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Introduction 
[TITLE SLIDE 01] 

A couple of weeks ago Barton lead us through the consideration of Beauty and how the Christian story 

best accounts for the human love of beauty and the why we are inspired when we hear beautiful music, 

or see a beautiful work of art or, and this is most important for our topic today, when we experience 

something beautiful in nature. Many of us, if not all of us, have had the experience of being moved, 

almost transported to another realm by something external, something on earth. For me it has been 

experiences like walking through the highlands of Scotland or exploring the glowworm caves in New 

Zealand or snowshoeing in Waterton Park in Alberta; these experiences have evoked such wonder, such 

awe, such transcendent happiness that I almost lose my particularity. You know what I mean. I get 

caught up in the beauty of the Earth that I lose awareness of myself because it is so overwhelmingly 

powerful. 

As we continue in our series The Story and Makes Sense of our Stories, the question before each of us 

today is, 

(SLIDE 02) What is my relationship to planet Earth? 

You may find that you respond a bit different to this message in comparison to the previous ones, 

especially if you are a Christ-follower. I am concerned that the Christian has become mixed together 

with other stories resulting in an unbiblical story that uses Christian words to hide this problem. I will 

provide some points of reference for you today to help clarify what I see is the biblical Christian story. 

[TITLE SLIDE 03] 

To get us going I want to talk to you about two books, these two books. My purpose in talking about 

these books is not to tell you about their content or even promote them – though they both look to be 

good; this one was helpful for this message. I draw your attention to these books because I want to tell 

you about how I came by them and something about that interaction. Both of these books were given to 

me by Phil and Martha Horton. They loaned this book to me and gifted this one to me. You might notice 

the bright sticky note peeking up through the top. Let me read you what it says: “This book belongs to 

Horton’s.” You might now be thinking, “Why use a sticky-note for that? Why not just write that on the 

first page of the book itself? Or, better yet, why not get one of those fancy, custom made stamps with 

your name on it and stamp it into the book to identify its owner? Aha! That brings me to the other book. 

You don’t see it but there is a brightly coloured sticky-note in this one too. This one reads: “A gift from 

Phil & Martha Horton [with the date]” and then adds in parentheses, “We don’t like to mark up books 

[smiley face].” Now you know the purpose of the sticky-note. So here is why I took the time to tell you 
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this today: What would you think of me if I took this book, before I returned it to them wrote inside the 

front page something like “Hey Phil and Martha! Thanks for lending me this book. It was really good. I 

especially liked Chapter 1 because it helped me prepare for my sermon today. You are awesome. Have a 

great day. P.S. Oh, by the way, thanks again for the other book. I am excited to read that one too.” And I 

wrote all that around the stick-note maybe even wrote it is big letters so that I had to continue on the 

next page or on the inside cover. What would you think about me as a person if you knew that I knew 

that Phil and Martha don’t like to mark up their books but because I don’t mind, I just went ahead and 

marked up the book that they loaned to me? 

I hope you would be offended by my actions, especially if you know Phil & Martha, right?! I hope you 

would think less of me and on the spot insist that I order them another book. It is and should be wrong 

to treat something that doesn’t belong to you as if it did, especially if you dishonour the owner by 

mistreating it. 

With that, let’s now turn to Genesis 1, the foundational text for understanding the Judeo-Christian story 

explaining humanity’s relationship to the Earth. 

Body 
(SLIDE 04) Genesis 1:26-31 

I’m going to organize the ideas from this passage around two parts: the Content (of our relationship to 

the Earth) and the Context (for our relationship with the Earth). 

(SLIDE 05) Content 

These are the substantial facets of the Judeo-Christian story. There is nothing tricky here.  

(SLIDE 06) Let them have dominion (v26). 

Genesis describes God deciding beforehand that one of the great opportunities of being human is to 

have dominion over the rest of the created order. This is important. The relationship between humanity 

and the earth on the Judeo-Christian story is one that is intentional and primordial. There is nothing 

interesting about how the word is used here. It means rule or lordship. That’s it. We need to recognize 

this and not shy away from it especially considering some of the other stories out there that consider 

this kind of language as offensive. I’ll get to those stories shortly. Here God intentionally establishes the 

human being in a leadership role with regard to the earth and everything in it. Notice that the text 

explains the purview, or constituency of humanity’s dominion: over the fish of the sea, and over the 

birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping 

thing that creeps upon the earth.1 

From the outset, from the point of establishing the human being, dominion is God’s explicit intent. 

The other facet of the content of humanity’s relationship with the Earth is God’s instruction: 

(SLIDE 07) Be fruitful and […] multiply, fill, subdue, have dominion (v28). 

