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    INTRODUCTION

    
      Jesus got it down to two. Love God and love your neighbor—“all the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments” (Matthew 22:40).

      Micah got it down to three. “To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8).

      Even Moses got it down to five. Fear, walk, love, serve, obey . . . that’s it (Deuteronomy 10:12-13).

      So getting it down to seven should not be too hard.

      That’s what I thought, anyway. But then I wondered, as you might also, is it really right to condense the Scriptures in this way? After all, God gave us a pretty big library of books in the Bible, most of them in the Old Testament part. Paul insists that “all Scripture [meaning the Old Testament in his day] is God-breathed and useful” (2 Timothy 3:16). Ought we to be shortening it all into bite-size sentences and small chapters of explanation? Is a book about the Bible like this one biblically appropriate?

      In addition to those three extreme examples above, there are quite a number of other places in the Bible itself where the whole message is trimmed down to a very condensed version, in order to make some of the crucial points crystal clear. Typically this is done by telling the story, or whatever part of it had happened by that time. For example:

      
        	
          Moses summarizes the story so far in Deuteronomy 1–3 to urge greater obedience to God in the future.

        

        	
          Israelite farmers are to recite the story as a way of affirming God’s blessing and their own commitment to obey him (Deuteronomy 26:1-11).

        

        	
          Joshua does it again with the next generation to urge them to go on choosing to serve their covenant God (Joshua 24).

        

        	
          Two lengthy psalms, Psalms 105 and 106, tell the story again, showing how unfaithful Israel had been over the centuries and how much they owed, then and still, to the patience and grace of God.

        

        	
          Nehemiah tells the whole story from creation to his own day as the basis for pleading with God for forgiveness and restoration of the people (Nehemiah 9:1-37).

        

        	
          Jesus tells the story in the form of a parable about a vineyard and wicked tenants in a way that is very recognizable by those who oppose him (Matthew 21:33-46).

        

        	
          Stephen tells the story, from Abraham to the crucifixion of Jesus, in a way that shows God’s impatience with the constant rebellion of his people and enrages Stephen’s listeners so much that they execute him for blasphemy (Acts 7:1-60).

        

        	
          Paul tells the story (in almost seven sentences) in a rapid sequence that probably reflects his regular preaching and teaching: Abraham, exodus, land, judges, kings, David . . . and then straight to Jesus, Messiah and King (Acts 13:16-41).

        

      

      What all these examples have in common, as I said, is that they do this summarizing work in narrative form. For that is essentially what the Old Testament (and indeed the whole Bible) is—the great story of the universe. All that the Old Testament has to teach us falls within the structure of that great story.

      

        THE OLD TESTAMENT AS A LIBRARY


        However, just before we fill out that story a little more, in relation to our seven sentences we should take note of the structure of the Old Testament as we have it in our English Bibles. It comes to us as a library of books, divided into several fairly clear sections or categories.

        
          	
            The Pentateuch (a Greek word that means “five books”). These are the books from Genesis to Deuteronomy. The Bible calls this section the Torah. This word is often translated “the Law,” but that is somewhat misleading. The word actually means “guidance” or “teaching,” and although these books do contain laws that God gave to Israel, they also contain important narratives and a few songs and poems.

          

          	
            Historical books. The books from Joshua to Esther give us the story of Israel, from the conquest of Canaan to the time after the Jews return from exile in Babylon—a period stretching from roughly 1200 to 450 BC.

          

          	
            Poetic books. The books from Job to Song of Songs are a mixture of worship songs, wisdom texts, and a beautiful love poem.

          

          	
            Prophets. Finally, the whole section from Isaiah to Malachi are books compiled from the preaching of those God raised up as prophets over a period of approximately three hundred years.

          

        

        That is the order of the books in most modern Bibles. However, the order of books in the original Hebrew Scriptures, known as the canon, which Jews still use today and which would have been the order at the time of Jesus, is a little different. The whole library is divided into just three sections: the Law or Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings (or, as Jesus refers to the three sections, “the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms” [Luke 24:44]).

         

        The Torah

        
          	
            The Pentateuch (as above).

          

        

         

        The Prophets

        
          	
            The Former Prophets: Joshua, Judges, 1–2 Samuel, and 1–2 Kings (Jews regarded these as prophetic—that is, history told from God’s point of view).

          

          	
            The Latter Prophets: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Book of the Twelve, from Hosea to Malachi.

          

        

         

        The Writings

        
          	
            Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ruth, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and 1–2 Chronicles.

