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In the beginning…
In the beginning God makes a very good 
world. He creates from nothing (Genesis 
1:1), and brings light, order and life to 
chaos, darkness and emptiness. Before 
God starts working on the blank canvas he 
creates in Genesis 1:1, the world is literally 
void, dark, and deep (Genesis 1:2) – words 
that struck fear into its first readers. But 
God doesn’t leave things that way. He 
fills the void. He forms the universe, what 
we know as our environment (Genesis 
1:2-13), and then he fills it with light and 
life (Genesis 1:14-25). Everything is good 
(Genesis 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25). 

Then God makes us, people, to live 
in this environment, and “to fill 
the earth and subdue it”  
- Genesis 1:28. 

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.” – Genesis 1:28

We’re told that when we’re added to the 
picture, everything is “very good” (Genesis 
1:31). We’re not told in this passage what 
“fill the earth and subdue it” means – but 
there are a few hints in Genesis 2. God 
plants a garden in his world, his world is 
good, but the garden is better, the tree of 
life is there, it is a source of life for the rest 
of the world as rivers flow out of it (Genesis 
2:8-14). Adam, whose name literally means  
“of the earth,” is made, from the earth 
(Genesis 2:7) to be a gardener (Genesis 
2:15) to work it and take care of it – literally 
to “cultivate” and “guard” - which is an 
application, in the garden context, of the 
ideas of “filling” and “subduing.” 

What The Church 
Gets Wrong 
About Climate 
Change, But Jesus 
Makes Right...

The Bible is the story of 
God redeeming the good 
world he created for 
people to enjoy, a world 
broken by our rebellion. 
God sets about restoring 
the world through Jesus, 
who becomes human 
and goes to his death on 
the Cross to show God’s 
commitment to his world 
and to begin the process 
of renewal which will 
culminate when he returns 
to dwell with his people 
again.  

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

These words also have implications for 
viewing humanity’s created, image-
bearing, role as being God’s priests in his 
sanctuary, with the garden serving as a 
prototype Temple. 

Theologian Greg Beale, in an article titled 
‘Eden, The Temple, and the Church’s 
Mission in the New Creation’ says:  

“When these two words occur together later 
in the Old Testament, without exception 
they have this meaning and refer either to 
Israelites “serving and guarding/obeying” 
God’s word (about 10 times) or, more often 
to priests who “serve” God in the temple 
and “guard” the temple from unclean things 
entering it (Numbers 3:7-8, 8:25-26; 18:5-6, 1 
Chronicles 23:32, Ezekiel 44:14).”

There’s certainly a priestly aspect to 
Adam’s role as God’s image bearer, part 
of this priestly job is to protect the garden 
and expand its borders so that the whole 
of God’s creation is Eden-like (we know 
it isn’t, because we’re told the Garden is 
something God plants and marks out from 
the rest of creation (2:8), and God’s initial 
instructions to humanity are to “fill the 
earth and subdue it” which presumably 
requires an expansion and spread of the 
environment God lovingly places them 
in). This spread is essential so that the 
people created as God’s people fulfil their 
commission to be fruitful and multiply, can 
also enjoy God’s very good creation. Adam 
and Eve are to join God’s mission to bring 
light and life. This is God’s plan from the 
very beginning (Psalm 8). 
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Where things go 
wrong
God created the world, and humanity, 
with a view to defeating evil, ultimately in 
Jesus, the Lamb slain before the creation 
of the world (1 Peter 1:20, Revelation 13:8), 
but evil enters the Garden in the form of 
the Serpent, the Devil. If Adam and Eve 
were taking care of the Garden, protecting 
and expanding its borders, there’d be 
no place for the Serpent to speak. But, 
Adam and Eve don’t do this very well. They 
join the Serpent, who is a fan of chaos, 
darkness, death, and destruction. One of 
the results of the decision to reject God 
is that humanity’s close relationship with 
God’s creation is broken – instead of God 
providing food in abundance, we must 
now painfully toil, the ground we were to 
cultivate has turned against us, thorns 
replace fruit, and worst of all - we are made 
from dust, and will return to it (Genesis 
3:17-19). 

“Cursed is the ground because 
of you; through painful toil you 
will eat food from 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.” – Genesis 3:17-19

The curses of Genesis 3 specifically 
frustrate the role God’s people are meant 
to play in creation. 

