THE MISSION 
Harry Goodhew

Lecture 7
Introduction

It is so good to be back with you again. I hope that you're getting some encouragement from the material that we’ve provided, and again, I hope you’ll able to get Dr. Wright’s book, The Mission of God and read it.  If you can't, then I trust you will work with the questions that we've provided in connection with this material that you have here.  

Review 
Indeed, we’ve proceeded through six sessions in which we have looked at God, the Scriptures, and how it is through that revelation that took place in the people of Israel and through the Lord Jesus, that we have true truth concerning the knowledge of God.  Although, it's limited because we are creatures and He is God.  We’ve looked at the mission of God as He purposes to move from creation to new creation.  Within that, we've looked at the mission of humanity, and the role we have as those created in the image of God.  We’ve heard about the Mission of Israel, which is to be a witness for what it is to live with God, and a witness to the nations.  We saw their failure.  We've looked at the mission of the Lord Jesus, as he fulfilled the purpose determined within the purposes of the Trinity.   He came out of love from God, and for God.  He died and rose again and ascended to the right hand of the Father on high.  He has sent the Spirit upon us.  Then we thought about how the mission of the church is now to carry the gospel of Christ to the world, and to be a renewed people of God.  The mission of the church is to live as true human beings in the life of one true human being.  So we’ve traversed that in six sessions. 

The remaining four in this series of ten, are really material taken directly from part four of Dr. Wright’s The Mission of God.  For those of you have the book, this will mean that you can listen to this, and look at the book.  For those of you who don't yet have the book on you, I hope that you will get it.  It will introduce you to that material.  

MISSION AND GOD’S EARTH
intro premise - comparing 2 of pauls sermons

The fourth section of his book deals with the arena of the mission, or the area in which mission takes place.  He begins by asking us to consider comparing the sermons that Paul preached in two different places as he began his early missionary work.  In Antioch and Pisidia, and then in Acts chapter 17 while he was in Athens.  So let's look at that.  

Let's turn first of all, to Acts chapter 13 beginning in verse 16.  He is addressing here a Jewish synagogue.  I'd like you to note how he starts,  “Men of Israel, and you who fear God,” It may be Gentiles who are God-fearers who have joined the congregation, but it’s a Jewish congregation.  “The God of this people Israel chose our fathers and made the people great during their stay in the land of Egypt, and with uplifted arm He led them out of it.”  As you read on, (I only read the introduction, you can read the whole sermon for yourself) as it gets down towards the end at 41- let’s move to verse 38:

(Read Acts 13: 16 – 41) 

“Let it be known to you therefore, brothers, that through this man forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you, and by Him everyone who believes is freed from everything from which you could not be freed by the law of Moses.  Beware, therefore, lest what is said in the Prophets should come about:  ‘Look, you scoffers, be astounded and perish; for I am doing a work in your days, a work that you will not believe, even if one tells it to you.’”

The purpose of doing this is to see how Paul addressed a Jewish congregation.  In doing that, he draws on their history as a people and their relationship to the land in which God placed them.  If we turn to chapter 17 verse 22, Paul is speaking to the men of Athens here.  He is not speaking to men and brethren as descendants or members of the people of Israel.  So verse 22 says,

(Read Acts 17: 22 – 31)

So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus, said: “Men of Athens, I perceive that in every way you are very religious.   For as I passed along and observed the objects of your worship, I found also an altar with this inscription, ‘To the unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you.  The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in temples made by man, nor is He served by human hands, as though He needed anything, since He Himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything.  And He made from one man every nation of mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their dwelling place, that they should seek God, and perhaps feel their way toward him and find him. Yet he is actually not far from each one of us, for ‘In Him we live and move and have our being’; as even some of your own poets have said,  ‘For we are indeed his offspring.’ Being then God's offspring, we ought not to think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of man.  The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now He commands all people everywhere to repent, because He has fixed a day on which He will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom He has appointed; and of this He has given assurance to all by raising Him from the dead.

Dr. Wright asked us to look at the different approaches that Paul has taken in different situations.  In a Jewish context, he talks about the history of the Jewish people, about the coming of the Messiah, the need for them to acknowledge Him, and to repent of their unbelief and to trust Him.  In a Gentile congregation he draws on a different set of ideas about their experience of God, and the comment of their own poets, and the fact that God has not left them without some sort of witness.  It’s very different.   

