essay. First, we 

will utilize the common perspective of inaugurated eschatology, with its critical distinction between the "already" of 

fulfillment and the "not yet" of consummation.  My colleague Greg Beale and others have put forth the notion of "new 

creation" as at least one central unifying theme within this structure of eschatological realization.
24

 Quite appropriately, 

granted the NT focus, most studies of "new creation" have focused on its anthropological aspects. I want to explore the 

place of creation itself in this eschatological program of new creation.  Second, the theological and eschatological 

significance of the texts we are looking at can only be appreciated after they are set within the larger biblical story line. 

A brief and admittedly simplistic rehearsal of this story, with a focus on those stages of particularly significance to our 

study, runs as follows. The first humans, created in God's image, failed to obey the Lord their God and brought ruin on 

themselves and the entire world. After the judgment of expulsion from the Garden and the Flood, God began his work 

of reclaiming his fallen creation through Abraham and his descendants.  From that line came Israel, the nation God 

chose to carry forward his grand plan of redemption.  The nation was given the responsibility not only to worship God 

through their praise and obedience but also to be a "light to the nations": to be the means of God's blessing of the entire 

world. As both means both of blessing and testing, Israel was given a land. Israel's enjoyment of that land, indeed, her 

continuance in it, depends on her obedience to the covenant stipulations.  Yet Israel fails on this score; and so the nation 

is sent into exile, removed from its land. But the prophets proclaim that the exile will one day be reversed. Central to 

many of the prophetic texts is this theme of return from exile, when God would bless his people anew, the land would 

once again be fruitful, and the ultimate purpose of God to bless the nations through Israel would be accomplished.
25

 

Israel did, of course, return from exile, but it quickly became clear that this return falls far short of what the prophets 

had promised.  And so a new deliverance was still anticipated. The NT claims that this deliverance has taken place in 

and through the coming of Jesus the Messiah. He, the second Adam, the true and ultimate image of God, obeys where 

Adam had disobeyed and through his death and resurrection inaugurates the last days that the prophets had longed for. 

The true "return from exile" has finally taken place. Yet, as we have already noted, the ultimate benefits of that 

fulfillment are not yet seen. Through Christ's second coming God will consummate his redemptive work for the entire 

cosmos.
26

   

 This very rough sketch of the shape of eschatological fulfillment as it unfolds in the biblical story brings 

nothing new to the table. But insufficient attention has been paid to the place of the cosmos in this scheme of 

fulfillment. Return to the land and the blessing of the land were very important in the prophetic witness.
27

 What happens 

to that theme in the NT? Any adequate answer to this question involves us in some very knotty and controversial 

hermeneutical issues. Some interpreters insist that the OT promises about a return to the land have not been fulfilled in 

the return from exile and must be fulfilled when Christ returns in glory. While this position deserves respect for the 

seriousness with which it takes the OT promises, I am not convinced finally that it does justice to what we might call 

the "universalizing" hermeneutic of the NT.
28

 Other scholars insist that the NT pattern of fulfillment points to Christ and 

his people as the "place" where the OT land promises now find their fulfillment. As W. D. Davies puts it, "In sum, for 

the holiness of space, Christianity has fundamentally, though not consistently, substituted the holiness of a Person; it has 

Christified holy space."
29

 The Christological focus in the NT presentation of fulfillment of the promise is certainly 

justified. But I think there are suggestions within the NT that the land promise has not simply been spiritualized or 

"Christified," but universalized.
 30

 In a necessarily tentative fashion, therefore, I will suggest that  the land promise in 

the NT is expanded, in a manner typical of the shape of NT fulfillment, to include the whole world.  Furthermore, I 
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want to suggest that this restoration of "the world" is not to be spiritualized, nor can it be reduced to human beings only. 

It includes a material element.  God is at work bringing blessing not only to his people but to the physical cosmos itself. 

 Before pursuing this argument, I must make one more brief preliminary point, having to do with my choice to 

use the word "nature." Many authors have noted that the concept denoted by this word is quite ambiguous: what people 

mean by "nature" is socially constructed.
31

 Commenting on this fact, Alistair McGrath calls for the development of a 

new ontology of nature, rooted in the biblical doctrine of creation.
32

 Jürgen Moltmann expresses a similar concern:  

For centuries, men and women have tried to understand God's creation as nature, so that they can exploit it 

in accordance with the laws science has discovered.  Today the essential point is to understand this 

knowable, controllable and usable nature as God's creation, and to learn to respect it as such.  The limited 

sphere of reality which we call 'nature' must be lifted into the totality of being which is termed 'God's 

creation.'
33 

 

If in this essay I use the word "nature" rather than "creation," it is not because I disagree with McGrath and Moltmann: 

indeed, this essay is a very minor contribution to their program. Rather I use the word "nature" because it more naturally 

denotes the sub-human world of creation that is the focus of this essay.  

 The essay falls into three parts. I first look at several passages on the future of the created world. I will then 

turn to passages and concepts about the present state of the created world. I will conclude with some reflections on the 

ethical implications of the NT eschatological perspective.  

 

II. THE FINAL STATE OF NATURE: THE "NOT YET" OF ESCHATOLOGICAL FULFILLMENT  

1. Romans 8:19-22 

    Romans 8:19-22, along with Col 1:20, is the NT text most often cited in literature on biblical 

environmentalism. And justly so. It is the clearest expression of future hope for the physical world in the NT.  The texts 

comes toward the beginning of a section in which Paul celebrates the future glory that God's work in Christ assures to 

believers.  The verses immediately ground (γάρ) v. 18: "I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing 

with the glory that will be revealed in us."
34

 How they ground v. 18 depends on the most important exegetical issue 

raised by this text: the referent of "creation" (κτίσις; occurring once in each verse).  Interpreters have argued that the 

word must include, as it allegedly usually does in Paul, the entire created universe.
35

 Others, noting the fact that this 

creation is said to be "waiting in eager expectation" (v. 19) and "groaning" (v. 22), argue that the reference must be to 

human beings, perhaps especially unbelievers.
36

 However, the transition from v. 22 to v. 23 excludes believers from the 

scope of "creation" in vv. 19-22; and Paul's insistence in v. 20 that the "frustration" to which this creation was subjected 

occurred without its own choice excludes human beings in general. With the majority of modern interpreters, then, I 

take it that "creation" in these verses refers to the "sub-human" creation.
37

  Following the lead of psalmists and prophets 

(e.g., Ps 65:12-13; Isa 24:4; Jer 4:28; 12:4), Paul personifies the world of nature in order to portray its "fall" and 

anticipated glory.   

 Three of the things Paul says about creation in these verses are especially important for our argument.   

 First, creation has been "frustrated" and is in "bondage to decay." In the background is the curse of the ground 

in Gen 3:17-19:  

To Adam he said, "Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, 

'You must not eat of it,' cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the 

days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field.  By the 

sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for 

dust you are and to dust you will return." 

Allusion to the Fall story leads some interpreters to identify "the one who subjected it" with Adam and then to apply the 

language directly to environmental degradation at the present time: humans bring decay to creation by their sinful and 

selfish "subduing" of it.
38

 But this is most unlikely; the "one who subjected it" must surely be God, who pronounces the 

curse. The exact nature of this curse and its effect on the earth are difficult to pin down. My colleague Henri Blocher, 

warning about speculating beyond the evidence, suggests that the text above all focuses on the relationship of nature to 

human beings.
39

 Human "dominion" over the earth becomes, as a result of sin, a difficult thing to achieve; the earth will 

not readily yield its plenty to human beings. And certainly the praise of creation in the OT, Paul's argument that the 

created world continues to reveal truth about God (Rom 1:19-22), and his assertion that "everything God created is 

good" (1 Tim 4:4) warn us against too strong an interpretation of this "curse." But, at the same time, the language of the 

text before us suggests that human sin led to some kind of change in the nature of the cosmos itself.  It has been subject, 

Paul says, to "frustration," or "vanity"; the Greek word suggests that creation has been able to attain the purpose for 

which it was created. The "bondage to decay [φθορά]" is also difficult to interpret, but Paul is probably attributing to the 

created world the inevitable destruction that the Greeks attributed to all created things.
40

 And Paul's use of this same 

language in 1 Cor 15:42 and 50 to contrast the "perishable" body of this life and the "imperishable" body of the life to 

come points in the same direction. "Decay" suggests the inevitable disintegration to which all things since the Fall are 

subject.
41
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 Our conclusions about the nature of the created world as a result of the Fall are therefore necessarily modest. 