          

        

        You can see from the table of contents that three of my seven sentences come from the Torah, one from the Former Prophets, two from the Latter Prophets, and one from the Writings.

      

      
      
        THE OLD TESTAMENT AS A DRAMA


        Let’s come back to the point that the Old Testament fundamentally tells a story. To be more precise, it tells the essential first part of the great story that the whole Bible tells. To change the picture a bit, the Bible is not just story; it is like a great drama—an enormous play with a huge cast of actors, all playing their part in a vast narrative whose author and director is God himself. Here’s the thing: we are not mere spectators, an audience in the theater of the Bible. No, we get to be part of the story; we become actors on stage. Indeed, we are called and commissioned to join the cast of God’s drama and play our part in our own generation. We are in the Bible. Let me explain further.

        Like most great dramas, the drama of the Bible is divided into several acts—that is, major sections of the story in which distinct and significant things take place as the drama moves forward. We can picture the whole Bible as a drama with seven acts.1

        
          	
            Act 1: Creation. The whole drama begins when the one living and eternal God chooses to create what we call the universe—heaven and earth. He creates it “good,” and he creates human beings in God’s own image, to rule and serve his good creation.

          

          	
            Act 2: Rebellion. Humans choose to distrust God’s goodness, disbelieve God’s word, and disobey God’s instructions. As a result, sin and evil enter into every dimension of human life, personal and social, and also corrupt all cultures and bring damage and frustration to creation.

          

          	
            Act 3: Promise. The story of the rest of the Old Testament begins with God’s promise to Abraham that not only will he become a great nation (Israel), but also that through them God will bring blessing to all nations on earth. That promise and hope drives the story forward through the history of Israel in the Old Testament era, as we shall survey.

          

          	
            Act 4: Gospel. The promise of the Old Testament comes to fulfillment when Jesus of Nazareth is born. The great central act of the drama of Scripture includes all that we read in the four Gospels: the conception, birth, life, teaching, atoning death, victorious resurrection, and ascension of Messiah Jesus.

          

          	
            Act 5: Mission. The promise to Abraham must be fulfilled. The good news of what God has accomplished through his Son Jesus must go to all nations. This is launched at the end of the Gospels and the beginning of Acts, after the outpouring of the Spirit of God on the followers of Jesus.

          

          	
            Act 6: Final judgment. The good news is that evil will not have the last word and God will ultimately put all things right (which is what judgment means in the Bible) by dealing with and destroying all that is wrong and evil. Act 6 is the completion of God’s answer to act 2 and of the accomplishment of act 4.

          

          	
            Act 7: New creation. The Bible drama ends with a dramatic new beginning! After putting all things right, God will make all things new and will come to dwell with redeemed humanity in his restored creation forever.

          

        

        Seeing the whole Bible story in this way has many benefits.

        First of all, it keeps us attached to the way God has chosen to give us the Bible itself—not merely as a book full of promises, rules, or doctrines (there are plenty of these in the Bible, but these are not what the Bible actually is), but in the form of a grand narrative with a beginning and an ending (actually a new beginning) and the whole redemptive plot in the middle.

        Second, it reminds us that this is our story. For if we have come to be followers of the Lord Jesus Christ, then we are participants in act five of the drama of Scripture. That’s where we are—somewhere between the resurrection of Christ and the return of Christ. In that place we have a role, a part to play, and a mission to accomplish, with God and for God.

        Third, it shows us just how important the Old Testament is and how utterly wrong, misleading, and dangerous are those who tell Christians that they can happily ditch the Old Testament. This idea, which has become popular again (partly through sheer ignorance of the Bible and partly because of some high-profile preachers saying so), is not at all new. Less than a hundred years after Christ’s resurrection, a man named Marcion tried to persuade the church that the God of the Old Testament was a completely different god from the God and Father of Jesus (that’s where you heard it before, folks), and that the church should jettison the Old Testament and some parts of the New as well because they were too Jewish. The church rejected his teaching as wrong and heretical, and held on to the Old Testament Scriptures as a vital part of God’s full revelation and therefore of the Christian canon of the Bible.

        And as we survey the seven acts of the drama of Scripture, we can see how important it is that they did so. Without the first three acts, Jesus becomes just another human savior of some kind. The story would lose its essential beginning (creation), its profound problem (sin), and the governing theme of God’s promise of blessing to all nations. If anyone suggests to you that you don’t need the Old Testament (and probably shouldn’t be reading this book), remind them that Jesus never read the New Testament, and the first Jesus followers (including the apostle Paul) went out into the world to evangelize, teach, and transform with only the Old Testament Scriptures at first—and did pretty well at it—until Paul started writing his letters and Mark produced his Gospel. Acts four through seven of the drama of Scripture all presuppose, build on, refer to, and quote the Scriptures that constitute acts one, two, and three. The whole story only makes sense as a whole story.

