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 In 1843, Ludwig Feuerbach claimed that, "Nature, the world, has no value, no interest for 

Christians.  The Christian thinks only of himself and the salvation of his soul."
2
 Feuerbach was 

not the first to accuse Christianity of an excessive anthropocentrism, and he was certainly not the 

last. Such charges have, indeed, become especially common during the last forty years, as many 

environmentalists trace to Christianity one of the ideological roots of the current "ecological 

crisis." Perhaps the best-known of these accusations came in a paper read by Lynn White, Jr., in 

1967, entitled "The Historic Roots of our Ecological Crisis."3 White 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."
4
 The biblical claim that humans have 

dominion over creation has shaped the typically western "instrumentalist" view of nature: that 

the natural world exists solely to meet human needs. Wedded to unprecedented scientific and 

technological advancements, Christian anthropocentrism has brought us pollution, global 

warming, and widespread species extinction.  

 As might be expected, orthodox Christians have been especially keen to register these 

reservations about White's thesis. As bookends to these responses, we may mention Francis 

Schaeffer's ground-breaking 1973 book Pollution and the Death of Man,
5
 which was motivated 

to a considerable extent by White's essay; and Alistair McGrath's The Reenchantment of �ature, 

published in 2002.
6
 But more important for my purpose than this continuing dispute about the 

ideological roots of the environmental crisis is the proliferation over the past half-century of 
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books and articles seeking to discover in the Bible and in Christian theology resources to 

positively address this crisis. They are far too varied even to categorize here. It should be noted, 

however, that evangelicals have made significant contributions to this discussion,
7
 and a number 

of significant evangelical organizations dedicated to environmental causes have arisen.8 To be 

sure, evangelical reaction to environmentalism has been quite diverse. Some evangelicals have 

joined with social and political conservatives to voice concern about what they perceive to be 

evangelical environmentalists' overly negative attitude toward human ingenuity as manifested in 

technology and their tendency to ignore the role of individual human rights in social policy.
9
 And 

it is fair to say that most lay evangelicals, responding to the anti-Christian attitudes displayed by 

many environmentalists and following the lead of some influential Christian media figures, have 

a generally negative attitude toward environmentalism.   

 The negative view of environmentalism among many Christians can find some basis in 

the NT. The NT is heavily anthropocentric; the "world" is often viewed negatively; little is said 

about the natural world; and what little is said sometimes suggests that it is doomed to an 

imminent fiery end. Many evangelicals are therefore seriously convinced that concern for the 

environment is either a waste of time – God will insure that the world will be preserved until its 

destined destruction – or a luxury we can't afford – we should deflect none of our time or 

resources from our core mission of evangelism. Let me say at the outset that I have no intention 

of suggesting that the redemption of human beings is not at the heart of God's plan or that the 

church should not make evangelism its primary goal.  But I do want to suggest that the attitude 

of an "either/or" when it comes to evangelism and environmental concern is a false alternative, 

echoing the false alternative of evangelism versus social concern that was debated in the 60s and 

70s, and is profoundly out of keeping with the witness of Scripture.  



Moo, Eschatology and Environmental Ethics 

Page 3 

 3 

 In this paper, specifically, I want to buttress this claim by suggesting, in a necessarily 

preliminary manner, that the NT stands in continuity with the OT in affirming the continuing 

importance of the natural world in the plan of God. To be sure, this point has been made, and 

made well, by others. But I hope to contribute to the discussion by the way I argue the point.    

 My biblical-theological approach to the issue under discussion will set texts in the 

context of certain specific broader themes that bind the Scriptures together. Two are especially 

important for the present essay. First, we will utilize the common perspective of inaugurated 

eschatology, with its critical distinction between the "already" of fulfillment and the "not yet" of 

consummation.  My colleague Greg Beale and others have put forth the notion of "new creation" 

as at least one central unifying theme within this structure of eschatological realization.
10

