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Scripture tells us that “the earth is the Lord’s” (Ps. 

24:1) and also that “the earth he has given to man” 

(Ps. 115:16). These assertions complement rather than 

contradict each other. The earth belongs to God by 

creation and to us by delegation. This does not mean 

that he has handed it over to us in such a way as to 

relinquish his own rights over it, but rather that he has 

given us the responsibility to preserve and develop the 

Earth on his behalf.

How, then, should we relate to the earth? If we re-

member its creation by God and its delegation to 

us, we will avoid two opposite extremes and instead 

develop a third and better relationship to nature. 

First, we will avoid the deification of nature. This is 

the mistake of pantheists, who identify the Crea-

tor with his creation; of animists, who populate the 

natural world with spirits; and of the New Age’s Gaia 

movement, which attributes to nature its own self-con-

tained, self-regulating and self-perpetuating mecha-

nisms. But all such confusions are derogatory to the 

Creator. 

The Christian desacralizing of nature (the recognition 

that it is creation, not Creator) was an indispensable 

prelude to the whole scientific enterprise and is es-

sential to the development of the earth’s resources 

today. We respect nature because God made it; we 

do not revere nature as if it were God and inviolable. 

Secondly, we must avoid the opposite extreme, which 

is the exploitation of nature. We must not treat nature 

obsequiously as if it were God, nor must we behave 

towards it arrogantly as if we were God. Genesis 1 

has been unjustly blamed for environmental irrespon-

sibility. It is true that God commissioned the human 

race to “have dominion over” the earth and to “sub-

due” it (Gen. 1:26-28, NRSV), and these two Hebrew 

verbs are forceful. It would be absurd, however, to 

imagine that he who created the earth then handed 

it over to us to destroy it. No, the dominion God has 

given us is a responsible stewardship, not a destruc-

tive domination. 

The third and correct relationship between human 

beings and nature is that of co-operation with God. 

To be sure, we are ourselves a part of creation, just 

as dependent on the Creator as are all his creatures. 

Yet at the same time he has deliberately humbled 

himself to make a divine human partnership neces-

sary. He created the earth, but then told us to subdue 

it. He planted the garden, but then put Adam in it “to 

work it and take care of it” (Gen. 2:15). This is often 

called the cultural mandate. For what God has given 

us is nature, whereas what we do with it is culture. We 
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are not only to conserve the environment, but also to 

develop its resources for the common good. 

It is a noble calling to co-operate with God for the fulfill-
ment of his purposes, to transform the created order for 

the pleasure and profit of all. In this way, our work is to 
be an expression of our worship, since our care of the 

creation will reflect our love for the Creator. 

A final thought: it is possible to overstate this empha-

sis on human work in the conservation and transfor-

mation of the environment. In his excellent exposition 

of the first three chapters of Genesis, In the Begin-

ning (1984), Henri Blocher argues that the climax of 

Genesis 1 is not the creation of man the worker but 

the institution of the Sabbath for man the worshipper; 

it is not our toil (subduing the earth) but the laying 

aside of our toil on the Sabbath day. 

For the Sabbath relativizes the importance of work. It 

protects us from a total absorption in our work as if it 

were to be the be-all and end-all of our existence. It is 

not. We human beings find our human-ness not only 

in relation to the earth, which we are to transform, but 

in relation to God, whom we are to worship; not only 

in relation to the creation, but especially in relation to 

the Creator. God intends our work to be an expres-

sion of our worship, and our care of the creation to 

reflect our love for the Creator. Only then, whatever 

we do, in word or deed, shall we be able to do it to 

the glory of God (1 Cor. 10:31).
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