      

      
      
        WHY THESE SEVEN SENTENCES?


        Let me offer a word about how I came to choose my seven sentences. The first three more or less chose themselves. We have to begin with creation, as the whole Bible does, and think about what the stories of Genesis 1–11 tell us about the world, God, ourselves, and our terrible plight as rebels against our Creator.

        And then we have to move on to that triggering moment when God calls and chooses Abraham and gives him that promise that really governs the rest of the Bible—through the story of Israel, onward and outward to all nations in the whole earth. Paul calls our second sentence “the gospel” (Galatians 3:8).

        From there we have to see the exodus as the greatest event of redemption in the Bible until the cross of Christ. In the same book we read about the covenant that God makes with Israel and the way of life that he calls the Israelites to observe (the law) in response to God’s saving grace. But it is all based on what God has done for them—hence our third sentence.

        The fourth was more difficult, since there is a huge chunk of history after the exodus. We can’t ignore it, but we can’t tell it in full—just a summary. However, in the middle of it comes the next most important covenant in the Bible—the one God makes with King David, since that points us eventually to King Jesus (as the apostle Paul was fond of saying). David grabbed the fourth sentence.

        Having come that far, it seemed that we must tackle the great block of the books of the prophets. That seemed to split into two parts. Much of what the prophets have to say is challenging the people to turn back to God, to live in the way he wants, and warning them that if they do not do so, they will face horrendous judgment and destruction. Thus, for our fifth sentence I chose a well-known verse from Micah, one of those prophets who exposes the social depravity and injustice of the nation in contrast to what God truly wants from them. It is a verse that influenced Jesus also (Matthew 23:23) and inspires a lot of Christian ministry and mission today.

        But the prophets also bring a message of hope beyond judgment. They have good news to share as they look into God’s future, for Israel and for the world, as God will keep his promise through Israel for all the nations on earth. The New Testament word for “gospel” actually comes from the Old Testament (in the Greek translation that was often used in the days of Jesus and the other disciples, especially Paul). My sixth sentence is a gospel word about God’s salvation, both for the exiles of Israel and also for “all the ends of the earth.” It is a sentence that Paul quotes (Romans 10:15) and has inspired various hymns and songs.

        The book of Psalms is probably still the favorite part of the Old Testament for many people, even those who never read much else in the rest of it. As I mentioned above, it is the primary book in the third section of the Hebrew canon, the Writings. It wasn’t hard to choose as our seventh sentence what is also probably many people’s favorite verse from their favorite psalm. And that provided a way to access both the book of Psalms itself and the Wisdom books in the same part of our Bible.

        Finally, two small points before we plunge in. First, this is a short book, so although I do quote some essential texts, it isn’t possible to lay out lengthy quotations of the biblical text. I hope you will enjoy just reading the book itself, but for best results, it really will be helpful, whenever convenient, to read the book with your Bible close at hand so that you can check out some of the references that I have scattered in to support the points being made. After all, the whole point of choosing these seven sentences is to encourage you to read a lot more of them in the Bible itself.

        Second, after many years of teaching and writing on the Old Testament, it is not likely that what I think or write for a new book like this will be entirely new. I have taken the liberty of referring in the notes to bigger books by myself and others that can take you deeper and further if you want to. I am also particularly grateful to Zondervan Publishers and Langham Partnership for permission to condense and adapt in a few places in this book some material that was first published in my book How to Preach and Teach the Old Testament for All It’s Worth (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2016), also published as Sweeter than Honey: Preaching the Old Testament (Carlisle, UK: Langham Preaching Resources, 2016).
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It’s a good place to start, don’t you think? The first word of the first sentence of the first part of the first book of the first section of the First Testament—“In the beginning” (it’s all one word in Hebrew). Each of those firsts is important.

Our first word, translated “In the beginning,” reminds us that the Bible as a whole is a story, or rather the story—the true story of the universe. The whole Bible begins with creation in Genesis 1–2, and it ends (or begins again) with the new creation in Revelation 21–22. And in between it narrates the vast, sprawling narrative of how God has reconciled all things in heaven and earth to himself through the Lord Jesus Christ.