                                                           
1 The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1989), Ge 1:26. 
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God then explains the direction of this relationship for the human being. He instructs humanity to 

multiply (that is reproduction is a part of our explicit responsibility); fill (responsible to spread out over 

the surface of the earth); subdue (make those places inhabitable); and once again, to exercise rule. 

Right now, some of you might be cringing to yourself: “What are you talking about? This is exactly what 

got us into the problems that we are facing such as: climate change, extreme poverty, overpopulation, 

the endangering of animal species. Is this really the Judeo-Christian story? I’m not sure I can buy in to 

this part of it. The last few weeks have been good, but this week I might be interested in some of the 

other stories instead.” 

Ok, let’s look at them but before we do, let me just remind you: I haven’t finished with the Christian 

story. I did, however, stop there to make a larger point which I will clarify later. 

(SLIDE 8) Other Stories 
For the sake of explanation, I have grouped these stories into two very broad and oversimplified 

characteristics. I apologize to those who are familiar with the details of these worldviews, but I needed 

to start somewhere. So here we go. 

I want to briefly touch on seven stories with conclusions about the nature of the relationship between 

the human being and the Earth. I’ll explain why so many in just a moment. I will present them to you in 

two categories based on what they conclude about the nature of the Earth: group one concludes that  

the Earth is real, and group two concludes that  the Earth is illusory or, at best a reflection of what is 

really real. 

(SLIDE 9) The Earth is Real 
The group of stories that share this conclusion all look at the Earth as something very important but 

have different reason why the Earth is important. 

The first member is (SLIDE 10) Scientific Materialism. On this story the Earth is not only real but its 

relationship with humanity is such that it reveals knowledge about itself. It is such a thing and humans 

are such that are able to interact in such a way as to discover the way in which it is, the way in which it 

exists. Over the course of time humanity has been able to organize this information into very large 

groups such as biology (the general study of all life), botany (the study of plants), zoology (the study of 

animals), chemistry (the study of the chemical components of the Earth) and physics (the study of the 

way in which these various systems interact with each other). The knowledge gained over the centuries 

is stunning. Scientific Materialism, however, also claims that there is no ultimate purpose to the 

knowledge acquisition because ultimately the Earth will be destroyed, most likely by the death of its 

nearest star. While this event is not for an estimated 5 – 10 billion years, it is, nonetheless, inevitable. 

There is nothing we can do for this Earth in light of its ultimate destiny, but the information we gain 

before this catastrophic extinction event is still amazing and we owe it to ourselves and to those who 

come after us to learn all we can because why? Well, because we can. 

The next group that views the Earth as something real is what I’ll lump together as (SLIDE 11) Paganism. 

This story tells us that the Earth is very special because in some way it is divine. The nature of the 

relationship between humanity and the Earth is thus of that between a god and a supplicant. 

Humanity’s responsibility is to worship the Earth because it has given rise in some divine way to all life 

as we know it. Maybe you can hear echoes of views like Hinduism, Native religions, Wicca and other 
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Neopagan groups. Ultimately, because it is divine, the Earth, or at least what we consider the Earth will 

go through an eternal number of births and rebirths. There is nothing we can do or need to do other 

than worship it. In fact, in truth for some in this collection, there is no real distinction between the Earth 

and humanity. We are all one and the same. 

I’ve classified the final group that views the Earth as something really there for humanity as (SLIDE 12) 

Hedonism. Broadly speaking this story tells us that there is purpose to all that we see, and taste and 

touch and hear and feel and that purpose is human pleasure. This group would also include the group 

that we read about in the Bible called Epicureans who held a similar view but one that was a little be less 

satisfying. This main idea is the same, the Earth and all it contains is there for the pleasure our senses. At 

extremity of this story, humanity has the right to use the Earth for pleasure even at the expense of the 

Earth itself. On this story, humanity is defined by the individual human being and thus, the individual can 

determine what is enjoyable for herself. There is little to no sense of responsibility to anyone but oneself 

and so as long as you are enjoying life, that is the highest good. 

The next category is made up of those who view the Earth with deep suspicion. 

(SLIDE 13) The Earth is Not Really Real 
There are just two groupings of views in this group but as you can imagine or as some of you know, 

these groups can be quite difficult to understand but they are important to address because I think that 

some of these ideas have seeped into the thinking of some Christians. That is, parts of the Judeo-

Christian story have been exchanged for some of these ideas. I’ll explain. 

The first group makes the stronger claim that the Earth – and all other material reality – is not real. This 

group is characterized by (SLIDE 14) Buddhism which teaches that there are four truths: life is incapable 

of satisfying and thus is suffering to us; the cause of this suffering is our attachment to or desire for life 

(we keep going after things of existence that cannot satisfy); the way to stop suffering is to stop clinging 

to these things that we believe will satisfy; the final truth is that the way to stop clinging to life as it 

appears is to follow an eightfold path. I’ll leave you to research that for yourselves if you are curious. 