Now, Dr. Wright really neatly represents this in a geometric figure.  He draws a little triangle with the three points on it of God, Israel, and the land.  You might say it’s the expression of the substance of history up until the coming of the Lord Jesus; God at the top, Israel, and the land.  Then he puts that inside a larger triangle with the same point at the top, God, now the earth, and all the nations.  So he's got this figure that, within that larger framework, is a smaller one to indicate that with the coming of the Lord Jesus the whole question of God's mission has expanded.  We can say that it’s expanded to fulfill its eternal purpose.  But that it was first contained within the nation of God, Israel, and the land.  Now it's within the triangular structure of God, the earth, and the nations (or the nations and the earth).  So we are going to consider now, with that sense of how the whole thing is expanded, about mission and God's earth.  We've touched on some of these things before, but as we go through Dr. Wright's book in these four chapters, you'll find that he draws out a number of considerations that we've not yet touched on.  

I. THE EARTH IS THE LORDS

So, the earth is the Lord's.  That's the basic point that he wants us to understand.  Would you turn with me to Deuteronomy chapter 10 verse 14, starting in verse 12?  

(Read Deuteronomy 10: 12 – 14)

“And now, Israel, what does the Lord your God require of you, but to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all His ways, to love Him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to keep the commandments and statutes of the Lord, which I am commanding you today for your good?  Behold, to the Lord your God belong heaven and the heaven of heavens, the earth with all that is in it.”

The point is that the earth is God’s.  It’s not ours.  We may walk across it as though we own it.  We will buy pieces of land, and will have a title or deed to that land, but ultimately, the earth is the Lord's and He loves it.  Look at Psalm 24 verse 1. Verse one makes it a clear statement;  

“The earth is the Lord's and the fullness thereof, the world and those who dwell therein, for he has founded it upon the seas and established it upon the rivers.” 

It is expressed in poetic language, but the thought is the same.  The earth is the Lord’s.  He is the Lord of it.  It is not ours.  We may, as I said, walk across it like lords of the earth but it is not so.  

In the book of Job chapter 41 verse 11 starting at 10;

“No one is so fierce that he dares to stir him up.  Who then is he who can stand before me?  Who has first given to me, that I should repay him? Whatever is under the whole heaven is mine.” 

So, the earth is the Lord’s, scripture says.  We should recognize it as such.  It is not something for us to deal with just as we will.  It’s His planet, not ours.  The whole cosmos is His. This part of it in which we live is not ours, but His.  In it, He puts all sorts of divine wonders.  My wife, who is in Australia, just phoned me about an eclipse of the sun, and the magnificence of watching it for a period of time.  It’s a little bit of fireworks demonstration provided by God.  Now, the planet is His.  It’s not ours and we need to remember that.  We are allowed to possess it.  It is given to us as a possession to use, but the ownership belongs to Him.  

Have a look at Psalm 115 verse 16 onwards. 


“The highest heavens are the Lord’s, the earth He has given to the sons of men.”  Remember, as we looked at Genesis, the man and the woman were placed in the garden to care for it.  They were God’s representatives there. The highest heavens belong to God, and the earth is given to man.  I don’t think that precludes us from journeying into space, but it is a reminder that wherever we go, we are moving in the possession of God. Particularly this planet - this star - our home is a gift to us from God to be lived in, to be used, to be reckoned as our home, but it is God’s still.

A. THE EARTH WAS CREATED AS GOOD

Now, as we look at creation, there are lots of things that happen.  We only look at creation now, in its condition as it’s been affected by the fall.  But if you skip back to Genesis 1 and 2 (which we looked at on a number of occasions already) remember the statements at the end of each act of creation.  God is pleased with what He has done.  He’s sees that it is good and He's pleased with it.  When we get to the final thing, it is that God was pleased with the work that He had done.  His whole creation was something that brought Him pleasure.  It was a good work.  We need to recognize that it is a good work.  It is a good creation, and it is the work of a good God.  We perhaps, as I said, encounter it in its affected form.  We wonder about things like tsunamis and volcanoes, but it’s the nature of the world in which we live.  The way that God made it, and the way it is being affected by sin. It is essentially a good thing.  It is the work of good God who has given us this magnificent place in which to live.  It is an environment that was initially described as a paradise and as a garden.  It's now, as I used the phrase before, something of a dust world.  It's different.  It's not quite as good as it was, but it is the work of a good God.  For a good creation can only be the work of a good God.  Creation is intrinsically good and we are called to honor it.  