 Quite 

appropriately, granted the NT focus, most studies of "new creation" have focused on its 

anthropological aspects. I want to explore the place of creation itself in this eschatological 

program of new creation.  Second, the theological and eschatological significance of the texts we 

are looking at can only be appreciated after they are set within the larger biblical story line. A 

brief and admittedly simplistic rehearsal of this story, with a focus on those stages of particularly 

significance to our study, runs as follows. The first humans, created in God's image, failed to 

obey the Lord their God and brought ruin on themselves and the entire world. After the judgment 

of expulsion from the Garden and the Flood, God began his work of reclaiming his fallen 

creation through Abraham and his descendants.  From that line came Israel, the nation God chose 

to carry forward his grand plan of redemption.  The nation was given the responsibility not only 

to worship God through their praise and obedience but also to be a "light to the nations": to be 

the means of God's blessing of the entire world. As both means both of blessing and testing, 

Israel was given a land. Israel's enjoyment of that land, indeed, her continuance in it, depends on 
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her obedience to the covenant stipulations.  Yet Israel fails on this score; and so the nation is sent 

into exile, removed from its land. But the prophets proclaim that the exile will one day be 

reversed. Central to many of the prophetic texts is this theme of return from exile, when God 

would bless his people anew, the land would once again be fruitful, and the ultimate purpose of 

God to bless the nations through Israel would be accomplished. Israel did, of course, return from 

exile, but it quickly became clear that this return falls far short of what the prophets had 

promised.  And so a new deliverance was still anticipated. The NT claims that this deliverance 

has taken place in and through the coming of Jesus the Messiah. He, the second Adam, the true 

and ultimate image of God, obeys where Adam had disobeyed and through his death and 

resurrection inaugurates the last days that the prophets had longed for. The true "return from 

exile" has finally taken place. Yet, as we have already noted, the ultimate benefits of that 

fulfillment are not yet seen. Through Christ's second coming God will consummate his 

redemptive work for the entire cosmos.   

 This very rough sketch of the shape of eschatological fulfillment as it unfolds in the 

biblical story brings nothing new to the table. But insufficient attention has been paid to the place 

of the cosmos in this scheme of fulfillment. Return to the land and the blessing of the land were 

very important in the prophetic witness. What happens to that theme in the NT? Any adequate 

answer to this question involves us in some very knotty and controversial hermeneutical issues. 

Some interpreters insist that the OT promises about a return to the land have not been fulfilled in 

the return from exile and must be fulfilled when Christ returns in glory. While this position 

deserves respect for the seriousness with which it takes the OT promises, I am not convinced 

finally that it does justice to what we might call the "universalizing" hermeneutic of the NT. 

Other scholars insist that the NT pattern of fulfillment points to Christ and his people as the 
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"place" where the OT land promises now find their fulfillment. The Christological focus in the 

NT presentation of fulfillment of the promise is certainly justified. But I think there are 

suggestions within the NT that the land promise has not simply been spiritualized or 

"Christified," but universalized. In a necessarily tentative fashion, therefore, I will suggest that  

the land promise in the NT is expanded, in a manner typical of the shape of NT fulfillment, to 

include the whole world.  Furthermore, I want to suggest that this restoration of "the world" is 

not to be spiritualized, nor can it be reduced to human beings only. It includes a material 

element.  God is at work bringing blessing not only to his people but to the physical cosmos 

itself. 

 The essay falls into three parts. I first look at several passages on the future of the created 

world. I will then turn to passages and concepts about the present state of the created world. I 

will conclude with some reflections on the ethical implications of the NT eschatological 

perspective.  

 

II. THE FINAL STATE OF NATURE: THE "NOT YET" OF ESCHATOLOGICAL 

FULFILLMENT  

1. Romans 8:19-22 

    Romans 8:19-22, along with Col 1:20, is the NT text most often cited in literature on 

biblical environmentalism. And justly so. It is the clearest expression of future hope for the 

physical world in the NT.  The texts comes toward the beginning of a section in which Paul 

celebrates the future glory that God's work in Christ assures to believers.  The verses 

immediately ground v. 18: "I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with 

the glory that will be revealed in us."
11

 How these verses relate to v. 18 depends on the most 
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important exegetical issue raised by this text: the referent of  the word "creation" (ktisis; 

occurring once in each verse).  But the majority of modern interpreters agree that "creation" in 

these verses refers to the "sub-human" creation.  Following the lead of psalmists and prophets 

(e.g., Ps 65:12-13; Isa 24:4; Jer 4:28; 12:4), Paul personifies the world of nature in order to 

portray its "fall" and anticipated glory.   

