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For Colin, Drew, Evan, and Kate.

May you know and live in light of the hope of resurrection.
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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


THIS BOOK REPRESENTS the fruit of my reflection on and investigation of the topic of resurrection. My interest in the topic began when a seminary professor stated that many Christians can articulate the importance of Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross but have an impoverished understanding of the importance of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead. Although I would not begin a formal study of resurrection until many years later, I began to reflect on this topic and the importance of Jesus’ resurrection from that point.

What began as a reflection on Jesus’ resurrection led to the study of resurrection in the Old Testament and finally morphed into a biblical theology of resurrection. As I began to study the topic in earnest, I became convinced of a couple of things. First, resurrection is an essential and central doctrine in Scripture. Second, the hope of resurrection is inextricably linked with all other creation and redemption themes and doctrines. What I had previously perceived to be a peripheral doctrine that I was trying to make sense of came into focus as an essential doctrine that is indispensable for God’s plan of redemption. My hope and prayer are that, in reading this book, you will also recognize the centrality and importance of resurrection for discipleship and for the hope we have as Christians.

In line with the other volumes in the ESBT series, my aim in this book is to trace the hope of resurrection throughout Scripture and redemptive history—from Genesis 1 to Revelation 22. My goal is that the book would represent serious reflection on how the doctrine of resurrection unfolds in Scripture that pastors and scholars could benefit from, but that it would also be accessible for all Christians to read. By and large, this book represents the fruit of my own study and reflection on Scripture’s teaching on resurrection. In various places, I cite, quote, and interact with scholars who have emphasized similar points, but I am in very few places directly dependent on them. In keeping with the goal that the book be widely accessible, unless otherwise stated I have used the New International Version (2011) for Bible quotations and citations.

No book is ever completed in a vacuum, and I am exceedingly appreciative of those who helped bring this volume to fruition. My wife, Jennifer, and son Colin were my first readers and provided feedback and encouragement on the first drafts of my chapters. I am also thankful for friends and colleagues who provided feedback on all or parts of the manuscript. Joe Martin, Holly Carey, O. Palmer Robertson, Richard Pratt, Tom Wilson, and Stephanie Morton all provided invaluable insight for how the book could be improved and sharpened. I am particularly grateful for Ben Gladd, both for his friendship over the past ten years and for his editorial insight for the series and this book. Finally, Anna Gissing’s editorial feedback helped bring this project to its completion.

God has richly blessed me with a wonderful family. I’m grateful for their sacrifices and support as they graciously allowed me the time to complete this book. Jennifer and my children—Colin, Drew, Evan, and Kate—are truly the greatest blessings God has bestowed on me apart from my relationship with him. I’m so grateful that Jennifer has chosen to join me in this adventure of faith, children, and life. Colin, Drew, Evan, and Kate are a constant source of fun, recreation, adventure, and humor. It is truly a blessing to be their father and to be a part of their lives.

Finally, I’m eternally grateful for my Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, whose resurrection seals my own. Only the one who was dead and is alive forever, the one who holds the keys of death and Hades (Rev 1:18), can bestow the hope of eternal resurrection life.






[image: Image]

INTRODUCTION


There is a life no one can take.

There is a chain of love no one can break.

BUDDY AND JULIE MILLER





EMBLAZONED ON MANY T-SHIRTS, hats, coffee cups, and various other accessories is the expression “Life is good.” This catchy slogan, which is also the name of the company that manufactures the products, captures the excitement, wonder, and enthusiasm of life. A wonderful time with friends and family. A hike in the mountains. A walk on the beach. The excitement of a new adventure. These experiences capture the spirit of this slogan, and we can agree that life is indeed good. Beyond this, almost all people recognize on some level that humanity’s purpose is linked with “life.” People in history have sought to obtain eternal life in various ways—from a religious belief in an experience of life after death to a quest for a fountain of youth. Even in modern culture, there are some who contend that a sort of immortality will one day be achievable through scientific advancement. All of this reinforces the notion that people on some level recognize that humanity was created for life.

But we also know that, in addition to the good times, life is filled with broken relationships, heartache, financial struggle, suffering, and most notably death. These difficulties remind us that not everything is right with our world, that life at times is “not good,” and that quests for immortality in a fountain of youth or through scientific advancement are vain hopes. The reason for this tension we all experience is given in Scripture. God created a good world, but sin has disrupted the created order and led to the fall, which includes suffering and death.