What can be affirmed on the basis of Romans 8 is that the natural world itself has been affected in some way by the 

human fall into sin and is therefore no longer in its pristine created state. This element in the teaching of Romans 8 has 

important consequences for a properly Christian view of the natural world. Human sin has affected the state of nature 

itself and will continue to do so until the end of this age. As Moltmann notes, "To understand 'nature' as creation 

therefore means discerning 'nature' as the enslaved creation that hopes for liberty. So by 'nature' we can only mean a 

single act in the great drama of the creation of the world on the way to the kingdom of glory -- the act that is being 

played out at the present time."
42

 

 And this brings us to our second and third points, which we can make more quickly.  If creation has suffered 

the consequences of human sin, it will also enjoy the fruits of human deliverance. When believers are glorified, 

creation's "bondage to decay" will be ended, and it will participate in the "freedom that belongs to the glory"
43

 for which 

Christians are destined.  Nature, Paul affirms, has a future within the plan of God. It is destined not simply for 

destruction but for transformation. To be sure, this transformation is tightly bound to the future of God's own people; 

and the rest of  Romans 8 focuses on the future of believers.
44

 These circumstances have led some interpreters to view 

the references to creation in vv. 19-22 as remnants of apocalyptic imagery that Paul uses solely to foster belief in the 

hope of human transformation.
45

 Certainly, Paul uses vv. 19-22 – to come back finally to our initial question – to 

explain the need for and nature of the "glory that will be revealed in us." However, without in the slightest taking away 

from the anthropological focus of Romans 8, vv. 19-22 must be allowed to make their own point.  The reversal of the 

conditions of the Fall includes the created world along with the world of human beings.  Indeed, the glory that humans 

will experience, involving as it does the resurrection of the body (8:9-11, 23), necessarily requires an appropriate 

environment for that embodiment.
46

  

 Finally, we should note that, in addition to Genesis 3, these verses in Romans almost certainly allude to various 

prophetic expectations. Silvia Keesmaat has noted that Paul's language in vv. 18-25 reflects traditions about the exodus, 

which often provides the backdrop in Isaiah for the prediction of a new creation.
47

 But the single most important 

prophetic text echoed in these verses is Isaiah 24-27. Isaiah 24:1-13 describes the effects of sin in cosmic terms: "the 

heavens languish with the earth" (v. 4) "a curse consumes the earth" (v. 6). And why is the earth in this condition? 

Because "the earth is defiled by its people; they have disobeyed the laws, violated the statutes, and broken the 

everlasting covenant" (v. 5).
48

 Isaiah goes on in these chapters to describe how that situation will be reversed.  As 

Jonathan Moo has summarized the matter, the prophet looks 

to a time when the Lord will reign as king on Mount Zion (24:23) and the glory of the Lord (δόξα κυρίου) 
will be praised (24:14, 15) and manifested (25:1). On that day, the Lord will destroy "the covering that is 

cast on all peoples, the veil that is spread over all nations. He will swallow up death for ever, and the Lord 

God will wipe tears from all faces, and the reproach of his people he will take away from all the earth" 

(25:7-8).  This is the day that God’s people have waited and yearned for as they have sought him in their 

distress (25:9, 26:8,9, 26:16). Indeed, they have been suffering as in birth pains (ω�δίνω) but they have not 

been able to bring about deliverance in the earth (26:17-18).  But despite their seemingly fruitless labor, 

"the dead shall live, their bodies shall rise" and the "dwellers in the dust awake" (26:19) and, in the days to 

come, "Israel shall blossom and put forth shoots, and fill the whole world with fruit" (27:6).
49

 

Paul quotes from this section of Isaiah later in Romans (Isa 27:9 in 11:27), and other NT authors make extensive use of 

the imagery of these chapters. Paul's dependence on this section of Isaiah's prophecy in Romans 8 suggests that his 

conviction about the physical restoration of the entire world is to some extent derived from the prophetic hope for the 

restoration of Israel to her land – a restoration that in these chapters, and in a manner typical of Isaiah's prophecy, 

ultimately encompasses the whole world (see esp. 24:21-23; 27:6, 13). Moreover, this same idea may surface elsewhere 

in Romans. In Rom 4:13, Paul speaks of the promise to Abraham that he would be the "heir of the world." Genesis, of 

course, while emphasizing the world-wide extent of the blessing associated with Abraham, teaches that he would be heir 

of one particular land, Palestine. Paul clearly universalizes: but in what direction? Does the "world" (κόσµος) here refer 

to human beings only? One might conclude so, since Paul's concern in this context is with the inclusion of Gentiles 

along with Jews as recipients of the promise to Abraham.
50

 However, while human beings are undoubtedly the focus, 

the concern Paul shows for the physical earth in Romans 8 suggests that "world" in Rom 4:13 may well include the 

earth also.
51

    

 

2. New Heavens and New Earth 

 The hope for the liberation of creation that Paul expresses in Romans 8 clearly implies that the destiny of the 

natural world is not destruction but transformation. But this hope for a transformed world stands in some tension with 

passages in the NT which appear to announce that the last days will usher in an entirely new world. The most important 

of these passages are those in 2 Peter 3 and Revelation 21 that predict the "destruction" (2 Pet 3:10, 11, 12) or "passing 

away" (Rev 21:1) of the present heavens and earth as the prelude to the appearance of a "new heaven and a new 

earth."
52

 The continuity between this world and the next one is difficult to determine. But this much can at least be said: 



Distributed by the Center for Applied Christian Ethics                                                   Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL  February, 2007 6 

the new world is a place of material substance. The phrase "heaven and earth" is a merism that refers to the entire 

universe.
53

 As Greg Beale points out, therefore, Rev 21:1 predicts "not merely ethical renovation but transformation of 

the fundamental cosmic structure (including physical elements)."
54

 This language warns us against the persistent 

tendency in Christian tradition to picture the saints' eternal home as an ethereal and immaterial place up above 

somewhere.
55

 In fact, the NT, contrary to popular Christian parlance, does not usually claim that we will spend eternity 

in heaven, but in a new heaven and a new earth: a material place suited for life in a material, though of course 

transformed, body.
56

 Jesus' Resurrection signals God's commitment to the material world.
57

 But the immediate question 

we need to answer is this: How are we to resolve the tension between the expectation that this world will be transformed 

and the expectation that this world will be destroyed and exchanged for a new one? 

 The interpretation of both passages is complicated by their apocalyptic style, a style that features metaphoric 

language notoriously difficult to interpret. What are we to make of John's vision of the existing heaven and earth 

"passing away" or of his assertion that, at the time of the great white throne judgment, the "earth and the heavens fled 

from his [God's] presence, and there was no place for them" (Rev 20:11)?  What does Peter mean when he predicts the 

"destruction of the heavens by fire" (v. 12) or that "the heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be 

destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything done it will be laid bare" (v. 10) or that "the elements will melt in the 

heat" (v. 12)? Are we to take this language as straightforward descriptions of a future physical reality, to be fulfilled 

perhaps in a nuclear holocaust or in the ultimate fiery explosion of the sun?
58

 Or are John and Peter using metaphors to 

depict an irruption of God's power to remake the world as we know it?  

