
[image: Cover picture]






  

    [image: ]


  


  

    THE BEGINNING AND


      END OF ALL THINGS


    A Biblical Theology of


      Creation and New Creation


    EDWARD W. KLINK III


    [image: Image]


  





To Fanamanutagi Timoti
lo’u uso (my brother)


[image: Image]

Series Preface

BENJAMIN L. GLADD


THE ESSENTIAL STUDIES IN BIBLICAL THEOLOGY is patterned after the highly esteemed series New Studies in Biblical Theology, edited by D. A. Carson. Like the NSBT, this series is devoted to unpacking the various strands of biblical theology. The field of biblical theology has grown exponentially in recent years, showing no sign of abating. At the heart of biblical theology is the unfolding nature of God’s plan of redemption as set forth in the Bible.

With an influx of so many books on biblical theology, why generate yet another series? A few reasons. The ESBT is dedicated to the fundamental or “essential” broad themes of the grand story line of the Bible. Stated succinctly, the goal of the ESBT series is to explore the central biblical-theological themes of the Bible. Several existing series on biblical theology are generally open-ended, whereas the ESBT will be limited to ten or so volumes. By restricting the entire series, the scope of the project is established from the beginning. The ESBT project functions as a whole in that each theme is intentional, and each volume does not stand solely on its own merits. The individual volumes interlock with one another and, taken together, form a complete and cohesive unit.

Another unique dimension of the series is a robust emphasis on biblical theology, spanning the entire sweep of the history of redemption. Each volume traces a particular theme throughout the Bible, from Genesis 1–3 to Revelation 21–22, and is organically connected to the person of Christ and the church in the New Testament. To avoid a flat biblical theology, these projects are mindful of how the New Testament develops their topics in fresh or unexpected ways. For example, the New Testament sheds new light on the nature of the kingdom and messiah. Though these twin themes are rooted and explored in the Old Testament, both flow through the person of Christ in unique ways. Biblical theology should include how Old Testament themes are held in continuity and discontinuity with the New Testament.

The audience of the series includes beginning students of theology, church leaders, and laypeople. The ESBT is intended to be an accessible introduction to core biblical-theological themes of the Bible. This series is not designed to overturn every biblical-theological rock and investigate the finer details of biblical passages. Each volume is intentionally brief, serving as a primer of sorts that introduces the reader to a particular theme. These works also attempt to apply their respective biblical-theological themes to Christian living, ministry, and worldview. Good biblical theology warms the heart and motivates us to grow in our knowledge and adoration of the triune God.
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Author’s Preface


I HAVE ALWAYS BEEN a big picture kind of person. This book gave me the opportunity to explore the big picture of the Bible, beginning at creation and ending at the new creation. I resonate with the practice and provision of biblical theology and was honored to contribute this book to the Essential Studies in Biblical Theology series. In one sense, biblical theology is the practice of reading the big picture of the Bible. Definitions of and debates about biblical theology abound, but it is maybe best viewed from the perspective of the church as seeing the big picture of God’s person, provision, and purposes for his people and the world. No book can cover all of that, but I hope in regard to the theme of creation and new creation that I have presented accurately what God wants to say to—and is doing for—his people and the world.

I wrote the last few chapters of this book, chapters that explore the glorious renewal of all creation, as my mom was battling for her life after a serious cancer surgery. In fact, in one of our most recent conversations I shared with her some of what I wrote to you, the readers, in this book—the beautiful story of God’s creation project. As a biblical theologian, my goal in this book is to explain what the theme of creation and new creation reveals about God and his purposes for the world, which he unveiled progressively throughout the biblical story. And as a pastor, my hope is that this book helps explain the goodness and grace of God that began when he first spoke the world into existence and will one day be perfectly accomplished in the new creation of the heavens and the earth. But as a Christian, this book confesses my confidence and hope in the new creation and the glorious fact that my mom, Kimberly Grace Klink, will one day have a resurrected body, and that she and I will have sweet fellowship in the presence of our gracious God.

