
 
 

 
 
Act with Hope! 
 
Great is the mystery of faith: 
Christ has died, 
Christ is risen, 
Christ will come again.   Common Worship, Holy Communion 
 
In the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam hangs one of the most famous of Rembrandt’s 
earlier works, painted in 1630.   It is called Jeremiah lamenting the destruction of 
Jerusalem,  and depicts the prophet Jeremiah with a sorrowful face lined with wrinkles 
and covered with a while beard,  melancholically resting his head on his hand.   His 
elbow is propped on a large book.  Around him are various precious vessels, perhaps 
from the temple.  The date is 587 BC.   Exiles from the kingdom of Judah are being 
taken away to Babylon.  Away in the far distance in the painting, Jerusalem is being 
plundered by Nebuchadnezzar’s troops and Judah’s King Zedekiah, blinded by the 
invading soldiers,  is covering his eyes.   It is the scene Jeremiah had been warning 
against for allof his long ministry.    The book presumably represents the Book of the 
Law which had been the basis of the reforms of good King Josiah who was a 
contemporary of Jeremiah in his younger days.   The young king was aware of the 
political unrest in the region, that the northern kingdom of Israel had been brought to 
an end and that his kingdom of Judah was effectively a vassal of the mighty Assyria.    
The early chapters of Jeremiah’s prophecy depict a people enmeshed in pagan 
worship and immorality.  Josiah sought the LORD,  and began a programme of reform, 
trying to purge the country of idolatry.  The discovery of a forgotten book of the law, 
which many people identify with Deuteronomy, gave to King Josiah,  and also the 
prophet Jeremiah,  a firm basis on which to call the people back to their covenant 
God,  and their covenant obligations.  For Jeremiah, as for Amos and other prophets 
two hundred years earlier,  God’s judgment was falling on the people of God because 
they had broken his covenant and turned from his ways.    
 
Jeremiah reflects on the miseries of his time, both of the people and of the 
environment, and sees in them a sign of God’s judgment. 
 
‘Disaster overtakes disaster, the whole land is laid waste… My people are foolish, they 
do not know me;  … they are skilled in doing evil,  but do not know how to do good.’  
I looked on the earth, and lo, it was waste and void; and to the heavens and they had 
no light.  I looked on the mountains, and lo, they were quaking, and all the hills 
moved to and fro.  I looked, and lo, there was no one at all, and all the birds of the air 
had fled.  I looked, and lo, the fruitful land was a desert, and all its cities were laid in 
ruins before the LORD, before his fierce anger.   Jer.4. 23f. 
 
And more explicitly: 
 



 
 

Do you not fear me? says the LORD:  Do you not tremble before me?  I placed the 
sand as a boundary for the sea, a perpetual barrier that it cannot pass; though the 
waves toss, they cannot prevail, though they roar, they cannot pass over it.  But this 
people has a stubborn and rebellious heart; they have turned aside and gone away.  
They do not say in their hearts, ‘Let us fear the LORD our God, who give the rain in its 
season, the autumn rain and the spring rain, and keeps for us the weeks appointed for 
the harvest.’  Your iniquities have turned these away,  and your sins have deprived 
you of good.’  Jer.5.22f. 
 
The sense here is not of God vindictively withholding rainfall in order to punish a 
disobedient people,  but that the breaking of the covenant between God and his 
people inevitably has repercussions for all the other covenanted relationships his 
people were part of  -  with each other and with their environment.    It is the 
Deuteronomic theme again:  where there is commitment to God and walking in God’s 
ways, there is the blessing of fruitfulness;   refusal to walk in God’s ways leads to 
consequences which can affect the environment, even the climate.   
 