 A close look at the passages suggests that what is envisaged is not annihilation and new creation but radical 

transformation. 

 We should begin with the ultimate source of the new heaven and new earth language: Isa 65:17 and 66:22-24.
59

 

John's vision of the New Jerusalem, which he uses to elaborate the nature of the new heaven and new earth, depends 

considerably on the language of these last chapters in Isaiah (as well, of course, as others in Isaiah and the prophets). 

Interpreters of Isaiah generally agree that these prophecies have in view the ultimate fulfillment of God's promises to his 

people Israel. But they disagree considerably over the degree of direct referentiality in Isaiah's language. Is the prophet 

describing rather straightforwardly the conditions of the new world, as they will exist in the millennium or in the eternal 

state? Or is he using language drawn from this world to describe in a series of metaphors an experience that simply has 

no direct analog to our experience in this world? In either case, the nature of the continuity between this world and the 

one to come is not clear from Isaiah. 

 Jewish interpretations of the new heaven and new earth language do not help to resolve the issue either. Both 

the idea of a renovation of this world and the replacement of this world with a different one are found in the literature.
60

  

 The language of Rev 20:11 and 21:1 could certainly suggest that a new heaven and new earth replaces the 

old.
61

 But neither text is completely clear about the matter. Grant Osborne, for instance, takes the language about 

heaven and earth "fleeing" from God's presence in 20:11 to refer to a destruction of the universe.
62

 But David Aune 

thinks it is a theophanic metaphor and has no reference to destruction.
63

 He does, however, think, that "no place being 

found" for the heaven and the earth in 20:11 suggests physical destruction.
64

 However, the language could refer to 

judgment rather than to destruction.
65

 Similarly, while the "passing away" language of 21:1 could suggest the 

destruction of the physical universe, it could also suggest that it is the sinful "form" of this world which is to pass away 

rather than the world itself.
66

 And there are other pointers in this context to the idea of renovation. In Rev 21:5, God 

proclaims, "I am making everything new!" He does not proclaim "I am making new things." The language here suggests 

renewal, not destruction and recreation.
67

 The language of Revelation 21-22 is full of references to the original creation, 

suggesting that John intends to portray "the reverse of the curse," a return to the conditions of Eden (though the end 

advances beyond the conditions of Eden in significant ways as well). 

 Similar points can be made when we turn to 2 Peter 3. It should be noted at the outset that  some 

environmentally oriented studies of the NT fail to take the passage seriously enough.
68

 Scholars in general often dismiss 

the text from serious theological consideration because Peter is alleged to have picked up his notion of a "world 

conflagration" from the Stoics. But the differences between the Stoic conception of a cyclical destruction and recreation 

of the world and Peter's biblically oriented linear conception make such dependence unlikely.
69

 The background is much 

more likely to be the OT, which regularly uses "fire" as an image of judgment.
70

 Several interpreters therefore conclude 

that Peter is using standard metaphors to refer to God's final judgment on human beings.
71

 There is some truth in this 

observation, since Peter parallels the destruction of this present world to the destruction of the former world through the 

Flood of Noah's day. Clearly the Flood brought judgment upon humankind; equally clearly, the Flood did not annihilate 

the earth. Yet we cannot finally eliminate some notion of a far-reaching change in the very universe itself. As we have 

already noted, "heaven and earth" quite regularly in Scripture refers to the created universe, not simply to the human 

world; and Peter's reference to the "elements" (vv. 10 and 12), while much debated, probably also refers to the 

components of the physical world. Moreover, the whole argument in this part of 2 Peter 3 is cosmological in focus. 

Mockers deny that Christ will ever return in judgment because, they claim, "everything" goes on as it has since creation 

(v. 4).
72

 Peter responds by reminding the mockers of three outstanding interventions of God in the cosmos: creation 
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itself, the flood in the day of Noah, and the end of history as we know it.
73

 But three points warn us about concluding 

too hastily that the end of history will involve destruction of the present universe.   

 First, we should note that the translation of v. 10 in some versions (e.g., KJV; ASV; NASB), which has "the 

earth and everything in it" being "burned up," is almost certainly incorrect. The text is notoriously difficult, but almost 

all modern versions and commentators assume that the reading "will be found" (ευ�ρεθήσεται) is original. What it 

means is more difficult to determine, but perhaps the idea of being "laid bare" before God for judgment is the best 

option.
74

  

 Second, the language of burning and melting that is found in vv. 7, 10, and 12 must be read against the 

background of the OT, where the language is often a metaphorical way of speaking of judgment.
75

 And even if some 

reference to physical fire is present, the fire need not bring total destruction.  

 And that brings us to our third, and most important point: the Greek word for "destroy" in vv. 10, 11, and 12 is 

λύω, a verb that denotes, as Louw-Nida put it, "to destroy or reduce something to ruin by tearing down or breaking to 

pieces."
76

 While semantically distinct from the more common words for "destroy" or "destruction" in the NT 

(α�πόλλυµι and α�πώλεια), therefore, it is similar in meaning.
 
"Destruction" does not necessarily mean total physical 

annihilation, but a dissolution or radical change in nature.
77

 The widespread metaphorical sense of the venerable English 

verb "undo" might accurately convey something of the sense. When a character in a C. S. Lewis novel exclaims that he 

is "undone," he does not mean that he has ceased to exist but that the very nature of his being has been destroyed. We 

should also note that language of "destruction" is frequently used in the NT to refer to the ultimate fate of sinful human 

beings. Most scholars correctly resist the conclusion that this language points to the doctrine of annihilationism. 

Therefore, just as the "destruction of the ungodly" in v. 7 need not mean the annihilation of these sinners, neither need 

the "destruction" of the universe in vv. 10-12 mean that it is annihilated. The parallel with what God did when he 

"destroyed" the first world in the Flood of Noah suggests that God will "destroy" this world not by annihilating it but by 

radically transforming it into a place fit for resurrected saints to live in forever.
78

   

 We must not minimize the strength of the language in Revelation 20-21 and 2 Peter 3: both texts indicate a 

radical and thoroughgoing renovation of the world as we now know it. But I do not think the texts require us to believe 

that this world will be destroyed and replaced. And, as we have pointed out all along, two other considerations point 

strongly to the idea of renovation rather than replacement. First is the teaching of Romans 8 about the liberation of the 

cosmos. Second is the doctrine of the resurrection of the body, which demands a significant continuity of some kind 

between this world and the next. In fact, the analogy of the human body, as many interpreters have suggested, may offer 

the best way to resolve the tension between destruction and transformation with respect to the universe. Here also we 

find a puzzling combination of continuity and discontinuity. Jesus' resurrection body is able, apparently, to 

dematerialize and materialize again; it is not always recognizable; it is, as Paul puts in with respect to the resurrection 

body in general, a new kind of body, suited for existence in the spirit-dominated eternal kingdom (1 Cor 15:35-54). Yet 

there is continuity in the body: in some sense, the body that was in the grave is the same as the body that appears to the 

disciples after the resurrection. This "transformation within continuity," as Colin Gunton puts it, furnishes an apt 

parallel to the future of the cosmos.
79

 Perhaps the word "renewal" best captures this combination of continuity and 

discontinuity.   