The first book in the Bible is Genesis, the book of beginnings. And the first part of the book, Genesis 1–11, tells us of the beginning of the world and the beginning of the nations of humanity. It tells us of the beginning of sin and evil within human life and their effect on the earth itself. All of this is called the Primal History, since it describes things that, although they happened in a historical sense, cannot be placed in a precisely dated historical time frame. These people and events are primal in the sense that they come first, before the sort of recorded history to which we can give specific dates. Then, in the remainder of the book, Genesis 12–50, we read about the beginning of the people of Israel, through whom God promised to bring blessing into that world of nations and to heal their fractured relationship with God.

The first section of the Old Testament, starting here, comprises the five books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. These five books are the foundation block of the whole Old Testament—indeed, of the whole Bible. In historical terms, they take us from the creation of the universe to the moment when the people of Israel reach the borders of the land God promised them. In terms of our seven acts of the great drama of Scripture (see the introduction), they take us through acts one and two and then launch us into act three.


KNOWING THE STORY WE ARE IN


The point about the Bible being one whole big story (or metanarrative) is that it provides our worldview as Christians. A worldview is the way we look at life, the universe, and everything. It is the lens of assumptions through which we interpret all that surrounds us in our daily lives, consciously or (more often) unconsciously within our cultures. Worldviews are formed from the answers given to certain key questions that all human beings ask and answer in some way. Here are four such worldview questions:


	1. Where are we? What is the material universe we see around us? Where did it come from, or has it always been here? Is it real? Why and how does it exist, and does it have any purpose or destiny?


	2. Who are we? What does it mean to be human? Are we just the same as the rest of the animals on this planet or different from them in some way? What (if anything) makes us special or unique? Why are we the dominant species, and is that a good or bad thing?


	3. What’s gone wrong? Universally, humans believe that things are not how they are supposed to be, or at least not what they could or should be. We live in the midst of a world gone wrong, between ourselves and between us and the natural order. Why is this? What caused this wrongness to be the dominant reality of human life on earth?


	4. What’s the solution? Universally, humans also seem to believe that things could be fixed and made better, and all kinds of solutions are proposed—by religions and philosophies, by politicians and reformers, even by revolutionaries and anarchists. Who is right? Is there anything we can do to solve the human predicament? Is there any escape, or salvation, from the mess we are in? Is there any hope for the world?




Whether you are a Muslim, a Hindu, a Buddhist, or a secular modern atheist, you will ask and answer these questions, in different ways according to the narrative of reality that you hold—the great story that you and your culture tells. But if you are a Jew or a Christian, you will answer all of these questions from the Scriptures. For a Christian that means the overarching story of both Testaments of the Bible. It is the Bible that tells us where we are, who we are, what’s gone wrong, what’s the solution—and points to a future filled with hope. It gets on with that job very quickly: the Bible sketches in answers to the first three of those fundamental questions within the first three chapters of the Old Testament, expands on the third question for a while in the rest of Genesis 4–11, and then goes on to launch God’s answer to the fourth question in Genesis 12. In other words, the Bible answers those fundamental worldview questions by telling us the true story from the very beginning. Here is the setting (God’s creation), the characters (God and the human race), the problem (evil, sin, death), and here is the promise of a solution (through Israel and the Messiah, Jesus).

It will take the rest of the Bible to fill out those answers in multiple ways, of course. But the basic framework of the biblical worldview is set out in the first quarter of Genesis. Here is God’s executive summary of his big book, if you like.




WHERE ARE WE?


We look around ourselves as humans and wonder at the astonishing environment of our lives. We look up at skies, clouds, birds, sun, moon, stars. We look around at mountains, rivers, forests, oceans, deserts. We look down at soil, crops, animals wild and domesticated, insects, depths of earth and sea, fish and creatures of the deep. Maybe, with Louis Armstrong, we think to ourselves, “What a wonderful world!”—and it is. Awe, fear, admiration, curiosity, gratitude, affection, surprise, expectancy—all these arise in our response to simply being in this world. And the questions arise: Where did all these things come from? Who or what made them? Who or what controls them? How should we relate to them for best results?

Israel lived in a world of nations that had plenty of answers to those questions. The stories of the ancient Near East (especially in Egypt and Babylon) attributed the origins of the natural world to a variety of gods, whose squabbles and needs (mirroring their very human inventors) produced this or that feature of the universe. Certain features of the earth matched the demand of the gods for a home, or temple, within which human beings could serve their needs. Others resulted from battles between deities when things got split apart.1

In clear and conscious distinction from these surrounding stories, Genesis 1 tells us where we are. We inhabit the dry land of the earth, which owes its existence to the one single Creator God, along with the seas, the skies above, and the swarming creatures that fill these three great spaces of land, sea, and sky. This one God created all these massive entities and abundant creatures solely by his own powerful word, not in collaboration or conflict with any other deities. This affirmation leads to some vast additional truths about the creation in which we live.