B. THE EARTH HAS VALUE

The earth has a value in the sight of God.  As we read through that opening chapter of Genesis - Genesis 1 and 2 - it is clear.  Of course, God pronounces that the world is good.  It has value in the sight of God, and God placed the man and woman in it to tend and care for it.  So He was making provision for appropriate activity to take place to help the creation to be all that God wanted to be.  It is a subject of His love and it has value in His sight.  When we treat the created order as being below us, or when we treat it poorly we are really moving against God.  He has given us a place that is something of value in His sight.  So that's important for us to remember.  


1. Linked with that, Dr. Wright makes an observation which is an important one; The creation is not divine.  It is a distinct entity from God Himself.  It is not, in itself, a divine thing.  It once did not exist.  Now it exists because of the word of God that brought it into existence.  It is the creation of the one true God.   It has a separate life and it has a separate identity.  it is enveloped within Him.  He breathes life into it.  He sustains it.  We learn in the New Testament that is in the Lord Jesus Christ that all things are sustained and held up.  Someone said it’s a little bit like the screen of the television set.  There’s a process that holds that picture there.  When the power’s turned off, the picture disappears.  So it is with our world.  It is a creation from God sustained by Him, energized by Him, and is a creation of the one true God.  It is not divine in itself.  

Now Dr. Wright wants us to notice, and it is worth noticing, that the Bible will often (what he calls) personify nature.  That is, you’ll get the trees singing, the river singing, and the created world offering praise to God.  This is the sense of literary device expressing the fact that the creation responds to God because He is its creator.  It doesn't personalize it.  It doesn't invest nature with a personality of its own so it becomes and operative spiritual force.  So when you read those passages about the earth, the trees, and the stars, all  doing those sorts of things, it is a reminder that this is a literary device.  These things fulfill their role in acknowledging God and responding to Him as they ought to do.  It is not personalized.  

Now, why do I make that point?  Well, again, he wants to make the point that it has a 

     2. strong missional implication.  There are religious traditions that divinize nature and that give it authority.  There is such a thing as nature worship.  Now when the Gospel comes into situations like that, part of its task will be to turn the attention of folks from that sort of commitment of recognizing the created order as divine.  It will be to turn people from worshiping the sun, worshiping the moon, worshiping animals as being invested with some divine reality.  No, we are creatures.  All that exists is creatures.  Part of the missional task is to encourage everyone to see that we are creatures in the hand of God and that we ultimately want to worship him alone.  He is the one who created us and sustains all that is.  The earth is the Lord's.  It is a good gift to us, given to us to enjoy.  Remember Paul says that God has giving us all things to enjoy freely.  We are to enjoy them in an appropriate fashion.  We are not to use them in a harmful way.  They are there as the good gift of God.  So we live, you and I, in a good creation made by a good God, with gifts that we are meant to enjoy within that created order.  Remember it is a creation, not a creature with its own life.  It is sustained by God.  

He wants to make the point then, and help us to attend to, the direction that Scripture gives.  Creation, including ourselves, 


3. exist to bring glory to the one who, in love, brought everything into being that it might, by its own proper degree, enjoy the love of God and thus bring glory to his name.   You remember that the chief end of man was to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.  So is the role of creation to bring glory to God.  Those with eyes to see, sometimes look at a beautiful vista, a great Grand Canyon, magnificent mountains, flowing river, a beautiful sea or lake, and it just draws out of us a response.   Well that response is appropriate for the beauty of the thing, but in actual fact, it needs to be directed to God.  Have a look at Psalm 145 verse 9 to 13.  We’ll start at verse 8.  

(Read Psalm 145: 9 – 13)

“The Lord is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. The Lord is good to all, and his mercy is over all that he has made.  All your works shall give thanks to you, O Lord, and all your saints shall bless you! They shall speak of the glory of your kingdom and tell of your power, to make known to the children of man your mighty deeds, and the glorious splendor of your kingdom. Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and your dominion endures throughout all generations.”

The created order is meant to bring glory to God.  As we said before, it’s not that God needs His ego boosted.  It is the recognition that this is the beautiful gift that God to us, that both creation and mankind offer up praise to God. We are all called to live for the glory of God, and to acknowledge the grace of God, and to honor Him in that. Verse 21 says, “My mouth will speak the praise of the Lord, and let all flesh bless His holy name forever and ever.”  Everything on the earth.  Now have a look at Psalm 148 it says, 
(Read Psalm 148)
“Praise the Lord!

Praise the Lord from the heavens;

    praise him in the heights!