This is how Jeremiah interprets a time of drought: 
 
Judah mourns and her gates languish; they lie in gloom on the ground, and the cry of 
Jerusalem goes up.  Her nobles send their servants for water;  they come to the 
cisterns,  they find no water, they return with their vessels empty.   They are ashamed 
and cover their heads, because the ground is cracked.  Because there has been no 
rain on the land the farmers are dismayed; they cover their heads.  Even the doe in 
the field forsakes her newborn fawn because there is no grass. The wild asses stand 
on the bare heights, they pant for air like jackals; their eyes fail because there is no 
herbage.   (Jer.14. 1-6) 
 
On this poignant passage about lack of water,  Derek Kidner comments  ‘In a few 
terrible verses,  the plight of every living thing confronts us  -  for lack of what none 
can command,  and none can do without.    On so fine a thread hangs all we take for 
granted.’1 
 
Human actions have consequences for the whole of our ecosystem:  the 
precariousness and interconnectedness of all life is underlined.  Human sin affects the 
planet.   
 
Many years earlier than Jeremiah, Isaiah of Jerusalem had similarly linked changes in 
the earth through changes in the climate with human sinfulness and the breaking of 
God’s covenant: 
 
The earth dries up and withers, the world languishes and withers; the heavens 
languish together with the earth.  The earth lies polluted under its inhabitants; for 
they have transgressed laws, violated statutes, broken the everlasting covenant.   Isa. 
24. 4f. 
 
This is another example of the moral and spiritual dimensions to the relationship 
between humanity and our environment – and so to the climate.    Ultimately the 
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crisis of climate change will not be solved simply by technology or economics.  Of 
course we will need to use the very best science and technology available.   Of course 
there will need to be agreed political and economic decision.  But the crisis goes much 
deeper.   The deeper question is who we are, and what human living on this earth 
means and can mean.  Climate change takes us back to questions of God, creation 
and human covenant-breaking.  Fundamentally climate change is a moral and spiritual 
question. 
 
We need to go back again to the earliest creation story in Genesis 2 and 3 to set the 
context for this understanding of the ecological implications of human sin.   
 
Genesis 2 and 3 
 
As we have seen, the Genesis narrative in these two chapters tells the story of human 
ambiguity.   There is a garden with trees that are pleasant to the sight and good for 
food;  there is water and refreshment,  freedom and delight.  Humanity, male and 
female, is given the responsibility of serving and protecting the garden, which is both 
a home for plants and animals, and is the human social context for personal love.  But 
the paradox of human freedom is the need for boundaries to prevent liberty becoming 
destructive licence.    The boundary in the garden is the provision of the one tree – of 
the knowledge of good and evil - which human beings were not to eat.   Humanity 
was intended to grow in the knowledge of God on the basis of obedience to God’s 
word.    But as Genesis chapter 3 so graphically illustrates,  by some inscrutable 
providence, a voice of temptation comes from within the Garden casting doubt on the 
reliability of God’s word, and enticing humanity to ‘be like God’.    That reaching across 
God-given boundaries is the basis of what Christian theology calls sin.  It shows itself 
in regarding humanity and the world as autonomous, and without need of God.   It 
leads to what St Paul calls worshipping and serving the creature, rather than the 
Creator. (Rom.1 25).  In the Garden, temptation prepares the way for disobedience.  
The man and the woman experience the power of wrong in their lives.  Their eyes are 
opened; they now know something of good and evil.    And so the narrative expounds 
the anatomy of human sin:   obedience gives way to rebellion; openness gives way to 
shame; responsible living is coloured by guilt; freedom is replaced by bondage; 
blessing becomes curse; sexual complementarity becomes subordination; work is 
experienced as toil; human fellowship is replaced by banishment from the Garden;   
the gift of life becomes the rule of death.2 
 
‘Cursed is the ground’ 
 
Among the effects of God’s reaction to human sin in the story in Genesis 3, is his 
‘curse’ of the ground: 
 