Creation is distinct from God but dependent on God. Our sentence for this chapter, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth,” tells us that there is a fundamental ontological distinction between God as Creator and everything else as created.2 The heavens and the earth had a beginning. God was there before the beginning. God and the universe are different in their being. This duality between the creator and the created is essential to all biblical thought and a Christian worldview. It stands against both monism (the belief that all reality is One, with no differentiation—as in Advaita Hinduism) and pantheism (the belief that God is somehow identical with the totality of the universe; everything in nature put together is God). This biblical teaching stands against New Age spiritualities, which adopt a broadly monistic or pantheistic worldview.

Creation, then, is distinct from God its Creator, but it is also totally dependent on God. Creation is not independent or coeternal. The world is not, in biblical teaching, a self-sustaining biosystem. Rather, God is actively and unceasingly sustaining its existence and its functions at macro and micro levels (Psalms 33:6-9; 65:9-13; 104; Colossians 1:17; Hebrews 1:3). This is not to deny that God has built into the earth an incredible capacity for renewal, recovery, balance, and adaptation. But the way in which all these systems work and interrelate is itself planned and sustained by God.

Creation is good. This is the unmistakable message of the opening chapter of the Bible. Six times God declares what he has just done to be “good,” and the seventh time “very good.” At least three things follow from this volley of goods.

1. The good creation reveals the good God. In other ancient Near Eastern accounts, creation is the work of multiple deities, in varying degrees of conflict and malevolence. By contrast, in the Old Testament creation is the work of the one single living God and therefore bears witness to his existence, power, and character. Creation reveals its Creator, though he is not part of it. Just as you can hear Beethoven in his symphonies (though a symphony is not the composer), or see Rembrandt in his paintings (though a painting is not the artist), so we encounter the living God in creation (though the creation is not God). Creation has a living voice that speaks for God.

We learn that the heavens declare the glory of God, without human speech but a voice that is heard to the ends of the earth (Psalm 19:1-4). Furthermore, “the heavens proclaim his righteousness, for he is a God of justice” (Psalm 50:6). It is not only farmers who care for the land. God does so continuously as evidence of his generosity (Psalm 65:9). It is not only humans who receive their food ultimately from God’s hand; so do all creatures (Psalm 104:27-30). Paul points to the kindness of God on the evidence of his gifts of rain and crops, food and joy (Acts 14:17). He affirms that all human beings can see the evidence of God’s existence and power in the creation of the world (Romans 1:20).

2. Creation is good in God’s sight. The repeated affirmation “God saw that it was good” is made quite independently of us human beings. It is not initially our human response to the beauty or benefits of creation (though it certainly should be) but God’s evaluation of God’s own handiwork. It is the seal of God’s approval on the whole universe in all its functioning. Creation has intrinsic value because it is valued by God, who is the source of all value. To speak of the goodness of creation is not, first of all, to say that it is valuable to us (which of course it is), but to say that it is valued by God and was created fit for purpose—God’s purpose.

Psalm 104 celebrates not only those aspects of creation that serve human needs (crops and domestic animals) but also those that have no immediate connection with human life—the wild places and wild creatures that live there, simply being and doing what God created them to be and do. They are good too, because God values them.

3. Creation is good as God’s temple. In the ancient world generally, temples were envisaged as (literally) microcosms—that is, small representations or replicas on earth of the shape and order of the cosmos itself. A temple was where heaven and earth came together. Meanwhile the cosmos could be seen as a macrotemple—that is, the dwelling place of the gods (or in Old Testament terms, of course, of the one, true, living Creator God).3

From this perspective, when God says that his work of creation is good, it is a way of saying that he sees and approves the whole creation, functioning in all its ordered complexity both as the place prepared for him to install his image (humankind) and as the place for his own dwelling (“Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool,” Isaiah 66:1-2—temple language). That is why the imagery of the new creation at the very end of the Bible speaks of the whole of heaven and earth as the dwelling place of God.