Every book I have written is only possible because of the gracious provisions of so many people. I continue to be grateful to the beautiful people at Hope Evangelical Free Church in Roscoe, Illinois, where I serve as senior pastor. I am indebted to my fellow pastor-elders, who empower me to serve as a pastor theologian through my writing, as well as a wonderful staff team that is a delight in every way. My family are constant supporters and encouragers, and none of this would be possible without their provision and permission. My thanks to my three children, Jacob, Benjamin, and Ruth, for loving (and teasing) their book-loving dad. And to Laura, my wife, without whom not one page of this book would have been written. I am honored to publish this book with InterVarsity Press and owe my thanks to the series editor, Benjamin Gladd, for his invitation and contribution to this book. I am also thankful for the editorial team at InterVarsity Press for all their help in its production.

This book is dedicated to Fana Timoti. I may be (primarily) German and he may be Samoan, but we are brothers in every other way—and in the most important way, in the Lord. You, Elizabeth, and your whole family are our family and have been so since we first met. You have encouraged me as a theologian, a pastor, a dad, and a Christian. You are a gift to Laura and me and an uncle to my children. Our friendship in Christ is itself a symptom of the inauguration of the new creation, when “persons from every tribe and language and people and nation,” Germans and Samoans included, will sing a new song to the Lord, saying, “Worthy is the Lamb . . . to receive . . . honor and glory and praise” (Rev 5:9, 12).
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Introduction

God’s Creation Project


AFTER SPENDING A DECADE in the academy, teaching New Testament at Talbot School of Theology, Biola University, in southern California, I transitioned to northern Illinois to serve in a local church, in the same area in which I was born and raised. I was excited to come back home and offer the lovely saints in my local church some of the rich truths from God’s Word that I had been blessed to explore in my years of study and teaching in the academy. A few years into my pastorate I received a grant from our denomination’s seminary for our church to participate in “The Creation Project.” The goal of this project was to promote and facilitate in local churches a biblically faithful, scientifically humble, and congregationally edifying account of the important yet often neglected doctrine of creation.1 The Creation Project allowed my church to partner with theologians and scientists, along with several other churches, with the goal of helping Christians to develop a thick and deeply Christian perspective on creation.

I learned very quickly that many (if not most) of the congregants in my church had an extremely truncated view of the topic of creation. Every time the term creation or even doctrine of creation was used, the Christians in my church were thinking of origins. It was as if the only category the term creation would elicit in their minds was the beginning of time when the world came into existence. The only question was about what happened in the beginning, and even then, the primary focus was clearly on the heavily debated “six days.” The rest of the history of the world, the physical reality in which we live our lives, or even the purposes for which the world was created were not even part of the equation. It seemed to me to be like a man who, when asked about his marriage, was unable to think of anything else besides his wedding ceremony. His love and commitment to his wife, the purpose and design of marriage, and even the current state of his marriage and the family it produced were viewed as distinct or unrelated. My point is not to deny the importance of the first six days of creation but to make important every created day.

Thanks to The Creation Project, however, many in my congregation came to see creation, and specifically the doctrine of creation, from a much more biblical and therefore holistic perspective. Once creation was unchained from the origins debate, my congregation began to see the goodness of the physical, created world and the grandeur of the Creator. I witnessed our congregation wrestling earnestly with the reality of living in and with God’s “very good” world, as well as living for the glorious God who ordained it. Creation was expanding in their minds to its actual size and scope—the universe. And in a beautiful way, my congregation began to understand that the whole Bible tells the story of creation—that creation is at the core of the gospel itself. I am convinced that other Christians and other churches could also benefit from their own “creation project.” In fact, the argument of this book is that the Bible takes its readers on its own kind of creation project, God’s creation project, which extends from creation to new creation.


DEBASING CREATION: TRUNCATIONS AND DEFICIENCIES

I doubt the Christians in my local church are an exception. The term creation likely elicits in the mind of most Christians the longstanding debates regarding the origins of the universe, or at least the topic that deals primarily with the beginning of all things. What this book wants to explain to its readers is that when the Bible speaks about creation, it is not just referring to the beginning of all things but also the end of all things, new creation, and therefore the goal of all things. Throughout the Bible “creation and new creation” functions as a pillar and propeller of the subject matter of Scripture and at times like a character in the story in which God works and wills. From beginning to end—that is, from creation to new creation—this biblical theme and theological doctrine not only directs the movement of the entire biblical story but also unifies its message.