 

III. THE PRESENT STATE OF NATURE: THE "ALREADY" OF ESCHATOLOGICAL FULFILLMENT 

1. Colossians 1:20 
 If Rom 8:19-22 is the most frequently cited "environmental" text on the "not yet" side of the eschatological 

tension, Col 1:20 certainly deserves the honor on the "already" side of the tension. Verses 19-20 read, in the TNIV: "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." Ray van Leeuwen aptly states a 

typical claim made for this verse in biblical-theological studies of the environment: "All of reality is Christ's good 

creation, all of reality is redeemed by him; therefore, all of reality is the responsibility of God's people."
80

 Yet those who 

make such claims rarely acknowledge the complex and debated interpretational issues surrounding Col 1:20.
81

 It can 

hardly be cited in support of any view without at least supportive argumentation.   

 Determining the meaning of the text is complicated by the fact that the verse is the conclusion of what is 

generally thought to be an early christological "hymn" (vv. 15-20) that Paul has quoted to buttress his argument against 

false teachers in the church at Colossae. Interpreters debate the original form of the hymn, what its original theology 

may have been, and how Paul is using it in his argument.
82

 We must bypass most of this discussion here. But one matter 

must at least be mentioned. Many interpreters argue that the author of Colossians has redacted the original hymn in an 

ecclessio-centric direction. The most notable evidence of such a redactional tendenz is the phrase τη�ς ε�κκλησίας in 

v. 18, which, it is alleged, the author has added to shift the referent of του� σώµατος from the cosmos to the church. 

The author does something similar, then, in v. 20, implicitly redirecting the universal reconciliation of the original hymn 

to the reconciliation of human beings with God in the church in vv. 21-23. And there is good lexical basis for such a 

limitation: Paul elsewhere confines reconciliation language to the new relationship offered to humans through the 
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sacrifice of Christ.
83

 Thus even interpreters who doubt that we can distinguish between the intent of the hymn and Paul's 

application sometimes argue that the reconciliation of v. 20 must be limited in scope. I. H. Marshall, for instance, claims 

that "reconcile" can only apply to parties who are capable of responding to the invitation to be reconciled and that the 

word must therefore be limited to human beings. With others, he argues that the point of v. 20 is not the extent of 

reconciliation but the unique status of Jesus as the one through whom reconciliation takes place.
84

 Two responses to this 

limitation of the scope of reconciliation need to be made. First, the attempt to penetrate behind our present text to 

determine the original shape and theology of the hymn is problematic because we simply do not have the kind of data 

we would need to draw sustainable conclusions.
85

 Second, the attempt to limit the scope of reconciliation in v. 20 fails 

to reckon seriously with the intent of vv. 15-20. The word πάντα ("all things") in v. 20 occurs five other times in the 

immediate context, and in each case its referent is to all the created universe.
86

  The scope of the word is especially clear 

from the reference to "things on earth or things in heaven" in v. 20. As v. 16 reveals, "things in heaven" includes 

(though it is not necessarily limited to) the spiritual beings that play so prominent a role in the background of the 

Colossian controversy (cf. 2:10, 14-15; and perhaps the στοιχει�α of 2:8 and 20). The context therefore requires that 

πάντα be unlimited in its scope. In vv. 21-23, then, Paul does not limit the referent of v. 20 but emphasizes the 

application of the general "reconciliation" of v. 20 to the Colossian Christians.
87

 

 If, however, v. 20 does indeed claim that the entire created universe has been reconciled to God in Christ, what 

is the nature of that reconciliation? Since at least the time of Origen, some interpreters have used this verse to argue for 

universal salvation: in the end, God will not (and often, it is suggested, cannot) allow anything to fall outside the scope 

of his saving love in Christ.  Universal salvation is a doctrine very congenial to our age, and it is not therefore surprising 

that this verse, along with several others in Paul, are regularly cited to argue for this belief.
88

 This is not the place to 

refute this doctrine, which, we briefly note, cannot be reconciled with clear NT teaching about the reality and eternality 

of Hell.
89

 But particularly relevant to the meaning of v. 20 is Paul's teaching in 2:15 that God, "having disarmed the 

powers and authorities, . . . made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross."
90

 The spiritual beings 

to which Paul refers explicitly in v. 20 are not saved by Christ but vanquished by him. Therefore in order to do justice to 

both 1) the universal scope of "all things"; and 2) the explicit limitation on the scope of God's saving work in Christ 

both in Colossians and in the rest of the NT, "reconcile" in v. 20 must mean something like "pacify."
91

 Through the 

work of Christ on the cross, God has brought his entire rebellious creation back under the rule of his sovereign power. It 

is because of this work of universal pacification that God will one day indeed be "all in all" (1 Cor 15:28) and that "at 

the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue acknowledge 

that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father" (Phil 2:10-11).    

 What Col 1:20 teaches, then, is not "cosmic salvation" or even "cosmic redemption," but "cosmic restoration" 

or "renewal."
92

 Again, Paul is indebted to a broad OT theme for his teaching here. The participle ει�ρηνοποιήσας 
("making peace") that elaborates the concept of reconciliation in v. 20 reflects the widespread OT prediction that in the 

last day God would establish universal shalōm, "peace," or "well-being."
93

 The OT prophets focus, naturally enough, on 

the way this "peace" would bring security and blessing to Israel as the people live in the land God gave them. In a 

manner typical of NT fulfillment, Paul proclaims that this peace has now been established in Christ and enables God's 

new covenant people to live in a still dangerous and hostile world with new confidence and freedom from anxiety. They 

need not fear the spiritual powers that were believed in Paul's day to be so determinative of one's destiny.
94

 Of course, 

this "peace" is not yet fully established. The "already/not yet" pattern of NT eschatology must be applied to Col. 1:20. 

While secured in principle by Christ's crucifixion and available in preliminary form to believers, universal peace is not 

yet established.   

 We may now, finally, ask about the role of the natural world in this universal peace. Two points suggest that, 

while clearly not dominant in Paul's argument here, a restoration of the natural world is included. First, to reiterate a 

point made earlier, vv. 15-20 explicitly emphasize the cosmic dimension of Christ's lordship. If the natural world is 

included in the scope of the "all things" that Christ rules as mediator of creation, it must also be included in the scope of 

the "all things" that he rules as mediator of reconciliation. Second, Rom 8:19-22 demonstrates that the world of nature 

has in some manner been effected by the Fall and is, therefore, in need of restoration. At the minimum, therefore, Col 

1:20 confirms our findings from Rom 8:19-22 and projects them into the present: the eschatological fulfillment of God's 

promises continues, according to the NT witness, to include the "land," expanded to the entire cosmos; and that program 

of fulfillment has been inaugurated already. But what will this "reconciliation" look like? With humans, as we have 

seen, reconciliation involves especially a restored relationship with God. With evil spiritual beings, on the other hand, it 

involves subjugation. What is involved is a restoration (with eschatological intensification) of the original conditions of 

God's first creation. God's people will be brought back into a relation of harmony with their creator; evil will be judged 

and banished; the earth itself will be "liberated from its bondage to decay."
95

 Furthermore, while the "vertical" 

dimension of reconciliation is clearly to the fore in v. 20 – God has reconciled all things "to himself" – a horizontal 

aspect is probably included as well.
96

 This is because the pacification of spiritual beings has specific implications for 

Christians' relationship to them: because God has subjugated them to himself, they have been "disarmed" and no longer 

have the power to determine the destiny of God's people.  Therefore, we might suggest that the reconciliation secured 
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by Christ means that nature is "already" restored in principle to that condition in which it can fulfill the purpose for 

which God created it and thereby praise its Creator (cf. Rev 5:13). At the same time, reconciliation may also imply that 

Christians, renewed in the image of God (see below), are both themselves brought into harmony with creation and, in 

light of the "not yet" side of reconciliation, are to work toward the goal of creation's final transformation.  

 

2. "New Creation" 

 The title of this paper suggests that the concept of "new creation" would have been the natural place to begin 

this paper. In fact, I have left it until now because it is best approached only after some of the other matters we have 

considered are in place. The language of "new creation" as such occurs only twice in the NT, both times in Paul: 

2 Cor 5:17: "Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: The old has gone, the new has 

come!" 