The whole of creation is frustrated as 
a result (Romans 8:19-22).  Our sinful 
hearts change the way we approach the 
task of “subduing” the earth – when God 
diagnoses the human heart as “only evil 
all the time” (Genesis 6:5), it’s reflected 
in humanity’s complete corruption of the 
earth (Genesis 6:11-13). 

Now the earth was corrupt 

in God’s sight and was full of 
violence.  God saw how corrupt 
the earth had become, for all the 
people on earth had corrupted 
their ways. – Genesis 6:11-12

As Christians we have every reason to 
believe that the actions of people – the 
sinful, selfish, actions of people, change 
the climate, that we have fundamentally 
altered God’s good world, because we’re 
told that’s exactly what happened to God’s 
good world in Genesis 3. 

God’s plan to fix 
things
While we’ve trashed the place God made 
for us, the story doesn’t end there. God is 
committed to restoring his people and his 
world. God’s mission, both before these 
events, and afterwards, isn’t just to make 
the whole world into a pretty garden, but 
to physically dwell with his people in his 
good world.  

God recommissions people to “be fruitful 
and multiply.” His desire in this is to restore 
his relationship with people and their 
relationship with his creation. God wants 
to dwell with his people, in his world. 
When God tasks people like Noah (Genesis 
9), Abraham (Genesis 12), Jacob (Genesis 
28), Moses, and David, with this mission 
to multiply, there’s a seemingly strange 
response from these people who celebrate 
by building something to represent God’s 
presence. What they build changes, 
becoming more permanent as they journey 
towards a place where fruitfulness is 
possible, the Promised Land. This is a 
journey towards a restored climate, and 
these building projects are in recognition 
of God’s commitment to dwell with his 
people. Noah, Abraham and Jacob build 
altars (Genesis 8:18-9:17, Genesis 12:7-8, 
13:18, 28:10-22, 35:1-15). When Moses 
receives the law, and the promise that God 
will deliver the Promised Land to them, 
he builds an altar (Exodus 23:20-24:7). As 
Israel moves towards the Promised Land 
– the new Eden, where God’s curse is to be 

reversed (Deuteronomy 11:10-15, 28:1-14), 
the structures become more permanent, 
and they become places where God dwells, 
the Tabernacle, and then, the Temple (1 
Kings 8:1-61). When God instructs Moses 
on what the Tabernacle should look like, 
he promises to dwell in it (Exodus 25:8), 
he later walks in it, as he walked in the 
garden, the word used to describe his 
walking in the Garden (Genesis 3:8), is 
used to describe God’s presence in the 
Tabernacle (Leviticus 26:12, Deuteronomy 
23:14, 2 Samuel 7:6-7).  The Tabernacle’s 
design reflects the Garden, and anticipates 
the design of the Temple (1 Kings 6:18, 
29). The gold and precious stones present 
in Eden (Genesis 2) are incorporated into 
the design of God’s dwelling place and the 
clothing of the priest (Exodus 25:1-8, 35:20-
29), the lamp stands in the Tabernacle are 
made to look like trees (Exodus 25:31-38, 
37:17-22). 

 Israel has a special relationship with 
the Promised Land. It will provide them 
wealth and food as they live in it, mine it, 
and harvest in it, so long as they recognise 
that this provision comes from God, not 
their own strength (Deuteronomy 8). This 
special relationship depends on their 
keeping evil out of the land, and their 
continued obedience to God. They are to 
remove the idols of the nations (Exodus 
23, Leviticus 26:27-35, Deuteronomy 7). 
The Promised Land is to be the place God 
dwells in, in his Temple. If Israel does turn 
away from God they will be cursed, just like 
Adam and Eve were cursed (Deuteronomy 
28:15-24). The environment will turn 
against them (Deuteronomy 28:38-42), 
God will send enemies to them who will 
destroy the land and make it uninhabitable 
(Deuteronomy 28:53-63). 

“However, if you do not obey 
the LORD your God and do not 
carefully follow all his commands 
and decrees I am giving you 
today, all these curses will come 
on you and overtake you…

You will sow much seed in the 
field but you will harvest little, 
because locusts will devour it. You 
will plant vineyards and cultivate 
them but you will not drink 
the wine or gather the grapes, 
because worms will eat them.” – 
Deuteronomy 28:15, 38-39 

But because he is faithful to this 
restoration of creation, through his people, 
when he restores Israel he promises to 
restore the land (Deuteronomy 30:8-10). 
The special relationship Israel enjoys 
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with creation includes laws that govern 
how they live fruitful lives that subdue 
the land – they are to care for animals 
(Deuteronomy 22:4, 25:4, Exodus 23:4-5, 
Proverbs 12:10), and to give them Sabbath 
rest (Exodus 23:12), they’re also to give the 
land rest one year in seven, as a Sabbath 
(Exodus 23:10-11, Leviticus 25:1-7, 18-22, 
Nehemiah 10:31). 