Before presenting a biblical theology of creation and new creation, it is worth briefly examining how creation became an exegetical debate regarding the origin of the world rather than an essential doctrine for the lived-in world. One aspect of the debasement of creation is cause: Why have Christians missed the fuller, biblical sense of creation? Another aspect is effect: What happens to Christians and the church when a proper biblical theology of creation is lacking?

Creation truncations: Why have Christians missed the fuller, biblical sense of creation? There are several forces that seem to have redirected Christians away from the fuller biblical story and message of creation and new creation, forces which lead to what we may call creation truncations. Such truncations cause either a denial or distortion of key aspects of the biblical theme of creation. Four reasons can be briefly summarized.

The scientific reason. As the sciences developed and came into dominance in the modern age, the church lost its authoritative status as the arbiter of meaning regarding the natural world.2 Scientists seemed to offer more “explanatory power and ‘control of nature’” than pastors and theologians.3 As a result, the church was forced to concede its right to the physical world to scientists in the university, leaving only the spiritual world for pastors and theologians. In a sense, science got the “body,” or created life, and theology got the “soul,” or eternal life. So strong was this divide that any theology of the physical, created world was controlled by the sciences. As Gunton explains, “The scientists of the modern era are effectively the theologians of creation, at least so far as the mainstream of Western culture is concerned.”4 In fact, the theological model of science, with its mechanistic and dualistic conceptions of reality, has discipled modern Christians to separate the natural from the supernatural, and therefore the creation from its Creator.

But science did not simply divide the church’s focus between the physical and the spiritual, it also united the church to focus heavily on a single topic related to creation: evolution. Darwin did not and could not have shaken the historic Christian faith or even the church’s interpretation of Genesis, as is sometimes assumed, for many Christians long before Darwin wrestled with the mystery of the creation narratives. For well over half a century, however, many Christians have viewed evolution as a serious threat to the Bible and Christianity. Several parachurch organizations of widespread influence have been formed with the primary goal of critiquing evolution and defending some version of a “young earth” Christianity. Ironically, the Scopes trial of 1925 helped eclipse the full scope of the Bible’s theology of creation and new creation. The point is this: whether for or against it, evolution has so strongly attracted the attention of many modern Christians that the topics of creation and the interpretation of Genesis are primarily viewed through the lens of origins. The story told by Darwin about the origin of the world truncated the fuller story told by Scripture itself.

The soteriological reason. A very positive adjustment in the last couple decades has been the church’s restatement of the centrality of the gospel, the core biblical message of the saving work of Jesus Christ. But imbalance can tilt in both directions. It has become quite common for many Christians to see the story of the Bible as the story of an immaterial redemption, with creation simply serving as the stage on which the drama of redemption takes place. In this truncated view, redemption can even be poorly defined so that the goal is redemption from creation rather than the redemption of creation. These two little words tell two different stories that are world(view)s apart! The tendency of many Christians, therefore, is to subordinate creation to redemption, which not only demotes the status of the material world but also fails to see the fullness of the story that moves redemptively from creation to new creation. The goal of salvation is not getting out of my body or out of this world but the renewal of my body and the renewal of this world.

The church has long tried to understand the biblically articulated connection between creation and redemption. For example, did God create the world for the sole purpose of redeeming it? Framed this way, God appears to have intentionally created a world so poorly that it required redemptive repair. Or could it be that redemption was plan B and, therefore, an unforeseen stop-gap measure seeking to make repairs? Framed this way, God appears to have so gravely failed that “a wretched expedient” had to be employed to a plan that “originally had a quite different intention and form.”5 Without the careful symbiosis of creation and redemption, a Christian’s understanding of God’s purpose and plan is likely forced to choose between two inadequate alternatives. While a major implication of this book will be the biblical-theological articulation of this connection, a basic understanding of the overall relation between creation and redemption can be understood by acknowledging the traditional sequential scheme of Creation—Redemption—New Creation. Framed this way, redemption is not simply responding to but is also supported by creation. As McDonough notes, “The scheme is especially elegant when we think of redemption as a new creation, which brings the primal creation project to its telos.”6 But even still we must be careful. If redemption is viewed as the centerpiece and not one leg of a three-legged stool, then what might look like a proper and biblical emphasis on redemption might not only truncate the gospel message into a mere individualistic and immaterial salvation but also deny the fuller purpose or goal for the world that God had in view from the beginning.