Gal 6:15: "Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a  new creation." 

Both occurrences are usually given a strictly anthropological reference: it is the Christian transformed by God's grace 

who is the "new creation" or "new creature."
97

 Context would appear to support this interpretation, since in both 

passages Paul is drawing out the implications of the new realm of grace for believers. Galatians 6:15 is a final decisive 

reminder that God in Christ has inaugurated a radically new era in which the old covenant markers of identity are 

simply no longer relevant. And it is the reconciliation of the world of human beings that Paul seems to have in mind in 2 

Corinthians (see v. 19).
98

 Moreover, the logic of 2 Cor 5:17 would also seem to limit the reference to human beings, 

since the existence of the "new creation" appears to hinge on a person's belonging to Christ. However, there are also 

indications that, while applied to the new state of believers, the "new creation" language refers to the entire new state of 

affairs that Christ's coming has inaugurated.  

 First, the abruptness with which Paul introduces the new creation in 2 Cor 5:17 renders uncertain the precise 

logical connection in the verse. Many English versions follow the pattern found, for instance, in ESV: "if anyone is in 

Christ, he is a new creation." But perhaps the abruptness of the construction favors a rendering such as is found in the 

TNIV (quoted above), or even "if anyone is in Christ, they belong to a new creation." Roughly the same situation 

obtains in Gal 6:15, where "new creation" is again used absolutely. Second, it is worth noting that most modern versions 

have chosen the translation "creation" rather than "creature" in both passages – a move justified, as noted earlier, by the 

general use of the word κτίσις in the NT.
99

 Third, while the phrase "new creation" is not found in the OT, it is generally 

agreed that Paul's phrase refers to the hope of a world-wide, even cosmic, renewal that is so widespread in the last part 

of Isaiah. In chaps. 40-55, Isaiah often portrays the return of Israel from exile in creation language.
 100

 Especially 

important, because of its linguistic connections with 2 Cor 5:17, is Isa 43:18-21:  

    Forget the former things;   

do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new thing!   

Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?    

I am making a way in the desert    

and streams in the wasteland. The wild animals honor me,   

the jackals and the owls,    

because I provide water in the desert    

and streams in the wasteland,    

to give drink to my people, my chosen,    

the people I formed for myself   

that they may proclaim my praise. 

While expressed in the imperative, what God is telling his people is that the former things they rightly celebrate so 

joyously – the exodus from Egypt and attendant events – pale in significance in comparison with what God is about to 

do in bringing his people back from exile. This hope for "new things" is taken up in the latter chapters of Isaiah and 

given a more explicitly cosmic orientation: the return will mean nothing less than a "new heaven and new earth," 

centered on a "new Jerusalem," and where "the wolf and the lamb will feed together, and the lion will eat straw like the 

ox" (65:17-25; 66:22-24).
101

 As Greg Beale has pointed out, Paul's proclamation of a "new creation" and the 

reconciliation which is part of it is the fulfillment of these prophecies in Isaiah.
102

 Jewish writers also used "new 

creation" language, probably in most cases in dependence on Isaiah, to depict God's new work for his people Israel.
103

 

Paul's phrase "new creation" therefore appears to be his way of summarizing the new state of affairs that has been 

inaugurated at Christ's first coming and is to be consummated at this second. As Ralph Martin summarizes, "with 

Christ's coming a whole new chapter in cosmic relationship to God opened and reversed the catastrophic effect of 

Adam's fall which began the old creation."
 104

 

In this age, the focus of God's new creation work is the transformation of human beings – in their relationship to God, 

first of all, and then also in their relationship to each other.
105

 But, as we have seen, Paul includes the transformation of 

the natural world in his presentation of the eschatological program – explicitly in the consummation (Rom 8:19-22) and 

implicitly in the present (Col 1:20). We would therefore expect that the relation of human beings to their natural 
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environment is included in God's present work of new creation and that the climax of God's new creation work will 

include the transformation of the natural world.  

 

3. Dominion, Stewardship, and the Image of God 
 A critical problem for the attempt to find affirmation of environmental concern in the NT is the apparent 

subsidiary or even casual role that this teaching plays in the NT. A few scattered verses, the interpretation of most of 

which is disputed, offer a very insubstantial foundation for a theological theme. The response to the problem, I believe, 

is to take more seriously than we sometimes do the imperative to work at a biblical-theological level, in which the OT 

contributes substantially (and not just as a source of NT imagery) to our final conclusions. Read in this light, I believe, a 

number of NT theological themes offer important implicit substantiation for the important of cosmic transformation in 

the continuing plan of God. One such theme is the restoration of the image of God in Christians via their incorporation 

into Christ, the "image of God." In this section of the paper, I will explore this theme, beginning with the OT teaching 

about the image of God and human dominion over the natural world.  

 As White's essay makes clear, the "dominion mandate" of Gen 1:26-28 has played a significant and 

controversial role in assessments of the relationship between Christian theology and environmental degradation.
106

 

Then God said, "Let us make human beings in our image, in our likeness, so that they  may  rule over the 

fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock, over all the wild animals, and over all the 

creatures that move along the ground." So God created human beings in his own image, in the image of 

God he created them; 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 in the sea and the birds in the sky 

and over every living creature that moves on the ground."
107 

   

The Hebrew verbs behind "rule over" (vv. 26 and 28) and "subdue" (v. 28) are strong ones and not only justify but 

mandate a significant degree of human intervention in the created world.
108

 Indeed, as Fred van Dyke has pointed out, 

the very nature of human beings means that we will be involved in managing creation.
109

 The question, therefore, is not 

whether human beings will (or should) "rule" the earth, but how they will rule it and to what ends. Several 

considerations are suggestive. The so-called "second creation story" in Genesis 2, with its assertion that God placed 

Adam in the Garden "to work it and take care of it" (2:15) suggests that humans are to rule and subdue the earth by 

carefully tending it.
110

 The OT then pictures the promised land of Israel as a renewal of the Garden; and therefore 

included in the Mosaic law are many provisions for the care of the land itself. The attitude that is implied here arises 

from a more fundamental consideration: while humans are given the charge to "rule" the earth, that earth itself remains 

God's earth. We do not own the earth; we "manage" it on behalf of its true owner, the Lord God. As Philip Hughes puts 

it, "God, in short, gave man the world to master, but to master to the glory of the Creator, by whom man himself, to be 

truly human, must first be mastered."
111

 The theocentric context of the biblical dominion mandate is absolutely basic 

and has given rise to the widespread interpretation of that mandate in terms of stewardship.
 112

 To be sure, Scripture 

never explicitly applies the language of stewardship to human interaction with the natural world. Nevertheless, the 

metaphor is applied to Christians in the NT
113

 and captures well the nature of human rule over the cosmos that is 

established in Genesis 1. From a biblical-theological perspective, human dominion over creation must also be 

interpreted christologically. Christ's own sacrificial "rule" provides the ultimate model for our own rule of the earth. 

