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Sermon Series: Creation Care 

#2 A Biblical Responsibility? Genesis 1:26-27 

1. Getting the message right 
When you were a child, someone taught you nursery rhymes. I bet you can 

recite some of them readily today.  

Perhaps you learned the story of the itsy bitsy spider 

while you were perched on your grandma’s knee. You 

should still be able to recall her beginning, her journey, 

and her destiny, even after many years. 

Today’s generation in a digital age may learn different nursery 

rhymes to me, but the brief, simple structure is the same. 

It’s not unusual for those who grew up in a Christian family to 

have learned the story of God’s salvation of humankind, of how 

God loves you and has a plan for your life in similar way. That is, via a brief and 

simple and memorable short story (it didn’t necessarily rhyme!).   

But I remember I had an uncle who made it his business to 

take the classic nursery rhymes and give them his own 

macabre spin. Although they sounded quite similar to the 

classics, they always had a twisted conclusion just to get a 

laugh and razz up all the kids of the household. 

In a similar, but not malevolent manner, sometimes the story of God’s love and 

plan for our lives has been taught in a way that sounds like the classic biblical 

account but has some seriously twisted alterations. Our understanding of the 

place of God’s creation in our lives may need some significant biblical 

reflection and reformation.   

This was true for me when I attended university. Well-meaning student 

evangelists in those days, trained in American models of simple explanations of 

the Gospel taught me some unhelpful, unbiblical ideas about the world around 

me. 
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For example, I was taught that one day when Jesus Christ will return, I, along 

with an elite group of Christians, will be lifted up from the earth and will 

depart this planet to be with Jesus and go to a place called “heaven”.  

Of course, the logical consequence of their message was, given they said the 

earth won’t be around later on, a kind of “instrumentalist” view of the physical 

world – a justification to exploit the physical world for progress and profit - to 

see the earth in a utilitarian light.  

As you could imagine, my life as a follower of Jesus has been pretty unfriendly 

towards the earth and its creatures. The Gospel I was sold was largely about 

escaping from corruption on this earth (and the “corrupted” earth itself) that 

will one day decay and burn. My main purpose as a Christian, I was taught, was 

to sign other people up to join me one day in a place called “heaven”.   

You might have already recognized in this brief and simple adaptation of the 

“Gospel” something more akin to ancient Greek philosophy than to the 

message preached by Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus didn’t teach that we should 

escape the physical world – indeed, we learn from the New Testament that 

God was in Christ engaging fully with all creation to reconcile all things to God.  

The bible leads to a different destiny, and indeed a different identity and 

purpose, than the simple nursery rhyme style of “gospel” that was shared with 

me. 

REFLECT – What were you taught along your journey of faith in God about how 

things might wind up at the end of all time, and what to do with the planet in 

the meantime? 

Today, let me briefly just point out just one important biblical fact-check to 

help fix our fractured fairy tale approach to the Gospel of Jesus. It’s important 

that we allow the Bible’s big story to shape our understanding of God’s 

purposes, and that’s true regarding creation and our care for it.  

2. Re-thinking the word “dominion” 
Sadly, many Christians have based their understanding of the Bible’s teaching 

about human responsibilities for the planet on misunderstanding and in some 

cases poor interpretation of the book of Genesis. So significant is this matter 



3 
 

that the word “dominion” has contributed to climate degradation and the 

exploitation of the planet.  

The Bible begins with a clear assertion: “In the beginning God created the 

heavens and the earth.” But amidst the beautiful imagery of creation goodness 

in Genesis chapter 1 the making of the man and the woman refers to their 

shared unique image-bearing capacity, and the charge that they shall have 

“dominion” over all God has made. 

Genesis 1:26 offers us an important biblical discussion starter about the 

intended identity and purpose of humanity… 

Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our 

likeness; and let them have dominion over… 

In the Bible’s account of our origins and our identity and purpose as human 

beings we are uniquely placed to, as one translation of the Bible puts it: 

“subdue the earth” and “rule over” its many creatures. It’s no wonder many 

eco-historians over time have laid the blame for our climate crisis squarely at 

the feet of those major religions of the world that regard Genesis chapter 1 as 

a primary text. The word “dominion” sounds like it gives license for 

domination and exploitation of the created world.  

Yet, this charge given us is in the context of humans being bearers of the 

likeness and image of God, the “Imago Dei”. The role humans are given is, by 

reckoning of the majority of commentators today, to represent the majesty of 

God on earth. Humans were intended to reflect the likeness of God in the 

manner by which they took care of the garden in which they were graciously 

placed by God. Our reference point for the meaning of “dominion” and “rule” 

is the manner in which both God and Adam (‘adam is the Hebrew word for 

humans) sustain and care for the world. 

Douglas Moo points out a helpful correction to some older interpretations of 

Genesis 1:26, saying: 

“Our human vocation is to work and take care of the place where God 

has planted us, to serve God in our rule in creation as priests in his 

temple. Caring for the earth is not, in this light, a peripheral biblical 

theme; it is central to our identity as God’s image bearers. The purpose 
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of the dominion that we are given over other creatures is the peace and 

blessing that God intends for us and all his creation.” 