 Three of the things Paul says about creation in these verses are especially important for 

our argument.   

 First, creation has been "frustrated" and is in "bondage to decay." In the background is 

the curse of the ground in Gen 3:17-19:  

To Adam he said, "Because you listened to your wife and ate from the tree about 

which I commanded you, 'You must not eat of it,' cursed is the ground because of you; 

through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns 

and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field.  By the sweat of your brow 

you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for 

dust you are and to dust you will return." 

The "one who subjected it" is God, who pronounces the curse. Just what this "curse" is and how 

it has come about is not clear. But the text suggests that human sin has led to some kind of 

change in the nature of the cosmos itself.  It has been subject, Paul says, to "frustration," or 

"vanity"; the Greek word suggests that creation has been able to attain the purpose for which it 

was created.  And the word "decay" suggests the inevitable disintegration to which all things 

since the Fall are subject.  

 Our conclusions about the nature of the created world as a result of the Fall are therefore 

necessarily modest. What can be affirmed on the basis of Romans 8 is that the natural world 
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itself has been affected in some way by the human fall into sin and is therefore no longer in its 

pristine created state. This element in the teaching of Romans 8 has important consequences for a 

properly Christian view of the natural world. Human sin has affected the state of nature itself and 

will continue to do so until the end of this age. As Moltmann notes, "To understand 'nature' as 

creation therefore means discerning 'nature' as the enslaved creation that hopes for liberty. So by 

'nature' we can only mean a single act in the great drama of the creation of the world on the way 

to the kingdom of glory -- the act that is being played out at the present time."
12

 

 And this brings us to our second and third points, which we can make more quickly.  If 

creation has suffered the consequences of human sin, it will also enjoy the fruits of human 

deliverance. When believers are glorified, creation's "bondage to decay" will be ended, and it 

will participate in the "freedom that belongs to the glory" for which Christians are destined.  

Nature, Paul affirms, has a future within the plan of God. It is destined not simply for destruction 

but for transformation. The reversal of the conditions of the Fall includes the created world along 

with the world of human beings.  Indeed, the glory that humans will experience, involving as it 

does the resurrection of the body (8:9-11, 23), necessarily requires an appropriate environment 

for that embodiment.  

 Finally, we should note that, in addition to Genesis 3, these verses in Romans almost 

certainly allude to various prophetic expectations. The single most important prophetic text 

echoed in these verses is Isaiah 24-27. Isaiah 24:1-13 describes the effects of sin in cosmic 

terms: "the heavens languish with the earth" (v. 4) "a curse consumes the earth" (v. 6). And why 

is the earth in this condition? Because "the earth is defiled by its people; they have disobeyed the 

laws, violated the statutes, and broken the everlasting covenant" (v. 5). Isaiah goes on in these 
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chapters to describe how that situation will be reversed.  As Jonathan Moo has summarized the 

matter, the prophet looks 

to a time when the Lord will reign as king on Mount Zion (24:23) and the glory of the 

Lord (δόξα κυρίου) will be praised (24:14, 15) and manifested (25:1). On that day, the 

Lord will destroy "the covering that is cast on all peoples, the veil that is spread over 

all nations. He will swallow up death for ever, and the Lord God will wipe tears from 

all faces, and the reproach of his people he will take away from all the earth" (25:7-8).  

This is the day that God’s people have waited and yearned for as they have sought him 

in their distress (25:9, 26:8,9, 26:16). Indeed, they have been suffering as in birth pains 

(ὠδίνω) but they have not been able to bring about deliverance in the earth (26:17-18).  

But despite their seemingly fruitless labor, "the dead shall live, their bodies shall rise" 

and the "dwellers in the dust awake" (26:19) and, in the days to come, "Israel shall 

blossom and put forth shoots, and fill the whole world with fruit" (27:6).
13

 

Paul quotes from this section of Isaiah later in Romans (Isa 27:9 in 11:27), and other NT authors 

make extensive use of the imagery of these chapters. Paul's dependence on this section of Isaiah's 

prophecy in Romans 8 suggests that his conviction about the physical restoration of the entire 

world is to some extent derived from the prophetic hope for the restoration of Israel to her land – 

a restoration that in these chapters, and in a manner typical of Isaiah's prophecy, ultimately 

encompasses the whole world (see esp. 24:21-23; 27:6, 13). Moreover, this same idea may 

surface elsewhere in Romans. In Rom 4:13, Paul speaks of the promise to Abraham that he 

would be the "heir of the world." Genesis, of course, while emphasizing the world-wide extent of 

the blessing associated with Abraham, teaches that he would be heir of one particular land, 