Cursed is the ground because of you; in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your  life; 
thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat the plants of the field.  
By the sweat of your face you shall eat bread until you return to the ground, for out of 
it you were taken; you are dust, and to dust you shall return.  Gen 3. 17f. 
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What is this?  Cassuto3 comments on Gen 3. 17 that in order to understand the nature 
of the earth’s ‘curse’ we must first understand what is meant by its ‘blessing’.  He cites 
Deut 33. 13 -15 to show that a blessed land is one that is amply watered and fertile  -  
so,  he says,  a cursed land lacks water and fertility.   In the Garden, which was well 
watered and produced abundant fruit, human beings were able to live with satisfaction 
and without anxiety.  From then on, however, the earth would yield its harvest only 
with difficulty and struggle.     Von Rad writes of a break in the ‘affectionate 
relationship’ between human beings and the earth, which is the material basis for life  
-  that is the ‘solidarity’ of creation which existed between human beings and the earth 
is now broken.  There is ‘an alienation that expresses itself in a silent, dogged struggle 
between man and the soil.’4 
 
In summary, God’s curse of the ground is another way of expressing the fact that the 
relationship of human beings to the environment is fractured through human sin.  The 
symbol of that fracture is the Genesis reference to ‘thorns and thistles’. 
 
It is clear that many of the factors contributing to climate change reflect the efforts of 
human beings in different ways to reach out beyond God-given boundaries, to refuse 
to live within the terms of God’s covenant of peace.  So Michael Northcott writes of 
the ‘threatened collapse of industrial civilisation’ as traceable to ‘an imperious refusal 
of biopolitical limits’ and the ‘refusal of modern humans to see themselves as 
creatures, contingently embedded in networks of relationships with other creatures, 
and with the Creator.’5 
 
It is that fracture in the relationship between human beings and their environment  -  
and indeed with each other  -  which is the result of the fracture of humanity’s 
relationship with the Creator God of the Cosmic Covenant, which forms the backdrop 
for the whole covenant story of the redemption of God’s people Israel,  and through 
them of all humanity and God’s world.   
 
The covenant story beginning with God’s call to Abraham, and worked out through 
Moses, David, the Deuteronomic historian and the prophets is told as the response of 
the Creator God to his people, through the gift of the covenant of redemption.  The 
calling of Abraham is God’s response to the sins of Adam.  It is worked out as the 
promise of a new people, Israel, who would be called to serve as a light to all 
humanity.    The covenant of redemption is God’s response to human failing.  It 
begins in God’s steadfast faithful love, as perhaps most clearly seen in the prophecy of 
Hosea,  who describes the character of the covenant LORD in terms of God’s 
steadfast, faithful love (Hebrew: chesed).   The covenant obligation on God’s people, 
and so on all humanity, is then to respond with a commitment of steadfast, faithful, 
loving allegiance.  There are times of blessing and fruitfulness;   there are times of 
failure, judgment and drought.  
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The broken covenant calls for radical renewal 
 
It is significant that Amos, who so clearly denounced the people of God for their 
covenant failures, also eventually held out a hope of restoration. 
 
The time is surely coming, says the LORD, when the one who ploughs shall overtake 
the one who reaps,  and the treader of grapes the one who sows the seed;  the 
mountains shall drip sweet wine,  and all the hills shall flow with it.  I will restore the 
fortunes of my people Israel, and they shall rebuild the ruined cities and inhabit them; 
they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine, and they shall make gardens and eat 
their fruit.   (Amos.9.13f).  
 
Likewise his southern contemporary, Isaiah of Jerusalem, looks for the time when:  
 
the wilderness and the dry land shall be glad, the desert shall rejoice and blossom;  
like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly,  and rejoice with joy and singing. 
(Isa.35.1f.)   
 
It is 150 years later, however, throughout most of the second part of Isaiah, that is,  
chapters 40 – 55,  that the vision of renewal and restoration is most fully elaborated.     
Comforting words to the people of God in exile in Babylon hold out the vision of a 
people living under God’s pardon and in God’s peace, in which even thorns and thistles 
are replaced: 
 
You shall go out in joy and be led back in peace; the mountains and the hills before 
you shall burst into song, and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands.  Instead 
of the thorn shall come up the cypress; instead of the brier shall come up the myrtle; 
and it shall be to the LORD for a memorial, for an everlasting sign that shall not be cut 
off. (Isa.55.12f.) 
 