Within biblical theology, it is common to understand the story of the Bible through three major movements in Scripture: creation (Gen 1–2), fall (Gen 3), and redemption (Gen 3:15 to Rev 22:21). In Genesis 1–2, after repeatedly saying that parts of his creation are “good,” God affirms his entire creative work by saying that it was “very good” (Gen 1:31). But soon after creation, Adam and Eve’s sin and failure lead to the fall. To be sure, there are still remnants of goodness in God’s creation after the fall, but all of humanity is fallen in sin, and even all creation experiences the effects of the fall. In Genesis 3:15 God begins his program of redemption through the first preaching of the gospel and his promise that the offspring of the woman will crush the head of the serpent. What is so surprising is that God’s plan of redemption is not accomplished all at once, but rather spans thousands of years (and counting). This unfolding plan of redemption is the story of the Bible from Genesis 3:15 to Revelation 22:21.

From the narrative of the Bible, the themes of life, death, and resurrection correspond with the biblical-theological categories of creation, fall, and redemption. God creates humanity and gives humanity life. With the fall, humanity experiences the consequences of sin in death. But the good news (exceptional news!) is that in his plan of redemption God promises to defeat death and bring salvation to his people. To be specific, God’s plan of redemption includes resurrection for his people. By the term resurrection I mean God’s act to raise his people from the dead to a bodily and glorified eternal life in the new creation.1 The significance of this cannot be overstated. Salvation must involve being rescued from death, and salvation entails physical resurrection and new life in the new creation. God created us for life, death is the result of sin and the fall, and God’s plan of redemption entails life after death, or resurrection. Indeed, the hope of eternal life is so essential to God’s plan of redemption that Paul says it was promised even before creation (Titus 1:1-3). The good news is that God will “destroy” death (1 Cor 15:26)—through the resurrection of Jesus and finally through the resurrection of those united to him by faith. Whereas the thief comes to steal, kill, and destroy, Jesus comes to bring life (Jn 10:10). This life is nothing less than the abundant and eternal life that is inaugurated now but will reach its final fulfillment only in our resurrected and glorified bodies in the new creation.
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Figure 0.1. History of redemption


3 levels. Top says Creation, Genesis 1-2 = Life. Middle says Fall, Genesis 3 = Death. Bottom says Redemption, new creation, Genesis 3:15 to Revelation 22:21 = Resurrection, Eternal Life. 

My interest in the topic of resurrection was sparked by two somewhat embarrassing but watershed realizations. First, I realized that I could not articulate a theology of Jesus’ resurrection. In an introductory theology class in my first semester of seminary, the professor posed a question to this effect: “When asked about the meaning and importance of Christ’s sacrificial death, most Christians can articulate a thoughtful and biblical response. When pressed to answer the question, ‘Why is the resurrection of Christ important?’ many Christians who could speak at length about a theology of the atonement are at a loss for words.” I sat there for the next few minutes thinking that the professor had described me. I could discuss the importance of Christ’s death but could say very little about the importance of Christ’s resurrection.2

Second, I had an impoverished understanding of salvation and eternal life. Of course, I understood that I was a sinner before a holy God, that I needed to be forgiven of my sin and declared righteous before God through faith in Christ, that Christ’s work was the only basis for salvation, and that faith in Christ led to eternal life. But my understanding of eternal life was deficient. In his book Surprised by Hope, N. T. Wright contends, “Some declare that heaven as traditionally pictured looks insufferably boring—sitting on clouds playing harps all the time—and that they either don’t believe it or don’t want to go there.”3 I’m ashamed to admit it, but that view was quite close to mine.

Kenny Chesney’s song “Everybody Wants to Go to Heaven” demonstrates this all-too-frequent misunderstanding of eternity. Although Chesney sings that “everybody wants to go to heaven,” he makes it clear that nobody is particularly excited about it. In this view, heaven and eternity are having a mansion in the clouds, getting wings and flying around, and having a halo. As the song describes, this existence is surely better than the alternative place, but it’s certainly not exciting and perhaps not better than the things we want to experience in this life. My view of eternity matched the thinking of the song—I surely wanted go to heaven rather than hell, but I didn’t want to go to heaven right away because of all I wanted to experience on the earth.