Palestine. Paul clearly universalizes: but in what direction? Does the "world" here refer to human 
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beings only? One might conclude so, since Paul's concern in this context is with the inclusion of 

Gentiles along with Jews as recipients of the promise to Abraham. However, while human beings 

are undoubtedly the focus, the concern Paul shows for the physical earth in Romans 8 suggests 

that "world" in Rom 4:13 may well include the earth also.14    

 

2. �ew Heavens and �ew Earth 

 The hope for the liberation of creation that Paul expresses in Romans 8 clearly implies 

that the destiny of the natural world is not destruction but transformation. But this hope for a 

transformed world stands in some tension with passages in the NT which appear to announce 

that the last days will usher in an entirely new world. The most important of these passages are 

those in 2 Peter 3 and Revelation 21 that predict the "destruction" (2 Pet 3:10, 11, 12) or "passing 

away" (Rev 21:1) of the present heavens and earth as the prelude to the appearance of a "new 

heaven and a new earth." The continuity between this world and the next one is difficult to 

determine. But this much can at least be said: the new world is a place of material substance. The 

phrase "heaven and earth" is a merism that refers to the entire universe. As G. K. Beale points 

out, therefore, Rev 21:1 predicts "not merely ethical renovation but transformation of the 

fundamental cosmic structure (including physical elements)."
15

 This language warns us against 

the persistent tendency in Christian tradition to picture the saints' eternal home as an ethereal and 

immaterial place up above somewhere. In fact, the NT, contrary to popular Christian parlance, 

does not usually claim that we will spend eternity in heaven, but in a new heaven and a new 

earth: a material place suited for life in a material, though of course transformed, body. Jesus' 

Resurrection signals God's commitment to the material world. But the immediate question we 

need to answer is this: How are we to resolve the tension between the expectation that this world 
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will be transformed and the expectation that this world will be destroyed and exchanged for a 

new one? 

 The interpretation of both 2 Peter 3 and Revelation 21 is complicated by their apocalyptic 

style, a style that features metaphoric language notoriously difficult to interpret. What are we to 

make of John's vision of the existing heaven and earth "passing away" or of his assertion that, at 

the time of the great white throne judgment, the "earth and the heavens fled from his [God's] 

presence, and there was no place for them" (Rev 20:11)?  What does Peter mean when he 

predicts the "destruction of the heavens by fire" (v. 12) or that "the heavens will disappear with a 

roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything done it will be laid 

bare" (v. 10) or that "the elements will melt in the heat" (v. 12)? Are we to take this language as 

straightforward descriptions of a future physical reality, to be fulfilled perhaps in a nuclear 

holocaust or in the ultimate fiery explosion of the sun? Or are John and Peter using metaphors to 

depict an irruption of God's power to remake the world as we know it? A close look at the 

passages suggests that what is envisaged is not annihilation and new creation but radical 

transformation. 

 We should begin with the ultimate source of the new heaven and new earth language: Isa 

65:17 and 66:22-24. John's vision of the New Jerusalem, which he uses to elaborate the nature of 

the new heaven and new earth, depends considerably on the language of these last chapters in 

Isaiah (as well, of course, as others in Isaiah and the prophets). Isaiah seems to picture a re-

created universe. Exactly what this "re-creation" will look like is not clear. And Jewish literature 

does not resolve the matter, referring both to the renovation of this world and the replacement of 

this world with a different one. The language of Rev 20:11 and 21:1 could certainly suggest that 

a new heaven and new earth replaces the old.
16

 But neither text is completely clear about the 
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matter. But there are pointers in this context to the idea of renovation. In Rev 21:5, God 

proclaims, "I am making everything new!" He does not proclaim "I am making new things." The 

language here suggests renewal, not destruction and recreation. The language of Revelation 21-

22 is full of references to the original creation, suggesting that John intends to portray "the 

reverse of the curse," a return to the conditions of Eden (though the end advances beyond the 

conditions of Eden in significant ways as well). 