The hermeneutical reason. The Bible is not only full of challenging parts, but it is also challenging to put together as a unified whole. Redemption often eclipses creation in the church’s thinking and teaching, for example, because it is difficult to know how to integrate them together as they extend throughout the full biblical story. The purpose of this book and the series of which it is a part is to attend to this very need! Most Christians need help to see the way key themes in the theology of the Bible can and should be interpreted and understood. In many ways, this is a mistake that the church needs to remedy. Christians individually may be able to claim naiveté, that proper biblical and theological catechesis was missing in their local church, but the church collectively must decry this as negligence and, quite simply, repent and respond.

It is important to note, however, that this negligence of the mind may have resulted in the church’s overemphasis on the heart. The contemporary church, at least the church of American evangelicalism, has for a couple decades been diagnosed with various forms of anti-intellectualism.7 This is not mudslinging but a reasonable assessment of what is likely the fruit of a number of things: distorted versions of Pietism, imbalanced rejections of Scholasticism, or simply the kind of disciples formed in a consumeristic, market-based Christianity instinctive to Western culture (cf. Jn 2:16).8 This intellectual retreat manifests itself in several ways. For the individual in the church, Christianity is viewed as primarily intrapersonal, an interior or inward life, disengaged from the real, lived-in world. For the church in the world, Christianity is viewed as primarily intratextual, an interior realm that can claim immunity from the real world and the secular academy.

Instead of simply speaking about history, for example, the church has claimed a special history or theologized history called “salvation history,” out of which it can cordon itself off from the real world. As Wilson bemoans, “‘Salvation history’ becomes the exclusive domain of the church, and ‘general history’ is surrendered to the academy. In this arrangement, any theological entry into the academy’s claim on history has to be according to the ground rules of the academy.”9 Like a modern day Gnosticism, with its own salvation history that not only separates the Creator from his creation but also redeems the soul from its own body, Christianity loses the beginning and the end of the traditional scheme: creation and new creation. This version of the biblical story and expression of the biblical life is not only piecemeal at best but at worst a complete distortion of Christianity.

The eschatological reason. The movement from creation to new creation requires a proper understanding of both the beginning and the end. Unfortunately, the end of the biblical story has been a point of fascination and exaggeration by Christians for generations. Supported by an apocalyptic theology that took strong root over a century ago, especially and even primarily in the United States, a specific and narrow focus on “the end times” has redefined what eschatology means in the minds of many Christians. Core tenets of the historic Christian faith were diluted or distorted. Especially after two world wars, the world was viewed as irreparable and undesirable, and Christians were discipled to wait expectantly for the rapture to take them away from this failed wasteland—a story told to millions of devout Christians through the bestselling series of books called Left Behind.10 Even more, in the minds of many Christians “heaven” is somewhere in the clouds, a magical and mysterious place entirely unrelated to the physical world which God created and ordained as “good” (Gen 1). By “decoding” biblical imagery, the ancient story of the Bible could be coalesced with the modern story of the world in great detail and with serious appeal.11 With the mass distribution of the Scofield Reference Bible (1909), filled with decoding helps in the notes for even the most lay readers of Scripture, end-times eschatology swept across the church. The result was a biblical story that not only reshaped the end but also one disconnected from the beginning.