Praise him, all his angels;

    praise him, all his hosts!

Praise him, sun and moon,

    praise him, all you shining stars!

Praise him, you highest heavens,

    and you waters above the heavens

Let them praise the name of the Lord!

    For he commanded and they were created.

And he established them forever and ever;

    he gave a decree, and it shall not pass away.

 
Praise the Lord from the earth,

    
    you great sea creatures and all deeps,

 
fire and hail, snow and mist,

               stormy wind fulfilling his word!

Mountains and all hills,

    fruit trees and all cedars!

Beasts and all livestock,

    creeping things and flying birds!

Kings of the earth and all peoples,

    princes and all rulers of the earth!

Young men and maidens together,

    old men and children!

Let them praise the name of the Lord,

    for his name alone is exalted;

    his majesty is above earth and heaven.

He has raised up a horn for his people,

    praise for all his saints,

    for the people of Israel who are near to him.

Praise the Lord!”

The whole creation - what exists as creatures and as a creature - the solid creation and human beings - all are meant to bring glory to God.  Again, you’ve got this personification of these creatures that God has made, singing and offering their praise to God.  As I said, if you pick up C.S. Lewis’s little space trilogy, you’ll know that earth is the silent planet.  It is the only one, as it were, that doesn’t offer praise to God, because it’s a fallen planet under the power of the evil influence.

Psalm 150 - would you like to turn to that, please?  It’s just a little bit further on.  It’s a great Psalm when you hear it sung.  In some particular settings, with an orchestra behind it, it’s wonderfully powerful.  It simply says in verses 1-6, 

(Read Psalm 150)
“Praise the Lord!

Praise God in his sanctuary;

    praise him in his mighty heavens!

Praise him for his mighty deeds;

    praise him according to his excellent greatness!

Praise him with trumpet sound;

   
 praise him with lute and harp! Praise him with tambourine and dance; 

[The Christian life if meant to be a joyous thing and rejoices in the goodness of God]

praise him with strings and pipe!

Praise him with sounding cymbals;

    praise him with loud clashing cymbals!

Let everything that has breath praise the Lord! 

Praise the Lord!”

We are to live for His glory. Have a look at Psalm 96.  I was actually reading this Psalm this morning in my devotions.  In the Christian tradition to which I belong, we regularly sing Psalm 95 in acts of public worship.  Psalm 96 starting at verse 10 says, 
(Read Psalm 96: 10 – 13)
“Say among the nations, “The Lord reigns!

    
Yes, the world is established; it shall never be moved;

    
     he will judge the peoples with equity.”

Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice;

     let the sea roar, and all that fills it;

     let the field exult, and everything in it!

Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy

     before the Lord, for he comes,

     for he comes to judge the earth.

He will judge the world in righteousness,

    and the peoples in his faithfulness.”

If you skip over to Psalm 98 verses 7-9. It says, 

(Read Psalm 98: 7 – 9)

“Let the sea roar, and all that fills it;

    the world and those who dwell in it!

Let the rivers clap their hands;

    let the hills sing for joy together

before the Lord, for he comes

    to judge the earth.

He will judge the world with righteousness,

    and the peoples with equity.”


Next time you watch from the shore, perhaps, a rolling ocean, or when you watch grand mountains, in your imagination, hear their voice singing praises to God. God’s glory is the goal of all creation.  Now have a look at Isaiah chapter 6.  You’ll know that this is the scene in which Isaiah is called to his ministry as a prophet to his people, and he has this vision of God in the temple.  Starting at verse 5 when he saw his vision of God in the temple. He says,  

(Read Isaiah 6: 5 – 7)

“And I said: “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!”  Then one of the seraphim flew to me, having in his hand a burning coal that he had taken with tongs from the altar.  And he touched my mouth and said: “Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin atoned for.”

Then he heard the voice of the Lord commission him.  Look at verse 3. 

“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory!”  

Dr. Wright offers a translation of his own of that to bring out some of the senses in the word.  He says, 

“The filling of the earth, or the fullness of the earth, is His glory.  His glory is not only proclaimed by it.  It is expressed in it.”

Perhaps for those of us who take the created order for granted, for those of us who live in cities and our food comes to us from the supermarket, and those who lay pavement over vast areas of the earth, it’s very easy to see creation as something that is just there for us to manipulate and use as we wish.  Now of course, there is a reality like that.  But the earth is the Lord’s.  Part of our mission, as the people of God, is to recognize that and to so honor it as a creature like ourselves.  We need to treat it in the way that we, as those responsible for its care, should treat it. It is His.  It is meant to bring glory to Him. We are to live and work in it in that fashion.