 Similar points can be made when we turn to 2 Peter 3. Several interpreters therefore 

conclude that Peter is using standard metaphors to refer to God's final judgment on human 

beings. There is some truth in this observation, since Peter parallels the destruction of this 

present world to the destruction of the former world through the Flood of Noah's day. Clearly the 

Flood brought judgment upon humankind; equally clearly, the Flood did not annihilate the earth. 

Yet we cannot finally eliminate some notion of a far-reaching change in the very universe itself. 

As we have already noted, "heaven and earth" quite regularly in Scripture refers to the created 

universe, not simply to the human world; and Peter's reference to the "elements" (vv. 10 and 12), 

while much debated, probably also refers to the components of the physical world. Moreover, the 

whole argument in this part of 2 Peter 3 is cosmological in focus. Mockers deny that Christ will 

ever return in judgment because, they claim, "everything" goes on as it has since creation (v. 4). 

Peter responds by reminding the mockers of three outstanding interventions of God in the 

cosmos: creation itself, the flood in the day of Noah, and the end of history as we know it. But it 

is not clear that Peter is predicting the destruction of the present universe.   

 First, we should note that the translation of v. 10 in some versions (e.g., KJV; ASV; 

NASB), which has "the earth and everything in it" being "burned up," is almost certainly 

incorrect. The text is notoriously difficult, but almost all modern versions and commentators 
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assume that the reading "will be found" is original. What it means is more difficult to determine, 

but perhaps the idea of being "laid bare" before God for judgment is the best option. Second, the 

language of burning and melting that is found in vv. 7, 10, and 12 must be read against the 

background of the OT, where the language is often a metaphorical way of speaking of 

judgment.17 And even if some reference to physical fire is present, the fire need not bring total 

destruction. And that brings us to our third, and most important point: the Greek word for 

"destroy" in vv. 10, 11, and 12 is a verb that denotes, as the lexicon of Louw-Nida puts it, "to 

destroy or reduce something to ruin by tearing down or breaking to pieces."
18

 This "destruction" 

does not necessarily mean total physical annihilation, but a dissolution or radical change in 

nature. The widespread metaphorical sense of the venerable English verb "undo" might 

accurately convey something of the sense. When a character in a C. S. Lewis novel exclaims that 

he is "undone," he does not mean that he has ceased to exist but that the very nature of his being 

has been destroyed. We should also note that language of "destruction" is frequently used in the 

NT to refer to the ultimate fate of sinful human beings. Most scholars correctly resist the 

conclusion that this language points to the doctrine of annihilationism. Therefore, just as the 

"destruction of the ungodly" in v. 7 need not mean the annihilation of these sinners, neither need 

the "destruction" of the universe in vv. 10-12 mean that it is annihilated. The parallel with what 

God did when he "destroyed" the first world in the Flood of Noah suggests that God will 

"destroy" this world not by annihilating it but by radically transforming it into a place fit for 

resurrected saints to live in forever.   

 We must not minimize the strength of the language in Revelation 20-21 and 2 Peter 3: 

both texts indicate a radical and thoroughgoing renovation of the world as we now know it. But I 

do not think the texts require us to believe that this world will be destroyed and replaced. And, as 
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we have pointed out all along, two other considerations point strongly to the idea of renovation 

rather than replacement. First is the teaching of Romans 8 about the liberation of the cosmos. 

Second is the doctrine of the resurrection of the body, which demands a significant continuity of 

some kind between this world and the next. In fact, the analogy of the human body, as many 

interpreters have suggested, may offer the best way to resolve the tension between destruction 

and transformation with respect to the universe. Here also we find a puzzling combination of 

continuity and discontinuity. Jesus' resurrection body is able, apparently, to dematerialize and 

materialize again; it is not always recognizable; it is, as Paul puts in with respect to the 

resurrection body in general, a new kind of body, suited for existence in the spirit-dominated 

eternal kingdom (1 Cor 15:35-54). Yet there is continuity in the body: in some sense, the body 

that was in the grave is the same as the body that appears to the disciples after the resurrection. 

This "transformation within continuity," as Colin Gunton puts it, furnishes an apt parallel to the 

future of the cosmos.
19

 Perhaps the word "renewal" best captures this combination of continuity 

and discontinuity.   