Ezekiel has a vision of the dry bones in the valley coming back to life, ending with a 
renewed covenant promise 
 
I will make a covenant of peace with them; it shall be an everlasting covenant with 
them; and I will bless them and multiply them, and will set my sanctuary among them 
for evermore.  Ezek. 37.26 
 
But it is to Jeremiah, with whose lamentations we began this chapter, that we turn for 
the richest promise of a renewed covenant.    
 
The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with 
the house of Israel and the house of Judah.  It will not be like the covenant that I 
made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land 
of Egypt  -  a covenant that they broke,  though I was their husband, say the LORD.   
But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days,  say 
the LORD:  I will put my law within them,  and I will write it on their hearts;  and I will 
be their God,  and they shall be my people.  (Jer.31.31f.) 
 
 
 



 
 

The sacrifice of the Servant 
 
What is the basis for this renewal of the covenant, for this hope of restoration and 
renewal?    It is again derived from the character of God, the Creator God, who is 
described by Isaiah both as Saviour, and as ‘the Redeemer of Israel’ (Isa. 49.7): 
 
But now, thus says the LORD, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O 
Israel:   Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are 
mine.  When you pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, 
they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, 
and the flame shall not consume you.  For I am the LORD your God, the Holy One of 
Israel, your Saviour.  Isa. 43.1f. 
 
In this remarkable passage, the logic of what is going on is rooted in God’s 
covenanted love and faithfulness.  ‘It means that Yahweh even goes with the people 
in the floods and fires of Yahweh’s own punishment that the people are currently 
experiencing…. Yahweh’s own presence will actually neutralize the forces of 
destruction that Yahweh unleashed.’6 
 
The LORD (Yahweh) acts to demonstrate his faithfulness and commitment to his 
people and his world, even when the failures of his people have ended up with them 
in exile.  
 
As Isaiah develops his prophecy in these chapters 40 – 55, the figure of a Servant of 
the LORD emerges as the coming One through whom the Creator God’s saving and 
redeeming and restoring is brought about.    In a series of changing images, a picture 
finally emerges of the Suffering Servant who offers himself to the LORD.  Goldingay 
comments ‘This would compensate for the massive affront to Yahweh constituted by 
the people’s rebellious life in which they would not submit themselves to serve 
Yahweh and therefore made themselves liable to the suffering they experienced.’7   
Creation and covenant are woven together.    It is the Creator God (Isaiah 40)  that 
answers the cry of the exiles;  and the God of the Covenant who promises comfort 
and redemption in accordance with his covenant faithfulness,  or (we may translate), 
justice. 
 
The heart of the Suffering Servant’s gift is self-sacrifice.   In many ways, of course, 
the concept of sacrifice  - in the sense of the laying down of life that others may live  -  
is at the heart of the whole biological process.   Organic life develops through 
suffering.  Some new life cannot come into being without death.   The food chain is at 
the same time destructive of life and life-giving.   There is a principle of vicarious 
suffering whereby new life is achieved only by sacrifice.  Even Harry Potter discovered 
that! The natural rhythms of death and new life in the plant kingdom and the death of 
the antelope as food for the lion in their different ways show the paradox of sacrifice 
in the natural world.  Life laid down is the source of new life.    
 
But the natural biological processes point towards richer meanings at a higher level in 
the human world, namely the meaning of suffering, and the meaning of self-giving 
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love.  The Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53, who for Christians has become understood 
as pointing towards Jesus Christ as God’s Messiah, exemplifies a sacrificial suffering 
through to something higher, fuller, more whole.  The great chapter of redemption in 
Isaiah 55, speaks again of the ‘everlasting covenant’ which is seen in God’s 
forgiveness and providence, refreshing rain and fruitful earth, and joy and shalom for 
which the mountains and hill burst into song and the trees clap their hands.  The 
cypress grows instead of the thorns, the myrtle instead of the brier.    The ‘curse’ of 
Genesis 3 is replaced by a promise that the land will be renewed, and that renewal 
‘shall be to the LORD for a memorial, for an everlasting sign’ (Isa 55.13), in other 
words that God’s restored land will not be devastated again.   The New Testament 
picks up all these themes. In Christ, God suffers, to achieve a renewed and restored 
life for his people.   Redemptive suffering, which is at the heart of Isaiah 53, is also at 
the heart of the Christian Gospel in the New Testament, centred on Jesus Christ, God’s 
Servant King.  
 