Now, turn if you would, to Psalm 8.  It’s a wonderful Psalm.

(Read Psalm 8: 1 – 4)

“O Lord, our Lord,

    how majestic is your name in all the earth!

You have set your glory above the heavens.

    Out of the mouth of babies and infants,

you have established strength because of your foes,

    to still the enemy and the avenger.

When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,

    the moon and the stars, which you have set in place,

what is man that you are mindful of him,

    and the son of man that you care for him?”

He goes on to talk about the position that God has give to us.   We are within a glorious creation.  You might recall that a little earlier, I reminded you of the words of Pascal, about the tininess of a human being - of mankind, as opposed to the magnitude of the creation.  When you look at it, as Pascal said, we shrink into nothingness.  Then he drew attention to the fact that while the creation, with its power, may overwhelm us, it is we who, by the minds God has given us, comprehend the universe.  The universe doesn't comprehend us in the same way.  It is glorious.  It is His wonderful creation.  It is magnificent and we have a responsibility to care for it. 

Have a look at Psalm 19. This is right on the spot isn’t it? 

(Read Psalm 19: 1 – 6)

“The heavens declare the glory of God;

    and the sky above proclaims his handiwork.

Day to day pours out speech,

    and night to night reveals knowledge.

There is no speech, nor are there words,

    whose voice is not heard.

Their voice goes out through all the earth,

    and their words to the end of the world.

In them he has set a tent for the sun,

    which comes out like a bridegroom leaving his chamber,

    and, like a strong man, runs its course with joy.

Its rising is from the end of the heavens,

    and its circuit to the end of them,

    and there is nothing hidden from its heat.”

It’s an important point to remember, just as a side thing, that the Bible describes these processes we would call “natural processes” in very poetic language.  It's not in itself a textbook of science.  It describes the natural phenomenon in poetic terms and in the terms that an ordinary person, watching them at the time this was written, would see them and talk about them in terms of their own culture.  Our appreciation of nature or greater insight into the way God's creation works, ought not to rob us of the wonder of it.   We are meant to care for it and it brings glory to God.  It’s a little bit like someone who might tinker with some little gadget in the car, spending all his or her time playing with that little gadget, and forget that it is just a part of a magnificent machine that will take you from point A to point B. 

The whole earth, because it’s His, is the field of God's mission.  Therefore, this whole creation is the field of God's mission, because God is interested in every part of it.  Therefore, we, as human beings and as followers of the Lord Jesus, have to know that God's mission involves His whole creation.  He is concerned for its wellbeing.  He will renew it one day when He makes a new heaven and a new earth out of this which now exists.  It is the field of God's mission.  Therefore we have a responsibility for the whole creation.   You may live in Asia.  You may live in Europe.  You may live where I do, in Australia, you may live in the Pacific.  You may live in the Americas.  Wherever you live, you certainly have a responsibility for your own local area, but we have a sense of responsibility for the whole earth. It is the field of God's mission, and it is the field of our concern.

Let’s turn to Psalm 139.  It is a great Psalm. 

(Read Psalm 139)(1 – 19) 

“O Lord, you have searched me and known me!

You know when I sit down and when I rise up;

    you discern my thoughts from afar.

You search out my path and my lying down

    and are acquainted with all my ways.

Even before a word is on my tongue,

    behold, O Lord, you know it altogether.

You hem me in, behind and before,

    and lay your hand upon me.

Such knowledge is too wonderful for me;

    it is high; I cannot attain it.” 

This is true for human beings throughout the whole of creation.  God knows us all intimately and individually.  Remember that as we talk with other people and share with them and live with them. God knows them as well as He knows us.  He says, 

“Where shall I go from your Spirit?

    Or where shall I flee from your presence?

 If I ascend to heaven, you are there!

    If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there!

If I take the wings of the morning

    and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,

 even there your hand shall lead me,

    and your right hand shall hold me.

 If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me,

    and the light about me be night,”

even the darkness is not dark to you;

    the night is bright as the day,

    for darkness is as light with you.

For you formed my inward parts;

    you knitted me together in my mother's womb.

I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.

Wonderful are your works;

    my soul knows it very well.

My frame was not hidden from you,

when I was being made in secret,

    intricately woven in the depths of the earth.