 

III. THE PRESENT STATE OF NATURE: THE "ALREADY" OF ESCHATOLOGICAL 

FULFILLMENT 

1. Colossians 1:20 

 If Rom 8:19-22 is the most frequently cited "environmental" text on the "not yet" side of 

the eschatological tension, Col 1:20 certainly deserves the honor on the "already" side of the 

tension. Verses 19-20 read, in the TNIV: "For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in 

him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in 

heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross." Ray van Leeuwen aptly states a 
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typical claim made for this verse in biblical-theological studies of the environment: "All of 

reality is Christ's good creation, all of reality is redeemed by him; therefore, all of reality is the 

responsibility of God's people."
20

 Yet those who make such claims rarely acknowledge the 

complex and debated interpretational issues surrounding Col 1:20. It can hardly be cited in 

support of any view without at least supportive argumentation.   

  Verse 20 is the conclusion of what is generally thought to be an early christological 

"hymn" (vv. 15-20). The entire hymn focuses on the universality of Christ, and v. 20 has a 

similar universal focus. Some interpreters, indeed, think that the "reconciliation" of v. 20 is 

restricted to human beings. This is what Paul talks about in vv. 21-23, and Paul elsewhere 

confines reconciliation language to the new relationship offered to humans through the sacrifice 

of Christ.21  But this restriction on the scope of reconciliation in v. 20 fails to reckon seriously 

with the intent of vv. 15-20. The Greek word for "all things" in v. 20 occurs five other times in 

the immediate context, and in each case it refers to the whole created universe.  The scope of the 

word is especially clear from the reference to "things on earth or things in heaven" in v. 20. As v. 

16 reveals, "things in heaven" includes (though it is not necessarily limited to) the spiritual 

beings that play so prominent a role in the background of the Colossian controversy (cf. 2:10, 14-

15). The context therefore requires that "all things" be unlimited in its scope. In vv. 21-23, then, 

Paul does not limit the referent of v. 20 but emphasizes the application of the general 

"reconciliation" of v. 20 to the Colossian Christians. 

 If, however, v. 20 does indeed claim that the entire created universe has been reconciled 

to God in Christ, what is the nature of that reconciliation? Since at least the time of Origen, some 

interpreters have used this verse to argue for universal salvation: in the end, God will not (and 

often, it is suggested, cannot) allow anything to fall outside the scope of his saving love in 
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Christ.  Universal salvation is a doctrine very congenial to our age, and it is not therefore 

surprising that this verse, along with several others in Paul, are regularly cited to argue for this 

belief. This is not the place to refute this doctrine, which, we briefly note, cannot be reconciled 

with clear NT teaching about the reality and eternality of Hell. Therefore in order to do justice to 

both 1) the universal scope of "all things"; and 2) the explicit limitation on the scope of God's 

saving work in Christ both in Colossians and in the rest of the NT, "reconcile" in v. 20 must 

mean something like "pacify."
22

 Through the work of Christ on the cross, God has brought his 

entire rebellious creation back under the rule of his sovereign power. It is because of this work of 

universal pacification that God will one day indeed be "all in all" (1 Cor 15:28) and that "at the 

name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every 

tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father" (Phil 2:10-11).    

 What Col 1:20 teaches, then, is not "cosmic salvation" or even "cosmic redemption," but 

"cosmic restoration" or "renewal." Again, Paul is indebted to a broad OT theme for his teaching 

here. The "peace" of v. 20 reflects the widespread OT prediction that in the last day God would 

establish universal shalōm, "peace," or "well-being."
23

 The OT prophets focus, naturally enough, 

on the way this "peace" would bring security and blessing to Israel as the people live in the land 

God gave them. In a manner typical of NT fulfillment, Paul proclaims that this peace has now 

been established in Christ and enables God's new covenant people to live in a still dangerous and 

hostile world with new confidence and freedom from anxiety. They need not fear the spiritual 

powers that were believed in Paul's day to be so determinative of one's destiny. Of course, this 

"peace" is not yet fully established. The "already/not yet" pattern of NT eschatology must be 

applied to Col. 1:20. While secured in principle by Christ's crucifixion and available in 

preliminary form to believers, universal peace is not yet established.   
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 The natural world must, of course, be included in this universal reconciliation, or "peace." 