Stated simply, the true message of the biblical story has an ending that is directly connected to its beginning. What God has joined together let no person separate! Whether catechized by the Left Behind series or medieval pictures of heaven and hell cemented in the Western Christian imagination, the church in recent generations has a truncated eschatology and told a different story of the world. A more biblically accurate definition of eschatology “concerns the end to which human life is directed.”12 That is, the end in the sense of time (“end times”) is only one small part of eschatology. In its fuller sense, eschatology is referring to God’s goal or purpose for creation, his ordained intention, and the plot of the world. N. T. Wright explains that a biblical understanding of eschatology is driven by “the strongly held belief . . . that history was going somewhere under the guidance of God and that where it was going was toward God’s new world of justice, healing, and hope. The transition from the present world to the new one would be a matter not of destruction of the present space-time universe but of its radical healing.”13 In this proper version of the story, heaven is the new creation, the radical healing of the creation God called “good” and would redeem as such. The truncation of the end of the biblical story also truncates its beginning and therefore the glorious intentions of God, or God’s creation project. As Gunton explains, “Creation is a project. As created, it is perfect, because it is God’s project. . . . But it is not perfect in the sense of completion. It has somewhere to go.”14 This, of course, is where Jesus comes in. As the second Adam, Jesus not only shows “the destiny of the created human being” but also “recapitulates our human story in order that the project of the perfection of all things may be achieved.”15 Only then do we see the fullness of the story long confessed: Creation—Redemption—New Creation.

Creation deficiencies: What happens when Christians lack a biblical theology of creation? When Christians are taught a biblical story and message that separates the end from the beginning, several unfortunate consequences happen in the church and the Christian life which lead to what we may call creation deficiencies. Such deficiencies are caused by either a denial or distortion of key aspects in the biblical theme of creation. Four consequences can be briefly summarized.

The spiritualization consequence. When creation is separated from the Creator, and therefore from the work and intentions of God, an unnatural division is formed between spiritual and material realities. Like ancient Gnosticism, which believed matter is evil and only spirit is good, dividing the world between good (spiritual) and evil (material), many contemporary Christians have so elevated the spiritual life that they have a deficient understanding of the material, created world. This deficiency manifests itself in disembodied hopes and practices. For example, hope gets defined as an escape from this world, or some odd bifurcation where the soul is saved but the body discarded. As if the Creator is not also the Redeemer! The biblical response is found in the bodily resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ, which declares the full redemption of a person, both body and soul, with Jesus becoming “the firstborn over all creation” (Col 1:15)—that is, the beginning of the new creation. Any version of Christianity that separates the body from the soul or redemption from creation has a deficient understanding of God’s creation project.

The disembodiment consequence. When Christian hope separates the body from the soul, changes to Christian practice are sure to follow. If spiritual things are alone good, then life in the material world becomes viewed as expendable and a means to an end, not part of the end itself. Many Christians today have divorced their redeemed status from their created status, so that things as common as the body and work, for example, are viewed as distinct from God’s plan and purposes. In essence, once spiritualization separates the spiritual realities from material realities, then common grace gets separated from special grace, leading to a disembodied Christian life. Too many Christians treat the physical world like an athletic field which is used and played on but not part of the final victory—merely a resource to be forgotten. But how can we forget Paul’s glorious promise: “The creation waits in eager expectation” to “be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the children of God” (Rom 8:19-21). According to the Bible, the final victory also includes the field of play—the radical healing of the new creation. Any vision of Christianity that separates God’s common grace from his special grace, that does not direct the way Christians think about their bodies and their vocations, has a deficient understanding of God’s creation project.

The cultivation consequence. When the Christian life is disembodied and the material world is a means to an end and not part of the end, Christian responsibilities become distorted and diminished. The debate between the two major political parties in America over the environment, for example, should not find a footing in the church. Christians may differ on how to care for creation, but if they care should not be questioned. At the formation and orientation of humanity to the created world, God established his image-bearers to bear his authority over creation and its creatures. Surrounding the statement about humanity in the image of God (Gen 1:27), like a frame that directs interpretive focus, God reveals that he gave humanity dominion over all the animals “in the sea . . . in the sky and . . . on the ground” (Gen 1:26, 28). But humanity was not simply an animal keeper but also a garden keeper, assigned to cultivate creation—“to work it and take care of it” (Gen 2:15). Such a command makes the cultivation of creation more than a political or scientific issue, for the real issue concerns creationism not environmentalism. According to the biblical story, the cultivation of creation was to extend outward from its center in the garden to the ends of the earth (Gen 1:28), until the Gardener himself returns to his garden (Jn 20:15). Any definition of Christianity that separates God’s image-bearing creatures from his creation has a deficient understanding of God’s creation project.