The suffering Christ, and his resurrection 
 
It is the first chapter of the Letter to the Colossians which most vividly links Jesus 
Christ both to the creation, and to the covenant of redemption seen in the suffering of 
his Cross,  and his now exalted state as the risen Lord: 
 
He is the image of the invisible God, the first born of all creation; for in him all things 
in heaven and on earth were created, thing visible and invisible… all things have been 
created through him and for him.  He himself is before all things, and in him all things 
hold together.  He is the head of the body, the church… in him all the fullness of God 
was pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all 
things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his 
cross.  Col.1.15f. 
 
Remarkably here St Paul (or whoever was responsible for writing this poem), argues 
that the risen and exalted Jesus is the agent of God in creation, and has become the 
one in whom now all things hold together.  But even more:  it is through the crucified 
and risen Lord Jesus that all things,  all people,  all creatures,  all creation,  are 
restored into God’s purposes.  Here is a vision of the cosmic Christ, and also a vision 
of a new creation.  What has been fractured through humanity’s sin in our relationship 
with the created order,  can,  in St Paul’s vision,  here be put right. 
 
The New Testament describes Jesus Christ, through whom all things were made, in 
terms both of the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham, and as the climax of God’s 
covenanted promises to Israel.   St Paul understands faith in Jesus as bringing people 
into the family of faith which began with Abraham.   He describes the way in which 
the understanding of God law which was dimly understood in the time of Moses is 
transposed into the clarity and freedom of the Spirit of Jesus Christ.    He sees Jesus 
as born in the line of David.    In fact Jesus Christ is ‘the son of David, the son of 
Abraham’ (Matt.1.1.).      
 
In Jesus, creation and covenant belong together.  Jesus is the first born and the agent 
of creation.  He is also the ‘head of his Body, the church’; he is the one in whom the 
Christian church as God’s covenant community finds its being.    Thus St Paul in 
Galatians chapters 3-4 speaks of all those baptized into Jesus Christ as ‘all children of 



 
 

God through faith’ (3.26). Later in the same letter he writes of the Christian church as 
‘the Israel of God’ (6.16). This corresponds with St Matthew’s designation of the 
twelve apostles as ‘judging the twelve tribes of Israel’ in the new world, at the 
‘renewal of all things when the Son of Man is seated on the throne of his glory.’ (Matt. 
18.28ff). In other words,   as Jesus, the Suffering Servant, represents both God’s 
people Israel, and through them the whole of humanity,   so Jesus the risen and 
exalted Lord represents the people of God’s new covenant  - the Church -  and is in 
himself what true humanity was meant to be. The Church, then, is God’s new people.    
In Adam all die, in Christ all may be made alive. ‘The Church rises on Easter morning 
in place of the Israel that has died on the cross: and all who want to belong to the 
reconstituted people of God must be joined to the Messiah, by baptism and faith, in 
his death and resurrection’.8   
 
That is not to say that the Christian church already fully demonstrates the humanity 
which Christ came to liberate. We are still in a world under judgment, infected by sin,  
in need of healing. But the promise of God’s new people in God’s new world comes 
with the eruption of God’s kingly rule into the world in the life and death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. The church is called obediently to witness to the Lord, 
living by his grace shown especially in the Word and Sacraments, waiting and working 
– with pain and struggle, sometimes - for the time when that kingly rule comes in all 
its fullness in the kingdom of Christ’s glory.   And that waiting and struggling is true 
also of the whole created order. 
   