Israel is meant to be a nation of priests 
(Exodus 19:6), expanding God’s presence 
all over the world – there’s a small taste of 
what this might look like when the Temple 
is built, and the nations come to Israel to 
worship God. David had hoped to be the 
one who would build a house for God, a 
permanent dwelling place in the Promised 
Land, but is told that God will build a 
house for him, and that his offspring 
would be the one to “build a house for my 
Name, and I will establish the throne of 
his kingdom forever” (2 Samuel 7). At first, 
Solomon seems to fit the bill. Solomon 
has a good relationship with the world, 
collecting wisdom about the world – about 
the environment, for a brief moment his 
relationship with the world looks like the 
sort of relationship Adam and Eve were 
created to enjoy. His wisdom even attracts 
people from all the nations and blesses 
them (1 Kings 4:29-34). Solomon shows 
what it looks like to relate well to God’s 
world. 

He spoke three thousand proverbs 
and his songs numbered a 
thousand and five. He spoke 
about plant life, from the cedar of 
Lebanon to the hyssop that grows 
out of walls. He also spoke about 
animals and birds, reptiles and 
fish. From all nations people came 
to listen to Solomon’s wisdom, 
sent by all the kings of the world, 
who had heard of his wisdom. – 1 
Kings 4:32-34

Solomon sets out to build a house for the 
Lord, and he even involves the nations in 
its construction.  The King of Tyre sends 
trees and craftsmen to help Solomon build 
the temple because Solomon appears 
to be “a wise son to rule over this great 
nation” (1 Kings 5:7-18). 

It looks like things are going well. It looks 
like this is the fulfilment of God’s promises 
to Abraham, where humanity’s relationship 
with the world will be restored. It looks 
like God will dwell with his people (1 Kings 
8:10-13). Solomon’s hope as he dedicates 
the Temple is that it will be a place the 
nations might come to know God (1 Kings 

8:41-43). But from here on, Israel do 
exactly what they’re told not to do – they 
pursue foreign gods – which God promised 
Solomon would be the undoing of the 
Temple (1 Kings 9:6-9). Right from the start 
– Solomon, who builds the Temple, spends 
more time and money on his own house 
than on God’s (1 Kings 6:37-7:1), the palace 
is bigger than the Temple (1 Kings 6:2, 7:2), 
and this is the pattern for the rest of the 
kings. When the Queen of Sheba visits, it 
isn’t God’s house that causes her to speak 
in wonder, but the “palace he had built” (1 
Kings 10:4). Solomon sets about undoing 
the work of Temple, and Israel’s presence 
in the Promised land by taking up foreign 
gods, and allowing their altars and high 
places to infest Israel (1 Kings 11:1-13). 

King after king in Israel follow the pattern 
of being more committed to their house, 
than to God’s. The books of 1 and 2 Kings 
contain story after story of kings setting 
up idols (or failing to tear them down) (eg 
1 Kings 12:25-33, 22:43, 2 Kings 16:1-4, 
21:1-9), some give the Temple’s treasury to 
foreign powers (2 Kings 14:14, 18:16). One 
king even remodels God’s Temple after 
seeing how the other nations set up their 
temples (2 Kings 16:10-18). God wants to 
dwell in his world, with his people – but like 
in Eden, they don’t want a bar of it. They’d 
rather live with anyone else. Eventually 
God grants them this wish, they are carried 
off to exile in Babylon, the king’s house is 
destroyed, as is the Temple (2 Kings 24:13-
14, 25:8-12).

Even as he expels his people from his 
Promised Land, and lays it to waste 
because of Israel’s idolatry (Ezekiel 14:12-
21), God remains committed to his mission 
of presence, and establishing his kingdom 
throughout the earth. The Prophets help 
Israel answer the question of where God 
might be found when his house is gone 
from Israel, and they are gone from the 
land (eg Ezekiel 8-11). They restate the 
promise that God will not abandon his 
commitment to his people and his world, 
they will be returned to the land, and 
given an undivided heart” and a new spirit 
(Ezekiel 11:17-21). 