Sad to say, the view that eternity is an immaterial existence in the clouds is all too common among Christians. Moreover, as Wright notes, even when Christians speak of resurrection, they often use the word as a synonym for “life after death” or merely “going to heaven.”4 For this reason, believers need to know what the Bible teaches about resurrection and eternal life. The biblical hope and the biblical view of eternity is a new creation, a new creation in which God brings heaven to earth, a new creation in which heaven and earth are one. In the biblical vision of eternity, God will raise up believers who are united to Jesus Christ by faith, and they will share in his glorified, physical, and bodily resurrection. The bodily resurrection of believers is an essential piece of God’s redemptive plan. Believers will for all eternity do what God created them to do: glorify God by serving as his vice-regents and reigning over the new creation. When I realized this biblical vision, I thought to myself, Now this is an eternity that I can get excited about.

These two concerns, a theology of the resurrection of Jesus and a theology of the final resurrection of believers, provided the impetus for my interest in the topic of resurrection.5


FOCUS AND PURPOSE OF THE BOOK

While my journey began as a reflection on the importance of Christ’s resurrection and the future resurrection of believers, it led to a study of resurrection in the Old Testament and finally morphed into a biblical theology of resurrection. In this book, my purpose is to trace and investigate the theme of resurrection in all of Scripture, from Genesis 1 to Revelation 22. I will demonstrate how the hope of resurrection is grounded in God’s creation purposes and unfolds throughout redemptive history, culminating in the final resurrection at the end of the age. I will also show that the biblical hope of resurrection is inextricably linked with all of God’s creation purposes for humanity, specifically a relationship with God, life in God’s presence, and humanity’s reign over creation as his vice-regents.

Such a study is important for at least three reasons. First, the doctrine of the resurrection has received much less attention than the doctrine of the atonement, at least within the teaching of the church. As a result, many believers are unable to articulate a theology of the resurrection. Second, the majority of projects on the resurrection are apologetic in nature, arguing for the historical resurrection of Jesus.6 Apologetic studies are of great importance, but a defense of Jesus’ resurrection is not the focus of this book. Rather, I will assume and presuppose the veracity of Scripture, the historicity of the biblical stories, and the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus. Third, studies on the resurrection often focus only on particular parts or sections of Scripture, especially the Pauline corpus.7 Therefore, in light of the topical or apologetic treatments of resurrection, a study of how the doctrine of resurrection develops and unfolds in Scripture is perhaps overdue.

In keeping with the ESBT series, what distinguishes this study from others is my purpose to trace the theme of resurrection throughout Scripture, from beginning to end.8 With this approach, in addition to investigating passages that either explicitly teach or more subtly hint at resurrection, I will highlight trajectories of life and death in Scripture, which serve to connect God’s creation purposes with God’s plan of redemption. Moreover, I will demonstrate how the hope of resurrection is not an isolated doctrine but is intimately connected with other biblical themes and doctrines (e.g., relationship with God, God’s presence, and the kingdom of God).9 As a caveat, my focus in this book is explicitly on the positive or redemptive aspect of resurrection, or the resurrection of believers. Scripture is clear that there is a resurrection of both believers and unbelievers (see, e.g., Dan 12:1-2; Jn 5:29-30; Acts 24:15), the resurrection of believers to eternal life and the resurrection of unbelievers to eternal damnation, but the resurrection of believers is my focus.




THE IMPORTANCE OF RESURRECTION

Although it has often been neglected, the resurrection is of central importance within the biblical worldview.10 The phrase “Jesus is risen” is a central confession in the New Testament and in the life of the church from the time of Jesus’ resurrection. We cannot dismiss the significance of the change from celebrating the Lord’s Day on the last day of the week to the first day of the week, the day that Jesus was raised to life.11 In 1 Corinthians 15:1-8 Paul says that the gospel he preached is of first importance and that the gospel is intimately connected with the historical death and resurrection of Jesus. A few verses later Paul contends, “And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith. . . . And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins” (1 Cor 15:14, 17). Without the resurrection of Jesus, there is no forgiveness of sins. Without the resurrection of Jesus, there is no salvation. In Romans 4:25 Paul emphasizes that Jesus “was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised to life for our justification.” Shockingly, there is no justification of sinners without Christ’s resurrection. Scripture is emphatic that the resurrection is of central importance for salvation and the Christian faith.