The suffering creation, and its hope 
 
St Paul develops this theme in his letter to the Romans.   At the climax of his detailed 
argument in chapter 8, he writes: 
 
I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the 
glory about to be revealed to us.   For creation waits with eager longing for the 
revealing of the children of God;   for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its 
own will but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will 
be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the 
children of God.  We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labour pains 
until now;   and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of 
the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.  
For in hope we were saved.  Now hope that is seen is not hope.  For who hopes for 
what is seen?  But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.  
(Rom. 8. 18f.) 
 
The first thing to notice about this paragraph is that in Paul’s view, creation is 
‘waiting’,  ‘subjected to futility’,  and ‘groaning’,  and the sufferings of the present time 
are like the ‘labour pains’ of someone waiting for a new birth. In other words, in God’s 
purposes,  the whole of creation is expectant in its struggles and sufferings that a new 
freedom will be obtained. And secondly,   the redemption of creation is linked to the 
redemption ‘(revealing’, ‘adoption’, ‘glory’) of the children of God.    
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To bring these different aspects of Paul’s thought together, in Jesus, the crucified, 
risen and exalted Lord, God has acted to redeem the world - and that means not 
simply humanity, but the whole created order.  Speaking of the Kingdom of God, 
glimpsed and promised in Jesus, Oliver O’Donovan wrote 
In the resurrection of Christ, creation is restored and the kingdom of God dawns9.  
 
Hans Kung put it this way: 
God’s kingdom is creation healed.10 
 
A related train of thought can be found in the great theologian of the second century, 
Irenaeus.   Irenaeus is very clear that God is not creation:  only God is, everything 
else exists by virtue of God’s creative power. For Irenaeus, creation is itself an 
incarnation of the Word and Spirit of God.  Jesus Christ is the incarnate Son of God 
who is ‘God made visible’.   Christ’s humanity makes divinity available to our 
perception.  We receive in Christ what we lost in Adam:  that is being in the image 
and likeness of God.  God’s kingdom is the process whereby God fashions his creation 
and his creatures into his image and likeness  -  so Adam is a ‘type’ of Christ,  and 
Christ became what we are in order to make us what he is. It is only after the 
resurrection of God’s people that the intermingling of matter and Spirit in God’s earth-
creature (us) becomes fully again the image and likeness of God.  ‘Between the 
manifestation of this mingling of earthly and spiritual in the incarnation and its 
realization in their own bodies at the resurrection,  the bodies of believers are 
sustained and prepared by that mingling of flesh and Spirit which is the body and 
blood of Christ in the Eucharist.’   One day, says Irenaeus, there will be a new heaven 
and a new earth, and God will be all and in all and the everlasting reign of the Father 
will begin11. 
 
The hope of the Christian to share in the resurrection of Christ, to share in the life of 
God’s kingdom in its fullness, is also the hope that the whole of the created order will 
be reborn, renewed and healed.  St Matthew’s Gospel refers to the ‘new creation’, or 
‘the renewal of all things’ (Matt. 19.28). The Second Letter of Peter speaks of   the 
present heavens and earth being ‘preserved for fire, being kept until the day of 
judgment’ (v.7),  and of the heavens being ‘set ablaze and dissolved, and the 
elements [melting’] with fire (v.12).  Although this has sometimes been interpreted in 
terms of the disappearance of this world altogether, and therefore to remove any 
rationale for preserving the earth, the context is one of divine judgment through the 
sort of fire which purifies and reconstitutes:  “then the heavens will pass away with a 
loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and everything 
that is done on it will be disclosed.” (v.10). It is then that Peter writes of ‘a new 
heavens and a new earth, where righteousness is at home’ (2 Pe.3.13).  In such 
references much of the vision of the prophets of the Old Testament comes to its 
fulfillment in the Kingdom of the risen and exalted Lord Jesus.  And that vision is not 
only of individual people coming to faith and living as separate disciples.  The vision is 
of a new community, a new covenant people, a new humanity, co-workers together 
(cf. Col.4.11), whose faithfulness and obedience is the means by which God redeems 
and heals all things.   And the centre of that future is Jesus Christ who, we read in the 
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Letter to the Ephesians, is the one in whom God gathers up all things.. things in 
heaven and things on earth. (Eph 1.10).   Such a vision does not imply a naïve 
optimism that ‘everything will work out’.  It is no guarantee that sinful human beings 
will get it all right about population growth, deforestation, energy use,  biodiversity.   
Such a vision does not rule out future catastrophes if humanity continues to misuse 
God’s earth.  But, as the psalmist said, even in death, God is ‘renewing the face of the 
earth’, and the vision of God’s kingdom is ultimately of ‘creation healed.’ 
 