The point is that we appear to ourselves to be separate part of life but rather we are not really because 

what is real is not what appears real to us. As humans we must detach ourselves from cares and desires, 

things that keep us tied to life on Earth. A related group is making a kind of resurgence over the last few 

years, (SLIDE 15) Stoicism. Stoicism, another story mentioned in the Bible teaches the human beings 

must free ourselves from the negative effects of life on Earth. We do that, again, by working at it 

ourselves by developing the wisdom necessary to live a virtuous life no matter what comes our way 

even death. For the Stoic while there is a kind of reason in the background of life on Earth there is also 

fate and the irresistible relationship between reason and fate results in a life that may or may not make 

sense. 

The other group that treats the Earth as something that is not really real is (SLIDE 16) Platonism. Plato, 

the great student of Socrates and teacher of Aristotle who lived in the fourth century BCE. Plato taught 

that the world that we observe is at best a shadow of what is really real. The material of the Earth and 

the rest of material reality is a poor medium for the truth of what is really real, what Plato referred to as 

the Forms. Our problem is that we take for granted what is presented to our senses as true when if fact, 

if we just thought hard enough, we would realize that all we are looking at are shadows of the Ideal 

Forms of the true reality. We can learn to see this if we think hard enough and learn enough to 
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remember the eternal knowledge that is present deep down in all of us. We can learn something about 

the real through that which is not really real, the Earth and all it contains but the things we learn from, 

those things we observe are not real in and of themselves. We are living in a bit of an illusion. The key is 

to think hard enough and learn enough that we can escape the illusion of the material world. Another 

version of this story is found in (SLIDE 17) Gnosticism which plagued early Christianity. Like Plato, the 

Gnostic held that knowledge is the key to finding release from the illusion of this world but in the case of 

the Gnostic, the knowledge is secret, revealed only to the initiated. The goal from both the Platonist and 

the Gnostic is to find release from the illusion of the material world. So the mind or spirit of humanity is 

good and the physicality of the world, including that which ties humanity to this Earth, the body, is bad. 

We need to escape from the material into the light of the spiritual realm or the realm of the ideal forms. 

Does this sound kind of familiar? 

Maybe you’ve heard something similar but using more Christian-sounding words. Those who are saved 

escape the judgement of this world which results in destruction and go to heaven. 

[TITLE SLIDE 18] 

Before I deal more with that piece, let’s take stock of where we are. First we heard part of the Judeo-

Christian story about the relationship between humanity and the Earth, one that emphasizes dominion 

and subduing. These sorts of things, in light of the desperate challenges we are facing, seem a little 

hollow. 

Ok. Moving on for a time, we looked at stories that seem to present some more positive or encouraging 

aspects. Scientific Materialism recognizes the communicative aspect of the material universe; it is 

speaking, declaring information about itself. It is rational. Paganism senses something special about the 

earth and evokes a sacredness from its deeply mystical and awe-inspiring nature. Hedonists derive 

pleasure from the earth. Buddhi-Stoicism identifies abiding challenges to humanity that appear implicit 

in the nature of the earth that seems to prohibit the flourishing of humanity. Platonic-Gnosis suggests 

that humanity is meant for something more, that there is something more needed for human flourishing 

beyond the material world in which we find ourselves. 

However, maybe you also sensed some abiding challenges to these stories. Scientific Materialism cannot 

offer hope, Paganism cannot offer anything beyond just accepting the earth, Hedonism cannot justify 

anything good beyond individual proclivities, Buddhism and Platonism seeks only to escape the earth as 

if it was a doomed vessel.  

Now let’s get back to the Judeo-Christian story in Genesis 1:26-31. 

(SLIDE 19) Context 
Now I want to make clear the context for the command to “have dominion” over and to “subdue” the 

Earth because the context provides markers to help us understand just how we are to do these things. 

First, take a look at verse 26: 

(SLIDE 20) Make humankind in our image (v26). 

Here all I want to point out is that on the Judeo-Christian story, humanity is imbued with the means to 

reflect who God by virtue of being his special image-bearer. As Dru Johnson explains, 
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(SLIDE 21) “the image of God gives humanity both a different status and culpability among the creatures 

in the world” (Johnson, 26) 

Sometimes the Christian story emphasizes the uniqueness of humanity – and it should – but it does so 

sometimes at the expense of the responsibility entailed by that uniqueness. Humanity is not comparable 

to a great painting that is placed in a gallery for the enjoyment of its observers. Rather, […] 

(SLIDE 22) God saw everything that he had made […] it was very good (v31). 