The doctrine of resurrection is also unique. When distinguishing the Christian worldview from other religious and philosophical worldviews, apologists often point to some fundamental differences between Christianity and other religions. For one, people stress that salvation in Christianity is by grace and through faith and not by works (see Eph 2:8-10), while salvation in other religions is by human effort or good works (or at least a mixture of grace and good works). John Frame has pointed out as another distinguishing characteristic that we find a personal and absolute God only within the Judeo-Christian worldview.12 Within the Christian worldview, God is supremely sovereign yet also personal in his essence, actions, and relationships.

Similarly, the doctrine of the resurrection distinguishes Christianity from other religions in at least two important ways. First, only in Christianity is the “founder” or the primary teacher no longer in the grave. The founders of all other religions are dead and buried. In almost all cases, there is not even a claim to their resurrection. Yet in the biblical worldview, Jesus Christ is no longer dead. He is raised to life, he has appeared to many people, and his followers are adamant about the fact that he has been raised from the dead. Second, as N. T. Wright demonstrates, the doctrine of the resurrection is unique to Jewish and Christian thought. While many religions might espouse an immaterial existence after death, only within the Judeo-Christian worldview do we find the doctrine of resurrection as the reversal of death, with the hope of an eternal physical life after death.13 Consequently, not only is the resurrection indispensable to the Christian faith; it is also unique to the biblical worldview.

Finally, Jesus’ resurrection is of utmost importance for discipleship. This was true for the earliest disciples of Jesus. After abandoning Jesus and even denying knowing him before his crucifixion, Peter and the apostles are transformed from timid and fearful to bold and courageous disciples of Jesus after his resurrection. Indeed, Peter and the other disciples are willing to speak boldly in the threat of persecution and even to die for Christ.14 Their boldness is undoubtedly connected to the doctrine of the resurrection—both the resurrection of Jesus and the future resurrection of those united to Christ by faith. The author of Hebrews describes it this way: “There were others who were tortured, refusing to be released so that they might gain an even better resurrection” (Heb 11:35). Christians can suffer and even die for Jesus because of the hope of resurrection. Jesus’ resurrection and the future resurrection of his followers changes everything.15

Within the biblical worldview, death is both the enemy of God and the enemy of humanity (see, e.g., 1 Cor 15:26). The serpent who first tempted Adam and Eve is also the thief who comes to steal, kill, and destroy (Jn 10:10). The story of the death of Lazarus in John 11 illustrates God’s perspective and feelings about death. When Jesus arrives on the scene, witnesses the sadness of Mary and Martha, and is confronted with the reality of his friend Lazarus’s death, he is emotional. Most of us are familiar with Jesus’ sadness, which is reflected in the shortest verse in the Bible: “Jesus wept” (Jn 11:35). In this moment, Jesus demonstrates his feelings about death, the sting of sin, and the grief that accompanies the terrible reality of death.

But the story of Lazarus highlights another emotion of Jesus’ that often escapes us: anger. Bible scholars have noted that the phrase “deeply moved” in John 11:33 and 11:38 carries the connotation of anger. In his article “Jesus Gets Angry at Death,” J. Scott Duvall writes, “As Jesus goes to the tomb of Lazarus, he isn’t just overwhelmed with sadness and grief. He’s also righteous with rage. He’s fighting mad. He’s angry at sin, suffering, disease, and most of all, death! He’s furious at these evil powers for hurting the people he loves so deeply.”16

Jesus gets angry at death! His explicit description of his purpose in John 10:10 is noteworthy: “I have come that they may have life, and have it to the full.” Death is God’s enemy; he is troubled by it, grieves over it, and is angry at it. Indeed, Jesus’ life-giving purpose is so essential to his mission that he is willing to taste death in order to defeat these great enemies of sin and death.