A new heaven and a new earth 
 
The first time we read of ‘a new heaven and a new earth’ is in the third part of the 
prophecies of Isaiah (chapter 65.17f.). The poet provides a vision of a time when 
people will see the fulfillment of God’s original vision for the creation:   a human 
community life with God, suffused with joy; in which long life replaces premature 
death;  in which there is fulfillment in work and creativity instead of toil.  God will live 
in fellowship with his people, and the whole created order will be healed ‘The wolf and 
the lamb shall feed together, the lion shall eat straw like the ox; but the serpent  -  its 
food shall be dust!  They shall not hurt or destroy on all my holy mountain, says the 
LORD.’ (65.25f). The vision is of personal, social and ecological harmony in community 
with God, a vision of shalom. 
 
That vision is not yet fulfilled.  It is picked up by the last book in the Bible, The 
Revelation to John, where battles are still to be fought, both in earth and on heaven, 
to secure God’s victory over evil and decay.  But the vision remains of the new heaven 
and the new earth, where God is at home with mortals. ‘He will dwell with them; they 
will be his people,   and God himself will be with them; he will wipe every tear from 
their eyes.  Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for 
the first things have passed away.’ (Rev.21.1f). It is a vision of what will one day be, 
lit by the glory of God’s throne - and leads to the longing prayer ‘Amen,  Come, Lord 
Jesus!’  (Rev. 22.20). 
 
It is this eschatological perspective which holds together God’s purposes for the whole 
of his creation, and his purposes of love for his people. It is this perspective which 
should drive the church forwards in hope in its worship, work and witness. N.T. Wright 
writes this: 
 
Christian hope, therefore, is for a full, recreated life in the presence and love of God, a 
totally renewed creation, an integrated new heavens and new earth, and a complete 
humanness  - complete not in and for itself as an isolated entity,  but complete in 
worship and love for God, complete in love for one  another as humans,  complete in 
stewardship over God’s world, and so,  and only in that complete context, a full 
humanness in itself.12 
 
This forward perspective on the creation reshapes our understanding of humanity’s 
role within the world in several ways. In the first place, this perspective underlines 
powerfully that ‘the earth is the LORD’s and everything that is in it.’    This is not our 
world, at our disposal. Our place is a more humble one of ethical obedience and 
covenant allegiance. Secondly, it is God who will bring about a new order of creation;   
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we cannot save the world  -  we are called to obedient faithfulness and to bear 
witness. Thirdly, we are not autonomous beings with the burden of finding our own 
technological fixes to everything that goes wrong.   We are bound to use our science 
and technology responsibly, and express our allegiance to God by ‘serving and 
protecting’ God’s creation, and working for justice and neighbour love, but the future 
of the planet is in God’s hands. Fourthly, we can live with hope.   There is much to 
cause a sense of despair and helplessness about the agendas of climate change.   The 
vision of the coming new heaven and new earth holds out before us a hope that God 
is healing and restoring the creation, and inviting us to be covenant partners in the 
enterprise.   Fifthly, and importantly, the vision of God’s future is an added incentive 
to live and act as responsible covenant partners with God for the future of the earth.   
There is no hint whatever in the New Testament that because God is the sovereign 
Lord, we should merely relax and leave everything to God.  The emphasis is all the 
other way:   “Work out your salvation, because God is at work.” (Phil. 2.12-13.).     
The perspective of the End Time rather motivates us to live and work now as 
signposts to that future13,  and to live out in the present the values of God’s coming 
kingdom; to live as bearers of hope for the world.  We are to live, in other words, as 
we pray, that God’s kingdom will come on earth as it is in heaven.  We do not know 
how the created order will be transformed, or how heaven and earth will come 
together.  We do know that in our mission of sharing in God’s redemptive purpose for 
the world, those actions of ours which mirror God’s generous giving, faithful love, 
commitment to justice, healing and redeeming grace will play their part in the new 
creation.  
 