Creation is God’s property. “The earth is the LORD’s” (Psalm 24:1). “To the LORD your God belong the heavens, even the highest heavens, the earth and everything in it” (Deuteronomy 10:14). These are staggering universal affirmations that we easily slip past. The whole universe (including planet Earth) is God’s property. It belongs to him. The earth is first and foremost owned by God, not by us. God is the supreme landlord. We are God’s tenants, living by God’s permission in God’s property.4 This generates huge ethical implications for our ecological and economic activity, which we can’t go into here. But at the very least it reminds us that we are accountable to God for how we treat his property. And if we say that we love God, we should treat what belongs to God with respect and responsibility (as we would the property of anyone we love).

From its very first sentence the Bible constantly speaks of the natural world in relation to God. The created order obeys God, reveals his glory, benefits from his provision, serves his purposes (in judgment or salvation), and is filled with his presence. We honor creation as sacred in that sense—not as something divine in itself, not as something we are to worship (that is explicitly forbidden; see Deuteronomy 4:15-20; Job 31:26-28; Romans 1:25), but because it is related to God in every dimension of its existence.

This is where we are: in God’s good creation, tenants in God’s property, images of God in God’s temple.




WHO ARE WE?


This is God’s earth, then. But it is also our earth. “The highest heaven belongs to the LORD, but the earth he has given to mankind” (Psalm 115:16). The earth is the place of human habitation. It is God’s property, but it is also our responsibility. The earth is in some sense given to human beings in a way that it is not given to other animals. So who are we?

What makes us humans special or unique? At first glance, the Bible stresses much more what we have in common with the rest of the animals than anything different from them.


	We are blessed and told to multiply—but so were they, and before us.


	We are created “on the sixth day”—but only after the other wild and domestic animals.


	We are created from the ground, as they were, or rather “from the dust of the ground” (Genesis 2:7), which hardly makes us superior.


	We are given the “breath of life”—but so were all the living creatures that breathe (Genesis 1:30; 6:17; 7:18, 22; Psalm 104:29-30).


	We are provided with food by God—but so are they (Genesis 1:29-30).




In fact it is a matter of wonder and rejoicing that we share with all the other animals in the love, care, and provision of God (Psalm 104:14-30). We are ’adam from the ’adamah (like humans from the humus, a word meaning “the organic component of soil”). We are all creatures of the Creator God, and that is wonderful.

What, then, makes us different? Three things are affirmed in Genesis: we were created in the image of God in order to be equipped to exercise dominion within creation (Genesis 1:26-28); we were placed in the earth (initially in the garden in Eden) in order to serve and care for it (Genesis 2:15); and we were created male and female to help one another in these huge responsibilities (Genesis 1:27; 2:18-25). Let’s look at each of these in turn.

Created to rule (Genesis 1:26-28): kings, in the image of God.


Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”




So God created mankind in his own image,

in the image of God he created them;

male and female he created them.




God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the ground.”



The grammar of these verses implies that God creates human beings with the intention that they should exercise rule over the rest of the animal creation, and that he creates us in the image of God in order to equip us for that function. The two things (image of God and dominion over creation) are not identical with each other, but they are closely related: the first enables the second.5

We were created to exercise the delegated kingship of God within creation. Just as emperors set up statues (images) of themselves in the countries they ruled to indicate their authority over those realms, so human beings as the image of God represent the authority of the real king.

But how does God exercise his kingship within creation? The Psalms tell us. Psalm 104 says that God does so by caring and providing for all his creatures, wild, domestic, and human. Psalm 145 (which is addressed to “my God the King”) says that God rules by being gracious, good, faithful, generous, protective, and loving toward all he has made.

That is how God is king. Therefore, human rule in creation was never a license to dominate, abuse, crush, waste, or destroy. That is tyranny modeled on fallen human arrogance, not kingship modeled on God’s character and behavior. The true model of kingship is summarized in 1 Kings 12:7 (“If today you will be a servant to these people and serve them”): mutual servanthood. The people will serve the king—yes, provided he will serve and care for them without injustice. The earth will serve our needs—yes, provided we exercise our kingship in God’s way by serving and caring for it.

Located to serve (Genesis 2:15): priests, in the service of creation. This follows naturally from the point above. God takes the man he has created and puts him in the garden (literally) “to work it and take care of it.” Human rule within creation (Genesis 1) is to be exercised by human servanthood for creation (Genesis 2). The pattern of servant-kingship is very clear, and it is modeled perfectly of course by Jesus himself, the perfect human and the Son of God, when he deliberately demonstrates his status as Lord and Master by washing the disciples’ feet. Kingship exercised in servanthood: that is Christ’s way, and it should be ours too.
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