This is God’s planet. He has declared it “very good.” That is his valuation. Nothing has changed. Granted, 

instead of filling the earth with God’s glory as his image-bearers, we have filled it with violence and the 

Earth has become polluted. But, as Iain Provan concludes even in light of the problems in the world,  

(SLIDE 23) “The world that is created by the personal God is […] never regarded by biblical faith as a 

problem to be overcome. It is good. There are problems that arise within the world, to be sure. These 

must be overcome” (Provan, 41). 

As Bartholomew and Goheen conclude, 

(SLIDE 24) “[Genesis 1:26-31] clearly identifies humankind’s vocation of rule or dominion over creation 

not as tyrannical exploitation of nature but as careful stewardship. God acts for the good of the creation 

and not for selfish pleasure. God creates a perfect home for humankind, and at every point in God’s 

work, Genesis describes the creation as ‘good’ and ‘very good.’ (SLIDE 25) Over this good creation, God 

calls the human ‘ruler’ to serve as steward or under-sovereign rule over the earth. […] It is impossible to 

read this as suggesting that humans are free to do what they like with God’s workmanship. Above all 

things, human caretakers are accountable to the divine Creator for the world entrusted to their care” 

(B&G, 25) 

As his image-bearers we have the responsibility to demonstrate that image in the way we live and act 

and in what we expect. What should we expect? That is, what does God intend to do with the Earth? 

Here let me quickly summarize the ideas of theologian Richard Middleton. Middleton is concerned that  

(SLIDE 26) “The Christian hope has constantly been understood as hope for human fulfillment in another 

world (‘heaven’) rather than as hope for the eternal future of this world in which we live” (33). 

To clean this up Middleton looks to Scripture: 

(SLIDE 27) TITLE SLIDE] 

Jesus explains in Mt19.28 that at the end we should expect a “renewal of all things.” 

Peter proclaims in Ac3.21 that Jesus’ return will be “the time of universal restoration that God 

announced long ago.” Where did he announce that? In places like Isaiah 55 where we will read that the 

mountains and the hills will “burst into song” and the trees of the field will “clap their hands.” They look 

forward to their time of restoration. 

In the New Testament letters, we also read of God’s intent to reconcile all things to himself through 

Christ in places like Col1.20 and Eph1.10. And of course, in Rom8.21 we read the promise that “creation 

itself will be set free from its bondage to decay.” This text echoes Hosea 4 which reveals the reason the 
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land mourns is because “the Lord has an indictment against the inhabitants of the land.” His image-

bearers have betrayed him. 

Certainly, the Bible is full of poetic passages that describe the apocalyptic nature of the judgement of 

God and that judgement will proceed to eradicate evil from the Earth, but the focus of that judgement 

in the Judeo-Christian story is the recalcitrant human being. To turn our backs on the one whose image 

we bear, is the ultimate in betrayal. I plead with you turn to God, confess your evil and follow Jesus 

Christ, the God man, for your salvation. 

Conclusion 
Craig Bartholomew and Michael Goheen explain that, 

(SLIDE 28) “The biblical story describes this world as a marvelous home prepared for humankind, a place 

in which men and women and children may live and thrive and enjoy the intimate presence of 

companionship of the Creator himself” (Bartholomew & Goheen, 19) 

The Judeo-Christian story of humanity’s relationship with the Earth provides us hope that God’s 

intention is to restore the goodness of his creation including you and I. If you have not responded to the 

invitation to reconcile with our loving and mighty Creator, now is your opportunity. Today is the day. 

Don’t put it off any longer. This is the first step in restoring humanity’s proper dominion over the Earth. 

God demonstrated his love for us through Jesus Christ who died for our sins, who defeated death and 

who is the only one to be able to lead us through this life into the life in its full glory of humanity and 

creation in proper orientation with our Creator. 

How we live affects the earth. This should not be a surprise because it is found in the very nature of the 

created order itself. Humanity is commissioned to be the earth’s (and all it contains) caretaker. 

As we conclude here is one question for your consideration: 

(SLIDE 29) What is one thing that you can do to demonstrate Godly care for the Earth? 

We are still working on this; working on the technology to be able to counter what has, for a long time 

become abuse of the Earth. As Christians, our story tells us that you and I are responsible. Even before 

we analysis specific details, even before we hear from the scientists and philosophers who are telling us 

that we are facing some deep trouble. Before all of that, God tells us that right from the beginning, 

worked right into the purpose of the creation of humanity is responsibility. Have dominion. Subdue. Yes! 

But do so on the basis of the image of God – reflecting God’s nature and character – to treat everything 

with its original nature: And God saw everything that he had made – EVERYTHING – that it was 

exceedingly good. 

[Land on the absolute dominion of God over creation to lead into the song.] 