Your eyes saw my unformed substance;

in your book were written, every one of them,

    the days that were formed for me,

    when as yet there was none of them.

How precious to me are your thoughts, O God!

    How vast is the sum of them!

If I would count them, they are more than the sand.

    I awake, and I am still with you.

 Oh that you would slay the wicked, O God!

    O men of blood, depart from me!”

So on he goes for the rest of he Psalm asking God to see if there's any wicked way in him and lead him in the way everlasting.  This whole Psalm is a testimony to the fact that there is nowhere where we, or anyone else, can escape the authority and the territory of God.  All is his.  His rule stretches over everything.  That is why the direction of the Lord Jesus, and the statement of the Lord Jesus, is that all authority in heaven and earth is given to Him.  Therefore, His people will go into all the world.  Remember the larger triangle?  God, the earth, and the nations of the earth?  It is the Lord's, and it is His purpose that we should make his name to be known and praised in every part of it. (missional)
how the earth is god’s in relation to jesus – ot – nt

What is worth seeing is to see how Jesus applies to Himself the essences of statements like this that appear in the Old Testament.  Would you like to turn with me to Deuteronomy chapter 4 verse 39?  Let’s have a look at that.  Let’s start in verse 37. This is from God through Moses:  

(Read Deuteronomy 4: 37 – 39)

“And because he loved your fathers and chose their offspring after them and brought you out of Egypt with his own presence, by his great power, driving out before you nations greater and mightier than you, to bring you in, to give you their land for an inheritance, as it is this day,  know therefore today, and lay it to your heart, that the Lord is God in heaven above and on the earth beneath; there is no other.” 

The gift of the land was His gift for them.  Bear that in mind, and then turn to chapter 10 verse 14.  We read 

(Read Deuteronomy 10: 14 – 15)

“Behold, to the Lord your God belong heaven and the heaven of heavens, the earth with all that is in it.  Yet the Lord set his heart in love on your fathers and chose their offspring after them, you above all peoples, as you are this day.”  

There is a statement “heaven and the heaven of heavens, the earth with all that is in it is God's.” It is God’s to give to whom He will.  In verse 17 it says,  

“For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great, the mighty, and the awesome God, who is not partial and takes no bribe.”  

He can't be persuaded.  He is Lord of lords.  

Now, bear that in mind and let’s turn to Matthew 28 with those particular ideas in mind.  They are well known words.  Let’s start at 16.  

(Read Matthew 28: - 16 – 17)

“Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them.  And when they saw him they worshiped him, but some doubted.”

That’s interesting isn’t it?  It was so magnificent.  As I said before, it wasn’t just the fact that Jesus was now alive after he had been dead. It was the resurrected Lord, and they were seeing a great event that they had anticipated.  The end of the age had happened in this one man - the man they knew - Jesus.  I have no doubt that it was a challenge to some.   There it is.  It was a staggering event and some of them didn't quite know what was going on.  “And Jesus came and said to them, 

“All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.”

They hear the words of the God of the Old Testament reverberating and resounding in the words of Jesus.  He is assuming, proclaiming, and stating that He has the authority of God.  He’s saying that that authority, which rules over all the created order, is His.  As a consequence, He directs his people now, in that triangle, to see the whole earth as their mission field, and to see all peoples as those to whom God would have His word known.  

So as we’re thinking about mission, and God's earth, we’re endeavoring to make the point - and trying to make it strongly - that the Earth is God's.  He created it.  He sustains it.  He owns it.  It is as a gift to us and we have a responsibility to look after it.  Because it is God's, all people everywhere owe allegiance and responsibility to Him.   They may not recognize Him.  They may turn their backs upon Him.  They may say “He’s not for us.”  That doesn't mean they're not under His oversight.  They do have the responsibility to turn from their unbelief and turn to Him.  So the whole world is the field of mission.  

Evangelism Explosion has sought to locate itself, and to exercise the ministry, in every country and territory in the world.  This is simply reflecting the charge that God given us.  In a sense, to bring glory to God by saying that every part world has the right and the need to hear about the God who made them, sustains them, and cares for them where they are in whatever their doing.   So, pray for the universal outreach of the Gospel through every avenue, particularly thinking of the ministry of EE.  It is an important thing to do.  So if you’re a worker with Evangelism Explosion, as some of you will be in various parts of the world, look across the world at your brothers and sisters involved with you in this ministry.  Realize that you are endeavoring to make known to the whole created world, the truth about them, about the world in which they live, about the God who made them and sustains them.  