This is the hope of the Old Testament, that 
Eden will be restored and spread across 
the whole earth. The Psalms and Prophets 
later see the Promised Land, the Temple, 
and Eden, as the prototype for the New 
Creation, and the place of fruitful, life-
giving, relationship with God. In Psalm 36, 
David describes God’s provision for people 
who take refuge in him as, literally, being 
“given a drink from the river of Eden” (the 
NIV translates this as “delights”), saying 
“with you is the fountain of life” (Psalm 

36:8-9). Isaiah says God will look on the 
ruins of Jerusalem and “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” (Isaiah 51:3), Isaiah sees 
a time when Israel’s “tent” – the dwelling 
place of God, will expand to include the 
nations and their cities (Isaiah 54:2-3). 
Ezekiel talks about the return from Exile 
being a recreation and a return to Eden 
(Ezekiel 36:33-38), where God’s sanctuary 
will be and he will dwell with his people 
forever (Ezekiel 37:24-28, 43:1-12). Ezekiel 
sees the new Creation as a Temple-Garden 
flowing with the water of rivers of life 
(Ezekiel 40-48, especially 47:7-12). Isaiah 
talks about a suffering servant who will 
come as God’s faithful servant, a light to 
the nations (Isaiah 42:6), who will restore 
Israel and be a light to the nations so God’s 
salvation may reach to the ends of the 
earth (Isaiah 49:6), fulfilling the role Adam 
and Eve were created to fill.

In the Old Testament, the state of the 
land is a marker of Israel’s faithfulness – 
whether a place of fruitfulness when Israel 
is faithful, or a dry, desolate wasteland, 
as a measure of their unfaithfulness, as 
God says, “The sky over your head will 
be bronze, the ground beneath you iron. 
The Lord will turn the rain of your country 
into dust and powder; it will come down 
from the skies until you are destroyed” 
(Deuteronomy 28:20-63, Leviticus 26:19-21, 
Ezekiel 14:12-21). 

There’s a very real sense, in the Promised 
Land, that climate change is the result, 
directly, of Israel’s sin. But, outside of 
Israel (both in the time of Deuteronomy 
and Ezekiel, and where we live), the 
situation is not as cut and dried. We’re 
told that the whole earth belongs to God, 
not just the Promised Land, and that he 
controls it (Psalm 65, Psalm 24, Psalm 89), 
we’re told that he sends rain to both the 
righteous and the unrighteous (Matthew 
5:43-47). The link between sin and the 
broken creation, in a specific sense, is less 
clear for us. Creation is frustrated, and 
in “bondage to decay,” as a result of our 
sin. Its hope, the hope of a transformed 
environment, is that the children of God 
might be revealed (Romans 8:20-21), or, as 
the Lord’s Prayer expresses the hope, that 
God’s will might be done on earth, as it is in 
heaven (Matthew 7:9-10). God’s Kingdom is 
not simply a spiritual reality, it is physical, 
it involves his plans for his people, and 
his world.  Where God’s children are not 
working to live out God’s kingdom, where 
we are not seeking love others in how 
we live in the world (Matthew 5:43-47, 
Romans 13:8-10), we might expect curse 
and brokenness to follow, rather than 
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fruitfulness, and for this brokenness to 
continue to affect our environment. 

Beyond the debate about the relationship 
between carbon production and 
the environment, the link between 
unloving, self-seeking, consumption and 
environmental damage is clear-cut. In the 
Old Testament, God’s people were to show 
their love for the environment and their 
neighbour by not over-harvesting, they 
were to leave food in the field for the poor 
and the oppressed (Leviticus 19:9-10), they 
were to give the land a Sabbath rest, one 
year in seven (Leviticus 25:1-7), these aren’t 
rules for cultivating the land outside of 
Israel’s covenant relationship with God in 
the Promised Land, but they are examples of 
what loving one’s neighbour, and “subduing” 
the earth looks like. How much more should 
Christians be motivated to live out the self-
giving love of Jesus displayed at the Cross in 
how we love others, and treat God’s world? 
However, our broken environment, and 
its human costs, are the result of a world 
broken by sin, not specifically a judgment on 
individual, or national, sin, when Jesus talks 
about a tower collapse, a natural disaster, 
that killed 18 people, he says this was not a 
result of their being more guilty than others 
(Luke 13). 