But what will this "reconciliation" look like? God's people will be brought back into a relation of 

harmony with their creator; evil will be judged and banished; the earth itself will be "liberated 

from its bondage to decay." Furthermore, while the "vertical" dimension of reconciliation is 

clearly to the fore in v. 20 – God has reconciled all things "to himself" – a horizontal aspect is 

probably included as well. This is because the pacification of spiritual beings has specific 

implications for Christians' relationship to them: because God has subjugated them to himself, 

they have been "disarmed" and no longer have the power to determine the destiny of God's 

people.  Therefore, we might suggest that the reconciliation secured by Christ means that nature 

is "already" restored in principle to that condition in which it can fulfill the purpose for which 

God created it and thereby praise its Creator (cf. Rev 5:13). At the same time, reconciliation may 

also imply that Christians, renewed in the image of God (see below), are both themselves 

brought into harmony with creation and, in light of the "not yet" side of reconciliation, are to 

work toward the goal of creation's final transformation.  

 

2. "�ew Creation" 

 The language of "new creation" as such occurs only twice in the NT, both times in Paul: 

2 Cor 5:17: "Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: The old has 

gone, the new has come!" 

Gal 6:15: "Neither circumcision nor uncircumcision means anything; what counts is a  

new creation." 

Both occurrences are often given a strictly anthropological reference: it is the Christian 

transformed by God's grace who is the "new creation" or "new creature."
24

 Context would appear 
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to support this interpretation, since in both passages Paul is drawing out the implications of the 

new realm of grace for believers. Galatians 6:15 is a final decisive reminder that God in Christ 

has inaugurated a radically new era in which the old covenant markers of identity are simply no 

longer relevant. And it is the reconciliation of the world of human beings that Paul seems to have 

in mind in 2 Corinthians (see v. 19). Moreover, the logic of 2 Cor 5:17 would also seem to limit 

the reference to human beings, since the existence of the "new creation" appears to hinge on a 

person's belonging to Christ. However, there are also indications that, while applied to the new 

state of believers, the "new creation" language refers to the entire new state of affairs that 

Christ's coming has inaugurated.  

 First, the abruptness with which Paul introduces the new creation in 2 Cor 5:17 renders 

uncertain the precise logical connection in the verse. Many English versions follow the pattern 

found, for instance, in ESV: "if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation." But perhaps the 

abruptness of the construction favors a rendering such as is found in the TNIV (quoted above), or 

even "if anyone is in Christ, they belong to a new creation." Roughly the same situation obtains 

in Gal 6:15, where "new creation" is again used absolutely. Second, it is worth noting that most 

modern versions have chosen the translation "creation" rather than "creature" in both passages – 

a move justified, as noted earlier, by the general use of the word "creation" in the NT. Third, 

while the phrase "new creation" is not found in the OT, it is generally agreed that Paul's phrase 

refers to the hope of a world-wide, even cosmic, renewal that is so widespread in the last part of 

Isaiah. In chaps. 40-55, Isaiah often portrays the return of Israel from exile in creation language. 

As Greg Beale has pointed out, Paul's proclamation of a "new creation" and the reconciliation 

which is part of it is the fulfillment of these prophecies in Isaiah.
25

 Jewish writers also used "new 

creation" language, probably in most cases in dependence on Isaiah, to depict God's new work 
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for his people Israel. Paul's phrase "new creation" therefore appears to be his way of 

summarizing the new state of affairs that has been inaugurated at Christ's first coming and is to 

be consummated at this second. As Ralph Martin summarizes, "with Christ's coming a whole 

new chapter in cosmic relationship to God opened and reversed the catastrophic effect of Adam's 

fall which began the old creation."26 

 In this age, the focus of God's new creation work is the transformation of human beings – 

in their relationship to God, first of all, and then also in their relationship to each other. But, as 

we have seen, Paul includes the transformation of the natural world in his presentation of the 

eschatological program – explicitly in the consummation (Rom 8:19-22) and implicitly in the 

present (Col 1:20). We would therefore expect that the relation of human beings to their natural 

environment is included in God's present work of new creation and that the climax of God's new 

creation work will include the transformation of the natural world.  