Now we’re going to have a look at it a wonderful passage in the New Testament which has all this at its heart.  Would you turn with me please to Paul’s letter to the Colossians chapter 1 verse 15.  You do remember, of course, that initially the Christian didn’t have books like we have.   These existed in scrolls and parchments and then they finally bound them up in the codex form like a book.  Some scholars have reminded us that it probably didn't function like we do it now.  We may think of Paul sitting in his study somewhere in his house writing.  Generally, he probably was in a room, and there would be others with him.  They would sit and talk about what they were writing and discuss it.  They might have said, “Let’s get these words of parchment to so and so, and let’s repeat this, and put this bit in here because it’s good.  We need to say this.” so it was a whole process of letter-writing that was somewhat different to ours.  If he was living in somebody's house, he might be living in the main room where the bedrooms are off in different directions.   The conversation might be going on as he did this.  He may have been talking about it.  He may have been dictating it to a scribe who may have asked, “Is that the best way to say it?”  So it was a very human process into which God breathed as it was done so that we have the truth about God delivered to us in this fashion.  

So think of the apostle Paul as he’s writing to the church in Colossi.  Again, if you don't mind skipping up to the beginning of it, he begins he says,

(Read Colossians 1: 3 – 23)

“We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, since we heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the saints, because of the hope laid up for you in heaven. Of this you have heard before in the word of the truth, the gospel, which has come to you, as indeed in the whole world it is bearing fruit and increasing—as it also does among you, since the day you heard it and understood the grace of God in truth, just as you learned it from Epaphras our beloved fellow servant. He is a faithful minister of Christ on your behalf and has made known to us your love in the Spirit. 

Some interesting things there as we work down to verse 15.  He expresses what it is that gives him encouragement to know that they're really God’s, that their faith is in the Lord Jesus Christ, and they have love for their brothers.  Because of that, he knows there's a hope laid up for them in heaven.  We’ve thought about that hope.  So notice how they are encouraged to hold that hope before them. 

“You have heard before in the word of the truth, the gospel, which has come to you, as indeed in the whole world.”  

Paul had a universal vision.  As we've been thinking the earth is the Lord’s, we all need a universal vision.  We’ll work in a part of it.  But we must have a universal vision.  We can say, in a way that Paul may not have had the capacity to imagine, how it is indeed bearing fruit in all the world.  You, as workers of Evangelism Explosion, are helping to spread that message throughout the world.  

They in Colossi learned the message from Epaphras.  Some had the privilege of hearing it from the apostle Paul.  Others heard it from those whom were sent.  From wherever we hear it, it is the word of God that gives life.  Epaphras was a faithful minister of Christ and did it on our behalf.  So there's a prayer for them that precedes verse 15.  He prays for them.  He prays that they may be filled with the knowledge of God's will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding.  He wants them to lead a life worthy of the Lord fully pleasing with him.  We’ve been talking about that.  He prays that they will be bearing fruit in every good work, doing that which is good, and increasing in the knowledge of God.  He wants them strengthened with all power according to his glorious might for all endurance.  He wants them to have patience with joy, giving thanks to the Father and offering up praise and thanks to glorify God.  Because he's qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints in light, we have this marvelous privilege. “

“He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son,  in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”

We belong to another kingdom.  We belong to another king. 

Now having said that, he turns in this passage to talking about the deliverance that we have in God’s beloved Son.  We are transferred into His kingdom.  Who is this beloved Son?  He goes on to say, “He is the image of the invisible God.”  He is the way in which God has made Himself visible to us.  He is like a coin pressed in a stamp.  He bears the stamp of God.  In that image we see the invisible God visibly expressed under terms that we can understand and appreciate in the man, Jesus.  Jesus is the firstborn of creation.  That doesn't mean, as some say, that He was the first created.  It means that the firstborn was the one that got the preeminence.  He got the major slice of the inheritance.  He was the firstborn.  Jesus is the preeminent one.  He’s the firstborn of all creation.  He exists to rule over all, because it was in Him that all things were created in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions, or principalities or authorities.  All things were created through Him and for Him.  

We saw that in the letter to the Ephesians, didn't we?  He has been raised from the dead, and set as head over all things for the church.  That’s a remarkable expression in itself, isn’t it?  Jesus is head over all things for the sake of His body - His people.  Here He is.  All things were created through Him and for Him.  So in whatever exists, the whole creation is subject to Him as the subject of His Father, and, of course, subject to the Spirit.  We're thinking here that there is no realm in which the authority of Jesus does not run - no place in all creation where He is not Lord.  The word concerning Him ought to be made known.  So throughout our whole creation, we have a responsibility to acknowledge Him.  He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together.  