Douglas Hall, who has written extensively on this point, says, "If Christology is our foundational premise both for 

theological . . . and anthropological . . . doctrine, then 'dominion' was a way of designating the role of Homo sapiens 

within creation can only mean stewardship, and stewardship ultimately interpreted as love: sacrificial, self-giving love 

(agape)."
114

  

 Another connection between the dominion mandate in Genesis 1 and the NT might be found in the "image of 

God" language. Of course, theologians have argued for the entire course of Christian history over just what God intends 

us to understand from his resolution, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness."
115

 Earlier theologians tended to 

think of some essence in human beings, such as rationality or conscience, while the tendency more recently is to focus 

on the relatedness of humans (with God, between the sexes, with creation) or on a particular function given to 

humans.
116

 While it is far beyond the scope of this paper to issue any judgment on this matter, it is important for our 

purposes to note that most contemporary scholars think that the "image" includes in some degree the dominion that God 

gives humans over the natural world.
117

 Of course, the dominion mandate immediately follows God's expression of 

intent to create humans beings in his image.
118

 Moreover, "image" language was widely used in the Ancient Near East 

to refer to kings. The creation story, true to its tendency to present God's creation of the world in polemical interaction 

with other ancient creation stories, "democratizes" the image of God language, asserting that all human beings are 

created in God's image and therefore serve as his agents, or vice-regents, in governing the world he created.
119

 The 

poetic meditation on the creation of human beings in Ps 8:3-8 strongly confirms this direction of interpretation: 

When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in 

place, what are mere mortals that you are mindful of them, human beings that you care for them? You 

made them a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned them with glory and honor. You made them 
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rulers over the works of your hands; you put everything under their feet: all flocks and herds, and the 

animals of the wild beasts of the field, the birds in the sky, and the fish in the sea, all that swim the paths of 

the seas. 

The Psalm applies royal imagery ("crowned"; "rulers") to the responsibility humans are given for the animal kingdom, 

substantiating, perhaps, the presence of similar royal imagery in the "image of God" language of Genesis 1.  

 One distinct advantage of the "relational" interpretation of the image of God is its ability to solve the long-

standing debate about the presence of God's image in fallen human beings. Clear biblical passages in both the OT and 

NT appear to claim that the image remains intact in fallen humans (e.g., Gen 9:6 and Jas 3:9).
 120

 On the other hand, the 

NT also implies that the work of Christ involves, in some manner, the restoration of human beings in the image of God 

(e.g., Col 3:10). If we view the "image of God" as having to do primarily with the power to form appropriate 

relationships – between humans and God, among humans, and between humans and creation – justice can be done to 

both biblical perspectives.
121

 The Fall did not obliterate the image in human beings, but it did introduce a fatal 

selfishness and corruption into the way the relationships that form that image are carried out.
122

 When people are 

incorporated into Christ they begin the process of being "conformed" to his likeness (Rom 8:29; 1 Cor 15:49; 2 Cor 

3:18; cf. Col 3:11), into the likeness of him who, as the second Adam, is the perfect and ultimate exemplar of the image 

of God (Col. 1:15; 2 Cor 4:4). Christians are therefore called and enabled to live out their relationships as God 

originally intended in creating humans in his image. One of those relationships, as we have seen, is that with the natural 

world. Read in this biblical-theological perspective, therefore, Christians' conformity to the image of God in Christ 

includes wise and loving stewardship of the created world. 

 The application to our relationships to the world of nature should be obvious. On the negative side, as Henri 

Blocher has said, "If man obeyed God, he would be the means of blessing to the earth; but in his insatiable greed, in his 

scorn for the balances built into the created order and in his short-sighted selfishness he pollutes and destroys it."
123

 On 

the positive side, the restoration of the image enables Christians to become the master-pleasing stewards that we were 

meant to be.
124

 Colin Gunton summarizes:  

To image the being of God towards the world, to be the priest of creation, is to behave towards the world in 

all its aspects, of work and of play, in such a way that it may come to be what it was created to be, that 

which praises its maker by becoming perfect in its own way.  In all this, there is room for both usefulness 

and beauty to take due place, but differently according to differences of activity and object.
125

  

 

IV. CONCLUSION: FROM ESCHATOLOGY TO ETHICS 

 As will be all too evident by this point, the preceding analysis is more in the nature of an initial probe than of a 

thorough study. Each text and issue deserves more careful treatment, and many other texts and issues need to be brought 

into the discussion.
126

 But, preliminary though it is, this study suggests that the world of nature is by no means absent 

from the eschatological program set out in the NT. While rarely rising to the level of an explicit emphasis, and never the 

chief concern in and of itself, the world of nature is an integral component of God's new creation work.
127

 An 

appropriately "whole Bible" theological perspective simply reinforces this point, for the NT must on this topic be filled 

out by the more expansive OT teaching on the importance of the world of nature in the plan of God.
128

 And, as we have 

suggested at several points in this paper, the importance of the natural world in the NT is indirectly, but powerfully, 

supported by the central "material" doctrines of incarnation and resurrection. Jesus' resurrection is the "first fruits," the 

down payment and guarantee of the future and eternal material existence not only of Christians, but also, as Rev. 3:14 

perhaps hints, of the entire cosmos.
129

 As Richard Bauckham puts it,  

[T]he Christian tradition at its most authentic has realised that the promise of God made in the bodily 

resurrection of Christ is holistic and all-encompassing: for whole persons, body and soul, for all the 

networks of relationship in human society that are integral to being human, and for the rest of creation also, 

from which humans in their  bodiliness are not to be detached.
 130

 

 Nature therefore has a secure place in the inaugurated eschatology of the NT. The cross of Jesus Christ has 

"already" provided the basis for the restoration of nature to its intended place in the plan of God, though "not yet" do we 

see that restoration actually accomplished. In a few altogether too brief and superficial concluding remarks, I will 

explore the ethical implications of this eschatology. I will begin with implications of the futurist side of eschatology. 

 First, a negative point. Eschatology in the narrow and popular sense of the world is often cited as a reason why 

Christians are not (and should not be!) concerned about the environment. Al Truesdale is quite forthright, laying the 

blame for ethical quietism squarely at the door of "dispensational premillennialism" and arguing that evangelicals must 

rid themselves of such an eschatology if they are truly to commit themselves to environmental concern. As he puts it, 

"Until evangelicals purge from their vision of the Christian faith the wine of pessimistic dispensationalist 

premillennialism, the Judeo-Christian doctrine of creation and the biblical image of stewardship will be orphans in their 

midst."
131

 The charge that a robust futurist eschatology undercuts concerted attention to the needs of this world is, of 

course, an old one—and needs to be dismissed. True, Christians have sometimes used eschatology as an excuse for not 

involving themselves in the needs of this world. One hears far too often an unconcern for this world  justified by the 
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slogan, "it is all going to burn anyway": since only the human soul will survive the fires of judgment only the human 

soul is really worth bothering about. But even if one holds the view that this world is destined for nothing but 

destruction, the biblical mandate for Christians to be involved in meeting the needs of the world in which we now live is 

clear and uncompromising.  I may believe that the body I now have is destined for radical transformation; but I am not 

for that reason unconcerned about what I eat or how much I exercise. 

 On the other hand, it must be said that the conviction that this world is destined for renewal rather than 

destruction, as I have argued in this paper, does provide a more substantial basis for a Christian environmental ethic. NT 

eschatology is not intended to foster Christian passivity but to encourage God's people actively and vigorously to align 

their values and behavior with what it is that God is planning to do.
132

 When we recognize that God plans to restore his 

creation, we should be motivated to "work for the renewal of God's creation and for justice within God's creation."
133

 

Just as, then, believers should be working to bring as many human beings as possible within the scope of God's 

reconciling act, so they should be working to bring the created world as close to that perfect restoration for which God 

has destined it.
134

 The "not yet" of a restored creation demands an "already" ethical commitment to that creation now 

among God's people. To be sure, our efforts must always be tempered by the realization that it is finally God himself, in 

a future act of sovereign power, who will transform creation. And we encounter here the positive side of a robust 

eschatology. Christians must avoid the humanistic "Green utopianism" that characterizes much of the environmental 

movement. We will not by our own efforts end the "groaning" of the earth.
135

 But this realism about our ultimate 

success should not deter our enthusiasm to be involved in working toward those ends that God will finally secure 

through his own sovereign intervention.
136

   

 If the "not yet" side of eschatology should stimulate us to work hard to bring the condition of the earth into that 

state for which God has destined it, the "already" side should remind us that our work, though always imperfect, is not 

in vain. As Francis Shaeffer argued in his pioneering Pollution and the Death of Man, inaugurated eschatology enables 

us to insist that "substantial healing can be a reality here and now."
137

 Evangelicals generally recognize that, while the 

"healing" we offer the world is above all spiritual in focus, offering eternal life to sinful human beings, it also includes 

physical healing and social justice. To these, we contend, needs to be added environmental healing. Realism about the 

continued fallen state of this world reminds us that we will not erase illness and death from the world, that we will not 

eradicate poverty and injustice, and that we will not restore the earth to its pristine condition. But the realism stemming 

from the "not yet" side of eschatology should in no way deter us from vigorously pursuing each of these goals, 

motivated and empowered by the "already" of kingdom realization. 