How Jesus Makes 
Things Right
Jesus came to mend our broken hearts, 
and the broken world, by bringing in God’s 
Kingdom, which will ultimately end in the 
New Creation.  He is the one who is able 

to do this work (Hebrews 1:3), work he 
undertakes in a very physical way – the 
word that created the world becomes flesh, 
entering the world to dwell, literally to 
tabernacle, with us (John 1:1-14), as God’s 
fullness dwells in him and he reconciles all 
things, “whether things on earth, or things 
in heaven” to himself (Colossians 1:19-20). 
Jesus is the true image bearer (Colossians 
1:15), he is the priest-king who shows what 
ruling and subduing the earth really looks 
like, and what it means to cultivate and 
guard God’s kingdom. In Jesus we have the 
model for valuing God’s creation and being 
fruitful. Jesus does this by holding these 
roles together in harmony, in order to bring 
new life, not seeing these roles as competing 
priorities (Colossians 1:15-20). 

“The Son is the image of the 
invisible God, the firstborn over 
all creation. For in him all things 
were created: things in heaven 
and on earth, visible and invisible, 
whether thrones or powers or rulers 
or authorities; all things have been 
created through 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

God’s will was to bring all things in heaven 
and earth, under Jesus (Ephesians 1:3-
23). Jesus comes as the true Son of David 
who builds God’s house. He reinvents 
our understanding of the Temple, first 
identifying himself as the Temple (John 
2:13-21), then us, as God now dwells in us by 
his Spirit (1 Corinthians 3:16-17, 2 Corinthians 
6:16, Ephesians 2:19-22). Through Jesus the 
earth becomes our inheritance (Matthew 
5:5), as we become God’s children and the 
answer to the longing expectation of our 
groaning world (Romans 8:19).

Jesus is “one greater than Solomon” 
(Matthew 12:42), who truly understands the 
way the world works. When he speaks in a 
way that echoes the wisdom of Proverbs 
observing truth from the world around him, 
the world that God made  (the reference 
to Solomon in Luke 12 is deliberate), Jesus 
says that it is God who causes the world to 
support life, and that he does this because 
he loves the world and the people he made 
(Luke 12:23-28). The good life is the life lived 
for the sake of the Kingdom of God, God’s 
provision of life for the animals he made 
us to rule over is a picture of his greater 
commitment to his people (Luke 12:23-34, 
Matthew 6:25-34). 

In Romans 1 we see two key mistakes people 
make when it comes to creation. These 
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mistakes are at the heart of what the 
Church gets wrong about climate change, 
and what people outside the church also 
get wrong. We’re told that creation reveals 
God’s invisible qualities and character 
(Romans 1:20), it’s implied that the right 
response to this is to glorify God and give 
thanks (Romans 1:21). People throughout 
church history have spoken of creation 
as God’s second book of revelation - a 
way God teaches people about himself. 
We can’t think this is true and then try 
to scribble over the book, or obscure its 
message. Presumably the way people who 
believe in the God of the Bible interact with 
the world is meant to help people find God, 
so we should live in the world in a way that 
demonstrates the story of its goodness, 
human brokenness, and its redemption in 
Jesus. 

The second mistake, one occasionally 
made by those arguing loudest about 
climate change, is to not glorify and give 
thanks to the God who made, and will 
redeem, creation - but to worship creation 
itself as God (Romans 1:21-25). This is a 
failure to read God’s book correctly, and 
according to Romans 1 leads to all sorts 
of wrong thinking about the world and 
human life (Romans 1:26-31). The way we 
believe the world will end, and what we 
choose to worship, shapes the way we live. 
Those who worship the world will seek to 
preserve it at all costs, and will fear climate 
change as though it will bring the end of 
the world as we know it. Christians have a 
better picture of the end of the world, that 
shapes the way we live. Those who worship 
the God who made the world and who 

promises to redeem it will live in ways that 
reflect where the world came from, and 
where it is going.

The Garden, the Tabernacle, and the 
Temple all anticipate the new creation 
where God will spread Eden all over the 
world, as he brings the new Jerusalem 
to Earth, and establishes a Garden-City-
Temple, where he will dwell with his 
people, for ever. Where he will live with us 
in the world where evil has been defeated 
and the Serpent destroyed (Revelation 
21-22). God’s restoration plan includes 
the world. God’s mission is to dwell 
with people, physically, in a life-giving, 
paradise. God’s promises of eternal life are 
never disembodied, or ultimately removed 
from the good world he made. 

Then the angel showed me the 
river of the water of life, as clear 
as crystal, flowing from the 
throne of God and of the Lamb 
down the middle of the great 
street of the city. On each side 
of the river stood the tree of life, 
bearing twelve crops of fruit, 
yielding its fruit every month. And 
the leaves of the tree are for the 
healing of the nations. 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 22:1-3