The cultural consequence. When the Christian’s world is divorced from the Christian’s work, the life and ministry of the Christian loses its purpose and perspective. The cultivation of creation was a command to “culture make,” to develop, expand, and move purposefully toward the intended goal. The Bible not only commands humanity’s cultivation but shows it. What in Genesis 1–2 is a burgeoning garden is in Revelation 21–22 a cultivated garden-city, in which people thrive in peace and productivity in the presence of God. The end of the story completes the beginning: “It is the garden of Eden yet faithfully cultivated—the fulfillment of the purposes of the Eden of God.”16 Culture-making, as prescribed by Scripture, finds its purpose in a robust understanding of the biblical doctrine of creation and new creation. As Wilson explains, “The church’s mission is to work for justice as our witness to and participation in God’s redemption of creation.”17 And the biblical definition of justice is simply the world rightly aligned with God’s gift of life and design for life. It is not justice without eschatology (social-saving), as if we can achieve God’s justice without God’s redeeming work, but neither is it eschatology without justice (soul-saving), as if Christians are not heralds of the good news in word and deed and actual participants in God’s redeeming purposes. Any presentation of Christianity that fails to properly connect the special-grace work of the Creator to the common-grace work in his creation has a deficient understanding of God’s creation project.

Dignifying creation: Understanding God’s creation project. The truncations and deficiencies of God’s creation project have had major implications in churches like mine. For the past few generations, Christians have misunderstood and misapplied the truth or doctrine of creation in their lives and practices. After exploring the cause and effect of truncated and deficient views of creation, we are now in a better place to see the biblical and pastoral needs for a proper understanding of creation in all of its God-ordained dignity. For the sake of their lives and mission in the world today, Christians and the church need to envisage the full scope and scale of God’s creation project, from creation to new creation.

From first page to last, the Bible tells a single, unified story that reveals glorious truths about God, humanity, the world, and the purpose of all creation. God created a universe to his exact specifications, with a purpose reflecting his greatness and glory. The Bible reveals God’s purpose for creation, a purpose which unfolds progressively throughout Scripture that is centered on the person and provision of Jesus Christ. Not only is Jesus the one “in the beginning” through whom “all things were made” (Jn 1:1-3), but he is also the one at the end who makes “everything new” (Rev 21:5). As Jesus himself says, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End” (Rev 22:13). And the story of God’s creation project, centered on and directed by Jesus Christ, can be told by using the traditional sequential scheme of Creation—Redemption—New Creation. To each of these we now turn.




CREATION: THE PURPOSE OF GOD

Creation is not simply one part of the biblical story or, as more commonly assumed, merely the beginning of the story. Creation is the story the Bible tells, for the truth about creation includes all the purposes for which God made the world. From its beginning, the creation story announces the promises of God which the rest of the Bible depicts coming to perfect completion. In short, the start of creation reveals the purposes of God—the “directedness” of God’s creation project. A brief overview involves three aspects.

Creation is the cosmic temple of God. God made creation for himself. Even more, God’s intention from the start was to dwell in and with his creation. One of the most important truths Genesis 1–2 reveals and the rest of Scripture confirms is that God created Eden, and therefore the world, to be a “sanctuary” (Ezek 28:18; Ps 78:69; Is 66:1) in which God is present. Creation was to be his temple, the dwelling place of God. This is what the beginning of the creation story announces and promises and what the end of the creation story declares fulfilled: “Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people” (Rev 21:3). This was always God’s intention, which is clear not only from the opening paragraphs of the biblical story but also from how the rest of Scripture fleshes this intention out even more clearly. Eden throughout Scripture serves as both the foundation for and the unfinished goal of all aspects of God’s dwelling and presence (Deut 23:14; 2 Sam 7:6). This explains why every temple of God was designed according to an Edenic nature (Ezek 28:13-14) and has an eschatological dimension that points to the cosmic temple of the new creation. God made the world to manifest his presence and to be a place of worship.