 

IV. CONCLUSION: FROM ESCHATOLOGY TO ETHICS 

 As will be all too evident by this point, the preceding analysis is more in the nature of an 

initial probe than of a thorough study. Each text and issue deserves more careful treatment, and 

many other texts and issues need to be brought into the discussion. But, preliminary though it is, 

this study suggests that the world of nature is by no means absent from the eschatological 

program set out in the NT. While rarely rising to the level of an explicit emphasis, the world of 

nature is an integral component of God's new creation work. The cross of Jesus Christ has 

"already" provided the basis for the restoration of nature to its intended place in the plan of God, 

though "not yet" do we see that restoration actually accomplished. In a few altogether too brief 



Moo, Eschatology and Environmental Ethics 

Page 19 

 19 

and superficial concluding remarks, I will explore the ethical implications of this eschatology. I 

will begin with implications of the futurist side of eschatology. 

 First, a negative point. Eschatology in the narrow and popular sense of the world is often 

cited as a reason why Christians are not (and should not be!) concerned about the environment. 

Al Truesdale is quite forthright, laying the blame for ethical quietism squarely at the door of 

"dispensational premillennialism" and arguing that evangelicals must rid themselves of such an 

eschatology if they are truly to commit themselves to environmental concern. As he puts it, 

"Until evangelicals purge from their vision of the Christian faith the wine of pessimistic 

dispensationalist premillennialism, the Judeo-Christian doctrine of creation and the biblical 

image of stewardship will be orphans in their midst."
27

 The charge that a robust futurist 

eschatology undercuts concerted attention to the needs of this world is, of course, an old one—

and needs to be dismissed. True, Christians have sometimes used eschatology as an excuse for 

not involving themselves in the needs of this world. One hears far too often an unconcern for this 

world justified by the slogan, "it is all going to burn anyway": since only the human soul will 

survive the fires of judgment only the human soul is really worth bothering about. But even if 

one holds the view that this world is destined for nothing but destruction, the biblical mandate 

for Christians to be involved in meeting the needs of the world in which we now live is clear and 

uncompromising.  I may believe that the body I now have is destined for radical transformation; 

but I am not for that reason unconcerned about what I eat or how much I exercise. 

 On the other hand, it must be said that the conviction that this world is destined for 

renewal rather than destruction, as I have argued in this paper, does provide a more substantial 

basis for a Christian environmental ethic. NT eschatology is not intended to foster Christian 

passivity but to encourage God's people actively and vigorously to align their values and 
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behavior with what it is that God is planning to do.
28

 When we recognize that God plans to 

restore his creation, we should be motivated to "work for the renewal of God's creation and for 

justice within God's creation."
29

 Just as, then, believers should be working to bring as many 

human beings as possible within the scope of God's reconciling act, so they should be working to 

bring the created world as close to that perfect restoration for which God has destined it. The 

"not yet" of a restored creation demands an "already" ethical commitment to that creation now 

among God's people. To be sure, our efforts must always be tempered by the realization that it is 

finally God himself, in a future act of sovereign power, who will transform creation. And we 

encounter here the positive side of a robust eschatology. Christians must avoid the humanistic 

"Green utopianism" that characterizes much of the environmental movement. We will not by our 

own efforts end the "groaning" of the earth. But this realism about our ultimate success should 

not deter our enthusiasm to be involved in working toward those ends that God will finally 

secure through his own sovereign intervention.   

 If the "not yet" side of eschatology should stimulate us to work hard to bring the 

condition of the earth into that state for which God has destined it, the "already" side should 

remind us that our work, though always imperfect, is not in vain. As Francis Shaeffer argued in 

his pioneering Pollution and the Death of Man, inaugurated eschatology enables us to insist that 

"substantial healing can be a reality here and now."
30

 Evangelicals generally recognize that, 

while the "healing" we offer the world is above all spiritual in focus, offering eternal life to sinful 

human beings, it also includes physical healing and social justice. To these, we contend, needs to 

be added environmental healing. Realism about the continued fallen state of this world reminds 

us that we will not erase illness and death from the world, that we will not eradicate poverty and 

injustice, and that we will not restore the earth to its pristine condition. But the realism stemming 
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from the "not yet" side of eschatology should in no way deter us from vigorously pursuing each 

of these goals, motivated and empowered by the "already" of kingdom realization. 
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