N. T. Wright contends, “Death is the last weapon of the tyrant, and the point of the resurrection, despite much misunderstanding, is that death has been defeated.”17 I cannot help but think about the words of Obi-Wan Kenobi to Darth Vader in Star Wars: A New Hope: “You can’t win, Darth. If you strike me down, I shall become more powerful than you can possibly imagine.” There is of course great irony in using this example because the post-death experience of Obi-Wan Kenobi is a sort of immaterial existence, which is precisely not the biblical view of resurrection. Nevertheless, Obi-Wan’s words emphasize that he has a post-death hope that is greater than the threat of death from the tyrant Darth Vader.

To return to a more biblical illustration, the book of Revelation gives hope to God’s people in the midst of persecution and the threat of death because Jesus has been raised from the dead and holds the keys of death and Hades (Rev 1:17-18). Satan is the great enemy of God’s people, and he uses deceit and persecution (even to death) in his “fury” and attacks on believers (see Rev 12:12). But how can believers conquer this great enemy?


They triumphed over him

by the blood of the Lamb

and by the word of their testimony;

they did not love their lives so much

as to shrink from death. (Rev 12:11)



Believers are equipped not to “shrink from death” because of the wonderful hope of resurrection.

In their song “Rachel,” Buddy and Julie Miller sing, “There is a life no one can take. There is a chain of love no one can break.”18 These lyrics express the truth that God’s relationship with his people is stronger even than death, and this hope of life after death is what we will investigate and trace in this book.
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Chapter One

CREATION AND LIFE


Everybody wants to rule the world.

TEARS FOR FEARS





“BEGIN AT THE BEGINNING . . . and go on till you come to the end.” I suppose this advice from the king to the rabbit in Alice in Wonderland serves as good advice for biblical theology. It might seem a bit strange to begin a study of resurrection in Genesis 1, but the creation account lays the theological foundation for the biblical hope of resurrection.

Let’s begin by reflecting for a moment on a question: Why did God create humanity? Not why in the sense of God’s motivation for creating humanity; in this sense we could affirm that God does all things for his glory (see, e.g., Is 43:6-7), but could say little else. But rather why in the sense of God’s purpose for humanity. What were God’s intentions and purposes for humanity? This is one of life’s most important questions. While many religions and philosophical systems do not have answers for this most fundamental question, the Bible gives clear answers. I will begin by considering a truth that is central to Genesis 1–2 and essential for the purpose of this book: God created humanity for life. Subsequently, I will identify three additional purposes from the creation account that God intended for humanity and explain how they are intimately connected with God’s life-giving purpose.


GOD CREATES HUMANITY FOR LIFE

The very first words of Scripture, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen 1:1), attest to the marvelous fact that God is the author of creation and the author of life. When the Lord encounters a “formless” and “empty” creation (Gen 1:2), he responds by giving form and content in the six days of creation. On day six, God creates humanity as the crown of creation. In Genesis 2:7 we read, “Then the LORD God formed a man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.” God, the eternal one and the source of all life, breathes life into the man, which God had formed from the dust of the earth. As the author of creation, God is “life giving,” and he brings forth life from that which is lifeless. Moreover, God’s act of “breathing” life into Adam emphasizes the role of God’s Spirit in bringing about life. In light of the theme of this book, it is essential to recognize that God created humanity for life.

Three additional creation purposes are closely linked with God’s life-giving purpose.

God creates humanity for relationship with him (basis for life). Although its familiarity obscures its significance, the fact that God creates people to have a relationship with him is astounding. The trinitarian nature of God reveals that relationship and love are at the very essence of God.1 Since people are created in the image of God (Gen 1:26-27), they are also relational and are created to have a relationship with God.2 The early church theologian Augustine captured this truth with his famous line, “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”3 Created in the image of God, people are able to have a relationship with God—to know him, to speak to him, to hear his word, to obey him, to walk with him.

In the creation account, God establishes the parameters of humanity’s relationship with him. Although the term covenant is not used, many scholars recognize that the basic elements of a covenant are evident in the creation account.4 O. Palmer Robertson has noted that at creation God establishes the fundamental life ordinances of work, family, and Sabbath.5 Genesis 1–2 makes it clear that the Lord enters into and governs his relationship with Adam and Eve and subsequently all of humanity.