Humans are the prophets, priests, and kings of God. God not only made creation but also humanity for himself. According to God’s design, humanity—male and female—was made in the image of God to offer him proper worship (Gen 1:26-27). But humanity’s worship includes work (Gen 2:15), for as image-bearers they represent their Creator and Lord and share in his authority over creation (Gen 1:28). In these senses, then, humanity is ordained with prophetic, priestly, and kingly natures and duties, all of which are to serve and direct worship to God. This explains why every son and daughter of Adam is significant to God and has an eschatological dimension that points to the person and work of the second Adam, Jesus Christ (Rom 5:12-14; Col 1:15-20). God made humanity to manifest his royal and ministerial nature and to establish his will and exalt his worth.

Satisfaction and abundance of life flow from God. Since God is the Creator of the world, all creation finds not only its origin but also its meaning in him alone. According to God’s design, not only does creation overflow with what are “pleasant to the sight and good for food” (Gen 2:9), but the world was made by the one called “life” (Jn 1:4). The goodness and lifegiving nature of God’s world is explained in Genesis 1–2 by the images of the tree of life (Gen 2:9) and the river of life (Gen 2:10-14), both of which serve to articulate the longing for significance experienced in humanity and the abundance of life in God. Just as God’s presence satisfies humanity’s need for relationship, so also God’s purposes satisfy humanity’s need for significance.18 It is not insignificant that the water in Eden flows out of the garden, for God’s intentions are to satisfy and give abundant life to all of his creation. This explains why the design of the temple was centrifugal or outward moving (Ezek 47), flowing out from the presence of God, and points to an eschatological dimension that ends with the river of life flowing from the presence of God in the new creation, alongside the tree of life, both of which provide healing for the nations—the whole world (Rev 22:1-2). God made the world to share in the fullness of his goodness and glory.




REDEMPTION: THE PROVISION OF GOD

The movement from creation to redemption requires the making of proper connections in the biblical story. Without the careful symbiosis of creation and redemption, a Christian’s thinking about God’s purpose and plan is likely forced to choose between a poorly created world and a poorly planned world. In fact, it is quite common for the traditional three-part sequential scheme for the biblical story to add a fourth part after creation: creation[—fall]—redemption—new creation. While this helpfully reveals the conflict of the Bible’s storyline, it can easily lead Christians to assume that the purposes of God in creation were immediately thwarted by Genesis 3, or even that Jesus was plan B rather than plan A. It also has the tendency to narrow the biblical story to fall and redemption, eclipsing creation and new creation as mere background to the real action. In short, the fall fits nicely with redemption (provision) but causes a dissonance with creation (purpose). The solution to this dissonance is Jesus Christ, for “in him all things hold together” and God intends “through him to reconcile to himself all things” (Col 1:17, 20). He has always been the Mediator between God and humanity,19 and therefore he is the provision of God through his person and work. Jesus helps explain the movement from creation to redemption (or from the purpose of God to the provision of God) in two ways.

[image: An arrow labeled “Creation: God’s purpose” points to “Redemption: God’s Provision,” which points to “New Creation: God’s praise.”]

Figure I.1. The three-part scheme of the biblical story


The person of Jesus Christ reveals God’s purpose for creation. Creation is perfect in the sense of capacity but not in the sense of completeness. That is, creation has somewhere to go; creation’s directedness has a destiny. The world is God’s creation project that extends from creation to new creation, and more specifically, from the first Adam to the second Adam. It is in the person of Jesus that creation’s directedness is both revealed and accomplished. The second Adam reveals the destiny of the first Adam, just as the new creation makes good on the first creation. “The doctrine of Christ . . . show[s] that the destiny of the created human being . . . is in some sense bound up with him.”20 Or in the apostle Paul’s words, “Just as we have borne the image of the earthly man, so shall we bear the image of the heavenly man” (1 Cor 15:49). In this sense, then, the fall is neither a failure of God’s purpose nor provision but simply the Christless-ness of creation. To be merely a man of dust or a son of the first Adam is, in the economy and teleology of God, to be incomplete. The second Adam was always the goal, and therefore only “in him,” in union with Christ, is a man or a woman fully human in the directedness of God’s creation project. The fall, then, is a further revelation of the purpose of creation: that “all things have been created through [Christ] and for [Christ]. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together . . . to reconcile to himself all things” (Col 1:16-20). Jesus is the creation and new creation because he is “the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End” (Rev 22:13). In the person of Jesus, the provision of God aligns with the purposes of God for the world.