Note that when we turn the page of the Bible to Genesis chapter 2, the text  

zooms in on man set in the Garden of Eden. In verse 15 we read, 

The Lord God took the man [‘adam] and put him in the garden of Eden 

to till it and keep it. 

The two Hebrew words [abad and shamar] are helpfully translated in the NIV 

bible as “to work and take care of it”. Most importantly, the second of those 

words means to be a “keeper”. Like “keeping” commandments or “keeping” 

watch over” or the “keeper” of the castle, this word is about guarding and 

protecting as a vocation – keeping God’s creation. Just as older forms of 

blessing used to say, “May the Lord may bless you and keep you” so this 

Hebrew word shamar indicates that in the original intention of God, humans 

were given charge to be keepers of this physical world. 

Kingly rule in the ancient world was, in its best form, a model of care for and 

stewardship of the people and the territory over which one “ruled”. If the Bible 

suggests a royal beginning for humanity, and a regal destiny (we shall “reign” 

with Christ), it’s vital that we connect our Christian discipleship with our care 

for the creation around us. 

In his recent book Gondwana theology, Gary Deverell, Trawloolway man from 

Tasmania, shows us how the biblical account of creation intersects in many 

ways with aboriginal dreaming. Of particular interest, is the way he points to 

the connectedness of human beings with the earth. Gary says, 

“Adam is made from the same stuff of the ground (Gen. 2:9). But what 

makes the earthly flesh of Adam alive? It is the breath of Spirit of  

God… Spirituality is entirely about this world. It is about living this life in 

the knowledge that God has made us and loved us as we are, in all our 

fleshly materiality, and that God sustains us in that life through…His 

Spirit.” 
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Far from preferring some “spiritual”, non-physical destiny for humanity, 

orthodox Christianity has always affirmed the corporeal nature of our origins, 

our identity and our destiny in Christ.1  

Connectedness, care, cooperation and charity towards all of God’s creation is 

an important matter for us to recover in our Gospel message as a Church. It 

will seriously shape our journey of faith. 

Many children who attend our weekly playgroup at St Michael’s learn the 

nursery rhymes of old just as I did. But we know that they don’t learn much, if 

anything, of the Bible’s message about God’s love for us and purpose for us in 

Christ. The Church has an important opportunity to share the Gospel of Jesus 

with new generation when we build relationships across the wider community. 

We must be sure not to pass on fractured fairy tale versions of God’s saving 

love in Christ. Instead, we can connect the love of God for us with the 

widespread agreement that care for the planet and for its creatures is 

important. 

As NT Wright so bluntly puts it, “Heaven is important, but it’s not the end of 

the world.” 

Far from whisking us off to live on the clouds somewhere2, God’s revelation of 

the future is a grand symbol of the city of God descending upon the earth to 

bring about a new heaven and new earth (see Revelation chapter 21). In this 

transformed creation, people redeemed by God will reside in peace with God 

in a real and physical, but not perishable, world. Revelation 21 includes a hymn 

of praise to God that cries, 

“See, the home of God is among mortals. 

He will dwell with them; 

 
1 “the work of salvation, in its full sense, is (1) about whole human beings, not merely souls; (2) about the 
present, not simply the future; and (3) about what God does through us, not merely what God does in and for 
us.” ― N.T. Wright 
2 The “rapture” is an eschatological theological position held by some Christians consisting of an end-time 
event when all Christian believers who are alive, along with resurrected believers, will rise "in the clouds, to 
meet the Lord in the air”, based on 1 Thessalonians in the Bible, where Paul uses the Greek word harpazo 
(Ancient Greek: ἁρπάζω), meaning "to snatch away" or "to seize." In the text Paul explains that believers in 
Jesus Christ will be snatched away from earth into the air; a text requiring careful contextual interpretation. 
The idea of a rapture as it is currently defined is not found in historic Christianity but is a relatively recent 
doctrine frequently used among Evangelical Protestant theologians in the United States. This view of 
eschatology is referred to as premillennial dispensationalism, a form of futurism. 
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they will be his peoples, 

and God himself will be with them; 

he will wipe every tear from their eyes. 

Death will be no more; 

mourning and crying and pain will be no more, 

for the first things have passed away.” 

And the one who was seated on the throne said, “See, I am making all 
things new.” (Rev. 21:3-5) 

REFLECT –  

1. Consider how you might respond to someone’s sincere question about 

what the Bible has to say in favour of climate action. How might the 

foundational idea of being a “keeper” of creation help you to respond to 

their inquiry? 

2. Do you regret the contribution Christianity has made to the climate crisis 

by misinterpreting “dominion” as a license to dominate creation? 3 Give 

thanks that God’s mercy in Christ covers all our sins and weaknesses. 

3. Ask God to renew your mind about the role of humanity and our future 

destiny as followers of Christ.  

 

 
3 Douglas Moo comments: “The argument of some environmental historians is that the Christian worldview, 
with its concern for humans and their salvation, has fostered the typical modernist neglect of, or even disdain 
for, the natural world. In a famous essay, Lynn White, Jr., argued that environmental degradation was the 
indirect product of Christianity, which he labeled (in its Western form), “the most anthropocentric religion the 
world has ever seen.” The idea that humans are given “dominion” over creation has been, so it is argued, 
foundational in forming the typically Western “instrumentalist” view of nature…" 