In addition to the basic life ordinances, God establishes the parameters for a right relationship with him, emphasizing the life-and-death consequences associated with this relationship. In his blessing and warning to Adam and Eve, God says, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will certainly die” (Gen 2:16-17). If Adam is disobedient to God’s command not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, death will be the consequence. Alternatively, life is implicitly promised for obedience to God’s word and command. From Genesis 2:15-17 we can infer that life is promised to Adam and Eve for obedience and death for disobedience.6 From this analysis, two key points should not be missed: God created humanity for relationship with him, and life is linked with and is the result of a right relationship with God.

God creates humanity for life in his presence (locus of life). For part of my graduate studies, I had the privilege of living in Edinburgh, Scotland, for three and a half years. In addition to its amazing architecture and rich history, Edinburgh has numerous parks and green spaces throughout the city. Located a few minutes’ walk from where our family lived, and just outside the city center, is the Royal Botanic Garden. Consisting of over seventy acres of landscaping, trees, plants, flowers, ponds, streams, and walking paths, the Botanic Garden is full of beauty. Whether we walked through the garden, fed the ducks, enjoyed a picnic, rested on the grass, or admired the view of Edinburgh Castle from the high point of the garden, a visit to the Botanic Garden was one of our family’s favorite outings. Anyone who has set foot in a garden such as this one knows that it is a place of beauty and life.

Genesis 1–2 reveals an important truth: life is connected with a place. Specifically, life is connected with the place of God’s presence. In the creation account, God gives Adam and Eve a wonderful place to live: the Garden of Eden. While I was always amazed by the life and beauty of the Botanic Garden in Edinburgh, I suppose it was no match for God’s gift of Eden to Adam and Eve. The Bible describes Eden as a place of life, beauty, and vitality, filled with trees (Gen 2:8-9), rivers (Gen 2:10-14), and food (2:9). Additionally, the first chapters of Genesis clarify that Eden represented God’s temple-garden, or his dwelling place on the earth. In Genesis 3:8 we read of God “walking in the garden in the cool of the day.” Regardless of the precise meaning and use of this phrase, the implication is that Eden represented a place where God dwelled with Adam and Eve.7 Moreover, scholars have recognized a connection between God’s instructions to Adam and Eve for working the garden in Genesis 2:15 (“The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it”) and God’s instructions for the priests and Levites and their work in the tabernacle (Num 3:7-8).8 The first chapters of Genesis emphasize that Adam and Eve not only had a relationship with God but also dwelled with him, enjoying close, intimate, and unbroken fellowship with God.

Most significant for this discussion is that in the middle of the Garden of Eden was the tree of life (Gen 2:9). In the tree of life, God provided the way and the means for Adam and Eve, and their descendants, to live forever with God. Of course, also in the middle of the Garden of Eden, presumably near the tree of life, was the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen 2:9). In their test of obedience, Adam and Eve were free to eat from any tree in the garden except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. From the creation account, it is clear that God created Adam and Eve, gave them a wonderful place to live, and provided the opportunity for them to receive eternal life. The creation account thus reveals another astounding purpose for humanity: God creates humanity to dwell with him in his presence.9

God creates humanity to glorify God by serving as his vice-regents (purpose in life). In 1 Corinthians 10:31 Paul writes, “So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.” With this exhortation, Paul provides a fitting summary of humanity’s purpose—to glorify God in all things. As the Creator and Sustainer of all things, as the eternal and infinite one, as the only one who is holy, righteous, good, gracious, loving, and just, God is worthy of all praise and glory. Since God is all-glorious and worthy of all praise and honor, people are called to glorify, praise, and magnify God.

The Bible is replete with passages that serve as exhortations to glorify God. By considering just a few, we can see that the Lord’s name should be glorified (Ps 115:1), that all the nations will worship and glorify the Lord (Ps 86:9), that people are created and called for God’s glory (Is 43:5-7), that it is God’s plan for the earth to be filled with his glory (Hab 2:14), that the good works of believers should lead others to glorify God (Mt 5:16), and that God is worthy of all glory (Rev 4:11). In answer to the question “What is the chief end of man?” the Westminster Shorter Catechism reads, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever.”10 The small sample above demonstrates that the writers of the Westminster Standards were not without justification in identifying this as the purpose of humanity. Paul’s exhortation in 1 Corinthians 10:31 is a good description of God’s purpose for people—to glorify him in all that they do.