 A truly Christian approach to the current environmental crisis will need to take into account the place of nature 

in NT eschatology that we have outlined in this paper. Nevertheless, this theology, in itself, provides few specific and 

practical guidelines for responsible Christian decision-making. How can we translate the general theological points 

about the place of nature in NT eschatology into specific and practical ethical guidelines? Thomas Derr, for one, is 

pessimistic about the practical usefulness of a theology of creation; he argues that Scripture simply does not reveal 

enough about God's intentions for nature to provide a basis for good ethical decisions.
138

 Derr's reservations are to some 

extent justified, of course: even if one were to accept all the theological points I have made in this essay, disagreement 

about specific policies would still arise. However, as somewhat of a postscript I would like at least very tentatively to 

suggest some perspectives that might help to implement the theology we have described. I summarize these via three 

crucial NT ethical principles: love, wisdom, and transformation. 

 Central to new covenant ethics is the command that we love our neighbors. The harsh realities of the ecological 

crisis we now face force us to ask seriously whether we can truly love others without caring for the environment in 

which they live. At the heart of the modern discipline of ecology is the realization that everything is connected to 

everything else. The same point applies to Christian ethics. My own desire to maintain a luxurious western lifestyle by 

keeping energy prices low forces power plants to avoid the expense of installing mechanisms effectively to clean their 

emissions and thus leads to suffering and even death for asthma sufferers. But our Christian obligation extends, of 

course, to all people. As Speth has made very clear, the truly significant environmental issues we now face are global in 

nature.
139

 The "others" whom I am to love are not just my actual neighbors, but the billions all over the planet who 

might face devastation if global warming becomes as serious as many predict.  

 But Christ gave us two "great commandments." We are not only to love our fellow human beings as ourselves, 

but, first of all, to love the Lord our God (Matt 22:34-40). And it is the desire to love and honor God that is our most 

basic motivation to engage in environmental healing. In Resurrection and Moral Order, Oliver O'Donovan argues for a 

"creation ethics," in which, as he puts it, "The way the universe is, determines how man ought to behave himself in 

it."
140

 He argues that the Resurrection of Christ reaffirms God's original creation decision with respect to Adam, 

affirming the "order" that God has given to this life. Clearly, it is vital that people learn to live in accordance with that 

order. Kingdom and creation cannot be set against each other. Humans function in a creation ordered in certain ways by 

God himself. O'Donovan himself suggests the consequences for a Christian environmental ethics, founded on the 

biblical teaching about the intrinsic goodness and ultimate destiny of the created world. Christians ultimately care for 
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creation not because of our own self-interest or even out of love for others, but because the creation is God's. He asserts 

that  

Man's monarchy over nature can be healthy only if he recognizes it as something itself given in the nature 

of things, and therefore limited by the nature of things.  For if it were true that he imposed his rule upon 

nature from without, then there would be no limit to it. It would have been from the beginning a crude 

struggle to stamp an inert and formless nature with the insignia of his will. Such has been the philosophy 

bred by a scientism liberated from the discipline of Christian metaphysics. It is not what the Psalmist meant 

by the dominion of man, which was a worshipping and respectful sovereignty, a glad responsibility for the 

natural order which he both discerned and loved.
141

 

 A further step toward respecting this "order" of creation can be taken by the cultivation of wisdom. Biblical 

wisdom is especially the practical ability to discern the nature of things from a divine perspective. The NT frequently 

calls on the believer to act on the basis of wisdom: to treat all things in accordance with their divine reality. As those 

who are being renewed in the image of God and are thereby enabled to be the loving stewards of the earth humans were 

created to be, we need to understand as best we can the divine nature of the "nature" for which we have been given 

responsibility. I defended above the appropriateness of the stewardship metaphor as a way of summarizing the nature of 

human dominion over the earth. But it is relevant to our point here to note that the usefulness of the metaphor has been 

severely criticized by some, either because it retains too much anthropocentrism, or because it is too vague to be useful 

in practice. The deep ecologist Arne Naess puts it well: "The arrogance of stewardship consists in the idea of superiority 

which underlies the thought that we exist to watch over nature like a highly respected middleman between the Creator 

and the Creation.  We know too little about what happens in nature to take up the task."
142

 We have already dismissed 

the anthropocentric side of this objection: humans are, indeed, according to Genesis 1, the "middlemen" between God 

and creation. Among other things, our appointed role as stewards means that a biblical environmental ethic will avoid 

the uncritical hostility toward technology that characterizes some of the more extreme forms of environmentalism. God 

has given human beings the mandate to use their unique abilities creatively to intervene in the natural world.
143

 Human 

exercise of dominion must combine a "hands-off" approach in some matters with wise intervention in others. Both 

conservation and development are integral aspects of human "rule" of the earth.
144

 And here is where wisdom is needed. 

We begin with what God tells us in Scripture about the world we are called upon to manage. However, as we have 

noted, the information Scripture gives us, while fundamental to everything else, is limited and quite unspecific. 

Scripture must therefore be supplemented by what science tells us about the world that God has made. Christians should 

seek the best information available about the earth over which we have been appointed stewards. While we have come 

to recognize that science is by no means an objective and neutral endeavor, scientific studies, subjected to the scrutiny 

of other scientists, have the ability to reveal essential truth about our world, its problems, and its future. As John Stek 

puts it, "As we face the world, we must do so as those who know the Creator-King; as we face God, we must do so as 

those who know the creation. We can fulfill this vocation, fulfill the very purpose of our being, only as we rightly know 

both God and creation."
145

 

 Implementing the theology about the natural world that we have outlined above, finally, will require 

transformation. As those living in the "already" of eschatological realization, Christians are being renewed in their 

thinking (Rom 12:2; Eph 4:23), progressively being given the ability to look at all the world as God does. As McGrath 

has rightly noted,  

Lynn White is completely right when he argues that human self-centeredness is the root of our ecological 

crisis, but quite wrong when he asserts that Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has 

seen. The most self-centered religion in history is the secular creed of twentieth-century Western culture, 

whose roots lie in the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century and whose foundation belief is that 

humanity is the arbiter of all ideas and values.
146 

 

Wolfhart Pannenberg makes a similar point. Referring to White's thesis, he notes that it was only at the beginning of the 

18
th

 century that the dominion command was interpreted in terms of absolute human power over nature – just at the time 

"when modern humanity in its self-understanding was cutting its ties with the creator God of the Bible."
147

 Observers 

outside Christianity have made the same point. Kate Soper, for instance, argues that if we are serious about helping 

nature, we need to be willing to forego material benefits; "Or, to put it more positively, we need to re-think hedonism 

itself. . . . An eco-friendly consumption would not involve a reduction of living standards, but rather an altered 

conception of the standard itself."
148

 Christians, transformed in our basic mind-set through the Holy Spirit, should be in 

the vanguard of those who live and teach this new standard of hedonism.
149
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uses the plural throughout this passage: vv. 7, 10, 12); it is also plural in the Hebrew of the key OT background texts (Isa 65:17; 