The ‘End’ of the world and the hope of resurrection 
 
It is not easy to relate the visions of the prophets to the predictions of cosmologists 
about the future of the planet, whose long term history seems to be determined by 
the competing effects of expansion from the big bang, and gravitational forces 
drawing everything together into what may, eventually, be a ‘Big Crunch.’  It is not 
easy to bring the time scales of human history into resonance with the thousands of 
millions of years of cosmic reality.  As scientist-theologian John Polkinghorne argues in 
The God of Hope and the End of the World,14   although the universe appears to have 
been lifeless for 11 billion years, ‘there is a real sense in which it was pregnant with 
the possibility of life from the very beginning.’    Yet God’s gift of life formed a new 
beginning. There is no reason to deny that God’s creative power can again do new 
things within an evolving universe.  In fact, in Polkinghorne’s own exploration of what 
a new heaven and a new earth might mean in physical scientific terms, he speaks 
both of transience (that everything will change) and preservation (that God will keep 
and transform everything that is good about this present world so that it will become 
the new creation).   
 
One image of what this might mean is perhaps given us in the narrative of the 
transfiguration of Christ on the mountain, when three of the disciples saw Jesus’ 
appearance changed and his clothes dazzling white15.  The Eastern church sees much 
more significance in this event than the Western church has tended to see, and 
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believes .  the Transfiguration is first an affirmation ‘of the worth of the sensible and 
of matter’, as Christ’s divine glory was seen in his earthly body.  But then the 
Transfiguration of Christ is also seen as a symbol of the resurrection bodies of 
Christians,  and beyond that,  a symbol of the ‘Transfiguration of the world’ and the 
restoration to creation of its true order16. 
 
It is St Paul’s teaching about resurrection, though, with its stress on continuity and 
transformation, particularly the resurrection of Jesus Christ, which gives us the main 
clues we have about what resurrection may mean for the rest of the created order.   
In his classic discussion in 1 Cor 15, Paul uses the example of a seed in the ground.  
‘God gives it a body as he has chosen, and to each kind of seed its own body’.  And he 
develops the thought that the seed dies in the ground, and in its place comes up a 
glorious flower. There is continuity  -  the life from the seed is continuous with the life 
of that particular flower.  But there is transformation  -  from the darkness of the earth 
to the bright colours of the fresh air. So it is, he says, with the resurrection of the 
dead.  In ways we do not know and cannot predict, the Creator God will resurrect this 
world order into a new heaven and a new earth,  in recognizable continuity with this 
present world but trans-formed into a new order of being.   That, says St Paul, is the 
basis for the Christian hope.   
 
It is this hope which then drives St Paul to urge his readers to work even harder in the 
cause of the Gospel.  
 
Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, always excelling in the work of the 
Lord, because you know that in the Lord your labour is not in vain. ( Cor 15.58). 
 
The task of the Christian community, created by the death and resurrection of Jesus,  
drawn together in the eucharist,  is to hold that hope for the world,  and on the basis 
of that hope bear witness to God and live and act in the light of his coming kingdom. 
 
 
 
 
Taken from David Atkinson Renewing the Face of the Earth.  Chapter 6, (2008) 
Canterbury Press.  www.scm-canterburypress.co.uk 
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