This purpose for humanity to glorify God is evident in the creation account. When God creates humanity he says, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness” (Gen 1:26). Let’s reflect for a moment on the importance of images. The very essence of an image is to bring glory or honor to that which it represents. Commenting on the role of images in the ancient Near East, G. K. Beale notes that “to be in the image of a god meant that the king reflected the god’s glory.”11 Although we are far removed from the culture of the ancient Near East, our modern culture still embraces the importance of images in different ways.

One of my favorite hobbies and pastimes is following Alabama football. In Tuscaloosa, outside Bryant-Denny Stadium, there are statues of Alabama football coaches who have won national championships. The statues of Wallace Wade, Frank Thomas, Paul “Bear” Bryant, Gene Stallings, and Nick Saban are memorials of these coaches and serve to bring them honor for their achievements in college football. Even in twenty-first-century Western culture, images are important. If this is true in modern culture and for statues of college football coaches, how much more is this true of the ancient Near East and biblical culture? As God’s image, people are created to glorify him—to reflect God’s glory back to him in all that we do.

The creation account also reveals that God created humanity in his image to glorify him by serving as his vice-regents.12 In Genesis 1:26 God says, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule” (emphasis added). God is the great king of creation, and he creates humanity in his image to rule over creation. From the context of Genesis 1:26-30, creation in the image of God is connected with God’s purpose for humanity to reign and exercise dominion over creation. In Genesis 1:28 God’s words to Adam and Eve serve as a blessing and command: “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.” This command, sometimes referred to as the original commission, provides the biblical and theological foundation for the kingdom of God.13 To be specific, Genesis 1:28 communicates how humanity will serve as God’s vice-regents and reign over creation. As humanity is obedient to the original commission, God’s image increases in number (be fruitful and increase in number) and extends to the ends of the earth (fill the earth and subdue it). As God’s image increases and goes to the ends of the earth, so also God’s reign extends to the ends of the earth.14

The band Tears for Fears penned the song “Everybody Wants to Rule the World.” I am a big fan of this song for a couple of reasons. First, I simply like the music and the song. Second, the lyrics get at something quite profound. I really do believe that everybody wants to rule the world, and I think that all people want to rule the world because this is precisely what God created humanity to do! God created humanity in his image to bring glory to him and to represent his kingship. By fulfilling the original commission (Gen 1:28), humanity would bring glory to God by multiplying his image and therefore his reign throughout the earth. And this represents God’s wonderful purpose for humanity.


Table 1.1. Creation purposes (life)









	Basis for life

	Right relationship with God




	Locus of life

	God’s presence in Eden / tree of life




	Purpose in life

	Reign over creation as God’s vice-regents












SUMMARY OF CREATION THEMES

As we have seen, God’s life-giving purpose is intimately connected with other creation purposes and biblical themes: (1) God created humanity for a relationship with him, (2) God created humanity for life in his presence, and (3) God created humanity to glorify him by serving as his vice-regents. I have referred to these other purposes as the basis for life, the locus of life, and the purpose in life. To further illustrate the close relationship between these purposes, I will reference a phrase that Graeme Goldsworthy,15 and subsequently Vaughan Roberts, have employed. Roberts defines the kingdom of God as “God’s people in God’s place under God’s rule and blessing.”16 As he demonstrates in his book, these themes are closely related throughout Scripture and the history of redemption.

To connect Roberts’s definition with the discussion in this chapter, “God’s people” corresponds to a relationship with God (the basis for life), “God’s place” corresponds to life in God’s presence (the locus of life), and “God’s rule” corresponds to serving as his vice-regents (purpose in life). This leaves only the final part of the phrase, “and (enjoying God’s) blessing.” But we can see from Scripture that the greatest blessing that God gives his people is life. Not merely life in isolation, but life in relationship with him, life in his presence, and life with the privilege of serving as his vice-regents. While other books have traced the themes of God’s people,17 God’s place,18 and God’s reign,19 in this book I will primarily trace the theme of life, and specifically resurrection life after the fall, as the great blessing of God.