66:22-24), though singular in the LXX. Revelation 21:1 uses the singular form in the Greek. The issue is stylistic rather than 

conceptual: the word is always plural in the Hebrew, and both the LXX translators and NT authors sometimes use the plural in Greek 

to conform to the Hebrew. The NT tends to use the singular form when ου�ρανός refers to the portion of the universe distinguished 
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 David Mathewsson provides a useful survey of interpretation on this matter (A New Heaven and a New Earth: The Meaning 
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like tumbleweed before a gale." 
64

 David Aune, Revelation 17-22 (WBC; Waco, Tex: Word, 1998) 1101, 1117; he compares 1 Enoch 96:16. 
65

 The closest biblical parallel to John's language is found in Theodotion's version of Dan 2:35, where the materials of the great 
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 BDAG classify the meaning of the verb here (α�πέρχοµαι) under the heading "to discontinue as a condition or state." Gale 
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"destroy" in the sentence "The tornado destroyed the house." The component parts of that house did not cease to exist; but the entity 

"house," a structure that provides shelter for human beings, ceased to exist.  
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 Russell, "New Heavens and New Earth," 186-97; William A. Dyrness, Let the Earth Rejoice: A Biblical Theology of Holistic 
Mission  (Westchester, IL: Crossway, 1983) 179. 

79
 Gunton, Christ and Creation, 31. See also Murray J. Harris, Raised Immortal: Resurrection and Immortality in the New 
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Celebrating the Lordship of Christ," in Pauline Studies: Essays Presented to Professor F.F. Bruce on His 70th Birthday [ed. Donald 
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(Genesis, 132), who argues that humans are to "subdue" the earth and "rule" the animals.  Nevertheless, rule over the animal kingdom 

is almost certainly, by synechdoche, intended to refer to the whole creation.  
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ο�µοιώσις); 1 Cor 11:7; Col 3:10 (ει�κών); Jas 3:9 (ο�µοιώσις). It is applied to Christ in Col 1:15 and 2 Cor 4:4, and believers are 

said to be in the process of assuming Christ's own image in Rom 8:29; 1 Cor 15:49; 2 Cor 3:18 (all using ει�κών). 
116

 See the brief surveys in Anthony A. Hoekema, Created in God's Image (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986) 33-65 and 

Westermann, Genesis 1-11, 147-55. A biblical and historical survey of views, with emphasis on relations of human beings to nature, 

is found in Hall, Imaging God, 68-181. Jacob Jervell provides the classic analysis of the image of God in Jewish sources (Jacob 

Jervell, Imago Dei: Gen 1,26f. im Spätjudentum, in der Gnosis und in den Paulinischen Briefen [FRLANT 58; Göttingen: 

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1960]). 
117

 In a recent survey of OT scholarship, Middleton claims that the connection between "image" and dominion is ubiquitous (J. 

Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1 (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2005) esp. 43-60, 88-90. Similar 

assessments are found in Josef Scharbert, "Der Mensch als Ebenbild Gottes in der neueren Auslegung von Gen 1:26," in Weisheit 



Distributed by the Center for Applied Christian Ethics                                                   Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL  February, 2007 22 

                                                                                                                                                            
Gottes – Weisheit der Welt: Festschrift für Josef Kardinal Ratzinger zum 60. Geburtstag (ed. Walter Baier, et al.; St. Ottilien: EOS, 

1987) 1.241-58; Hart, "Genesis 1:1-2:3," 317; and Gunnlaugur A. Jónsson,  The Image of God: Genesis 1:26-28 in a Century of Old 
Testament Research (ConBNT 26; Lund: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1988) 219-23. See also especially Hall, Imaging God; also Bernhard 

Anderson, "Human Dominion over Nature," in From Creation to New Creation, 111-31; Gunton, Christ and Creation, 100-103; 

Wolfhart Pannenberg, Anthropology in Theological Perspective (Philadephia: Westminster, 1985) 74-79; Hans Walter Wolff, 

Anthropology of the Old Testament (Philadelpia: Fortress, 1974) 159-62; Hoekema, Created in God's Image, 14, 75-88; Hughes, The 
True Image, 61-62; Scobie, The Ways of our God, 158-59; C. F. D Moule, Man and Nature in the New Testament (Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 1964) 2-3; D. J. A. Clines, "The Image of God in Man," TynB 19 (1968); Loren Wilkinson, "Christ as Creator and 

Redeemer," in The Environment and the Christian: What Does the New Testament Say About the Environment? (ed. Calvin DeWitt; 

Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1991) 284-89.  It is probably going too far to say that the exercise of dominion is the image; but the 

text certainly suggests that one important result or purpose for the image is dominion (see, e.g. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 29-32; 

Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972] 60; Waltke, Genesis, 66, 69-70; Walton, Genesis, 131-

32; Victor Hamilton, A Commentary on Genesis 1-17 [NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990] 135). 
118

 The connection would be explicit if the "dominion" statement expressed the purpose of the image statement: see, e.g., REB: 

"'let us make human beings in our image, after our likeness, to have dominion over . . .'" (see William J. Dumbrell, The Faith of 
Israel: A Theological Survey of the Old Testament [2d ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2002] 15-17; John H. Stek, "What Says the 

Scripture," in Portraits of Creation: Biblical and Scientific Perspectives on the World's Formation [ed. Howard van Till, et al.; Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990] 252).  But this reading of the syntax (taking the ו as introducing a purpose clause), while possible, is not 

likely. 
119

 For this reading of Gen 1:26, see esp. Bernhard Anderson, "Human Dominion Over Nature," in From Creation to New 
Creation, 119-31.    

120
 See, e.g. Bray, "God's Image in Man," 195-225. 

121
 I follow here the suggestion of Kevin Vanhoozer, that the image involves especially communicative, relational abilities 

("Human Being, Individual and Social," in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, ed. Colin E. Gunton [Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1997] 158-88). 
122

 See, e.g., Gunton, Christ and Creation, 103-8. 
123

 Blocher, In the Beginning, 184. See also Nash (Loving Nature, 119): "Ecologically, sin is the refusal to act in the image of 

God, as responsible representatives who value and love the host of interdependent creatures in their ecosystems, which the Creator 

values and loves.  It is injustice, the self-centered human inclination to defy God's covenant of justice by grasping more than our due 

(as individuals, corporate bodies, nations, and a species) and thereby depriving other individuals, corporate bodies, nations, and 

species of their due.  It is breaking the bonds with God and our comrades in creation.  It is acting like the owner of creation with 

absolute property rights.  Ecological sin is expressed as the arrogant denial of the creaturely limitations imposed on human ingenuity 

and technology, a defiant disrespect or a deficient respect for the interdependent relationships of all creatures and their environments 

established in the covenant of creation, and an anthropocentric abuse of what God has made for frugal use." 
124

 E.g., Lampe, "The New Testament Doctrine of Ktisis," 457-58; Gnanaken, God's World, 103-5. 
125

 Christ and Creation, 121; idem, "Atonement and the Project of Creation: An Interpretation of Colossians 1:15-23," Dialog 

35 (1996) 35-41. Note also Bernhard Anderson: "Thus the special status of humankind as the image of God is a call to responsibility, 

not only in relation to other humans but also in relation to nature.  Human dominion is not to be exercised wantonly but wisely and 

benevolently so that it may be, in some degree, the sign of God's rule over creation" ("Human Dominion Over Nature," in From 
Creation to New Creation, 119-31 [130]). See also Vanhoozer, "Human Being, Individual and Social," 166. 

126
 Among them are the implications of Jesus' nature miracles, the teaching about a "restoration [α�ποκατάστασις] of all 
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