The work of Jesus Christ fulfills God’s purpose for creation. The provision of God is bound up not only in Christ’s person but also his work. From the beginning creation could not be what it was intended to become without the ministry of Jesus Christ. It is important to see how the redeeming work of Christ is a creation work, the inbreaking or inauguration of the new creation. Romans 5 makes clear that the directedness of the biblical story is ultimately bound up with soteriology. Jesus was always intended to be the true Adam who would fulfill the offices of the Prophet, the Priest, and the King of creation. In practice, God reinaugurated the project of creation by means of the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus, but in principle, God’s creation project assumed from the very start that the first Adam required the second Adam—in whom we have been united by faith in his burial and resurrection “in order that . . . we too may live a new life” (Rom 6:4). There is a deep connection between Savior and Creator, just as the word regularly translated as “to save” in Paul’s letters, for example, can also be translated as “heal” in a miracle in the Gospels. The saving work of God has always been facilitating and directed toward the new creation. As Gunton explains, “It is thus that there is a continuity of creation and redemption, according to which the latter can be understood as a new act of creation—perhaps better, re-creation—on the basis of the old, which is thus renewed and redirected to its true end.”21 Jesus was always plan A. In the work of Jesus, the provision of God is revealed to match and mature the promises God made for the world at creation.




NEW CREATION: THE PRAISE OF GOD

The new creation is the culmination of the purpose and provision of God. The end of creation is when the perfect capacity of creation reaches complete perfection—when God declares over his creation project what he did at our redemption: “It is finished” (Jn 19:30). Serving like canonical bookends, what God promises in Genesis 1–2 he declares fulfilled in Revelation 21–22. The new creation is described in Revelation 21–22 as the development of what was announced in Genesis 1–2: a garden-city in the shape of a temple.

The garden-city reflects the cultivation of Eden, as commanded by God, and the temple imagery reflects that creation is now fully realized as the dwelling place of God, as intended by God. More specifically, as Revelation 21 explains, what had been the sacred and exclusionary place of God’s presence in the Holy of Holies has now expanded to fill the whole earth.22 All creation, therefore, has full access to God and has been fully accessed by God. For this reason, and befitting the perfection of God’s presence, all creation is depicted in Revelation in worship, celebrating the goodness and the glory of God. The “good news” of the gospel has become fully realized and the eschatological sabbath has dawned and been established by God himself. On that day what had only been seen through visions will be seen with resurrected eyes: all of God’s creation dwelling in the presence of his glory and singing to their Creator, Redeemer, and King, “Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory!” (Is 6:3).




THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY

The purpose of this book is to tell the full story of the Bible, not a truncated version that speaks of redemption without creation, the soul without the body, or the beginning of all things without the end of all things. This book intends to explain that when the Bible speaks about creation, it is not just referring to the beginning of the world but also to the purpose of the world and, therefore, the goal of all things. In this introductory chapter we have explained the problems and pitfalls of truncated and deficient accounts of the biblical story and creation, and we have offered a summarized version of the full story that extends from creation through redemption to the new creation. The rest of this book intends to explain the story of God’s creation project in fuller detail.

The goal of this book is not merely to serve as an academic resource for students and pastors but also to serve as a pastoral resource for the church. If God’s creation project is the goal of all things, then the goal of this project must also be to direct the mind and heart of Christians toward this goal. My hope is that this book will not only expand the reader’s view of the created world and its purposes but also direct them to encounter afresh the goodness of God’s creation and to ground their hope more fully in the goal for which God creates and redeems the world. Of course, as with all created things, the ultimate purpose of this book must be for the glory of God. “For from him and through him and for him are all things. To him be the glory forever! Amen” (Rom 11:36).
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