Table 1.2. Creation purposes restated









	God’s people

	Relationship with God (basis for life)




	God’s place

	Life in God’s presence (locus of life)




	God’s rule

	Serving as God’s vice-regents (purpose in life)




	God’s blessing

	Life / resurrection life









From the onset of creation, God’s purpose for humanity was life. But the life that God gave to Adam and Eve at creation did not represent the final fulfillment of God’s purposes. In light of the prohibition not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the original commission, God called Adam and Eve to submit to his word and to obey his command in order to experience the fullness of life that God intended. Specifically, the fullness of life that God intended for humanity is closely tied to the creation themes in Genesis 1–2.

First, with God’s command not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the implication is that Adam and Eve were to undergo a time of testing and probation. At some point, if they had been obedient, this time of testing would have ended, and the ability to sin by breaking God’s command would have been removed. On the one hand, it is unclear whether Adam and Eve were to eat from the tree of life once or continually. On the other hand, Scripture does not explicitly reveal when and how Adam and Eve would have completed their time of testing. In light of God’s expulsion of Adam and Eve from the garden and God’s protection of the tree of life (Gen 3:24), it is possible that the time of testing and probation would have been over and the reward of eternal life would have been bestowed if Adam and Eve had eaten from the tree of life.20 Regardless, what should be evident is God’s intention for humanity: obedience and eternal life.

Second, in light of the Bible’s depiction of the Garden of Eden as the place of God’s presence and God’s commission for Adam and Eve to increase in number and fill the earth, God’s purpose was for his people to make the entire earth his temple-garden and the place of his presence.21 As humanity was faithful to the original commission, multiplying God’s image and subduing the earth, the garden (which no doubt would have become a populated temple-garden) would extend to the ends of the earth. In this way, the entire earth would become God’s temple, the place where God dwells with humanity.

Third, as Adam and Eve and their descendants were faithful to God’s original commission, they would also extend God’s reign to the ends of the earth. Since God’s image represents his domain and his kingdom, humanity would extend his kingdom to the ends of the earth. On faithful completion of the original commission, heaven, as the place of God’s reign, would come to earth, and heaven and earth would be one.

Finally, although not explicit in the Genesis account, if Adam and Eve had been obedient, they would have likely received a heightened experience of life—what we could perhaps term a “glorified life.” Upon obedience and at the end of their time of testing, in addition to the removal of the ability to sin, Adam and Eve would have perhaps been rewarded with new and glorified bodies. In 1 Corinthians 15:44-47 Paul contrasts the pre-fall body of Adam with the post-resurrection body of Jesus. Adam’s pre-fall body was “natural” and Adam “became a living being,” while Jesus’ resurrection body is “spiritual” and Jesus has become “a life-giving spirit.” That Jesus’ resurrection body is greater than the pre-fall body of Adam is clear from 1 Corinthians 15:44-47, but the passage also perhaps implies that Adam would have needed a new body even if he had not fallen in sin.22 Thus, Adam in his pre-fall state, with a “natural body” (1 Cor 15:44) and “of the dust of the earth” (1 Cor 15:47), was likely not fit to enjoy and experience the fullness of God’s presence. If this is the case, then upon passing God’s test, Adam would have been blessed with a glorified body, a body fit to experience God’s presence, a body fit for a glorified creation, and a body that was no longer susceptible to sin and death.

God’s purpose for humanity entails life, and this life is expressed through a right relationship with God, access to God’s presence, and service as God’s vice-regents. God’s goal for humanity is nothing less than a perfect relationship with God, the entire earth as the dwelling place of God, the entire earth as God’s kingdom, and an eternal life where his people are no longer subject to sin and death and are fit to dwell in his presence. These purposes are closely connected throughout all of Scripture—in creation, in the fall, and throughout God’s long and unfolding plan of redemption. Understanding the close relationship between these purposes is essential for a biblical theology of resurrection.




CONCLUSION AND APPLICATION

When we reflect on God’s purposes for humanity, we are reminded of God’s goodness. God is the author of creation and the giver of life. He creates humanity for relationship with him. He provides a wonderful place for his people, and he intends to dwell with his people in the place of his presence. Finally, God gives humanity the wonderful privilege of serving as his vice-regents and reigning over creation. All of this emphasizes God’s good purposes for his people. In the midst of the sin, suffering, turmoil, and death that comes after the fall, we should reflect on the life that God gave to his people in creation and the life that God promises in redemption. As wonderful as the life that God gave Adam and Eve in creation was, it will pale in comparison to the life that God bestows on his people in glorification.
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