He is the one that upholds the picture on the television screen - the picture and pixels are held there by the current that is fed into the machine.  Take the current away, and it all collapses.  Take the influence of God and Christ away and the whole thing collapses into nothing. He is before all things.  In Him all things hold together.  He is the head of the body - the Church.  He’s the head of creation.  He is the head of His people.  He is the beginning.  He is the firstborn from the dead.  He’s the first one to rise.  He is the one who sets, what will be the experience of His whole people, to share in the resurrection.  He is the firstborn of the dead.  In everything, He might be preeminent.  In Him, all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.  Through Him, He reconciled to Himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of His cross over this whole created order which God is made.  We’re thinking of this particularly in relationship to the earth.  Whatever the impact of sin has been on the whole creation, it was dealt with in the death and resurrection of Christ.   

When you focus down on that day on which the Lord Jesus was hung upon the cross in a physical agony, and on the spiritual struggle of taking upon Himself the sins of the world and the fullness of the whole created order, you see that in that act God liberated and reconciled to Himself, everything - whether on earth or in the heavens.   Whatever there is, was involved in making peace by the blood of His cross.  So as we proclaim the cross and what happened on the cross, let’s be aware of its magnitude not only for the sins of humanity, but for the fall of the whole created order.  It was resolved in the making peace by the blood of his cross.  It is a magnificent thing.  Paul goes on to say, (vs 21)

“And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds,  he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you [Isn’t this marvelous: by the death of Christ, he has determined to present you who trust in him] holy and blameless and above reproach before him,  if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed in all creation under heaven, and of which I, Paul, became a minister.”

I don’t think he thought actually everyone had heard that he was going out everywhere for everything.  The whole world was beginning to hear.  That is the responsibility, again, we’ve been thinking about that.  The earth is the Lord’s, and we have the responsibility to acknowledge that.  The whole earth is of God.  So let's turn now to think about the fact that while this created and fallen world (and we’ve touch on it here) is God's, and because it is God’s, it is our mission field in terms of caring and being responsible, as well as evangelizing and sharing the knowledge of God.  

god will redeem his whole created order

Let’s look now at the fact that God will, ultimately, redeem this whole created order.  So we bear this in mind as we look at it. CS Lewis, (again, you obviously can see that I enjoy reading him. He catches things up so well) talks about the created order as being like a fallen woman.  Ladies, please pardon it.  That’s the expression he used.  It is like a fallen woman who, one day, will be restored, magnificent, and beautiful in all the splendor that God created her to be.   That is that is the privilege and the destiny of the created order.  Let's look again at the prophet Isaiah chapter 11.  This is a significant chapter that's taken up in the New Testament.  It begins with part of the promise of the Messiah.  

(Read Isaiah 11: 1 – 9)

“There shall come forth a shoot from the stump of Jesse,

    and a branch from his roots shall bear fruit.

And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him,

    the Spirit of wisdom and understanding,

    the Spirit of counsel and might,

    the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.

And his delight shall be in the fear of the Lord.

He shall not judge by what his eyes see,

    or decide disputes by what his ears hear,

but with righteousness he shall judge the poor,

    and decide with equity for the meek of the earth;

and he shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth,

    and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked.

Righteousness shall be the belt of his waist,

    and faithfulness the belt of his loins.

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb,

    and the leopard shall lie down with the young goat,

and the calf and the lion and the fattened calf together;

    and a little child shall lead them.

The cow and the bear shall graze;

    their young shall lie down together;

    and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.

The nursing child shall play over the hole of the cobra,

    and the weaned child shall put his hand on the adder's den.

They shall not hurt or destroy

    in all my holy mountain;

for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord

    as the waters cover the sea.”

This is the promise of God for the renewal of His creation.  Interesting isn’t it?  The leopard shall lie down with the kid without, I take it, losing its leopard-like character.  The kid will not lose it’s lamb-like or goat-like nature.  In that environment, there won't be the antagonism or the threat that there would be in this order.  It shall be different.  It's a poetic picture of what the reality will be like.  We have yet to see it, but it will be glorious and renewed.  Some of the terrors, fears, and difficulties of the present creation will be swallowed up in the new order.   

Turn further, if you would please, to Isaiah 35. I hope you get excited by this sense of God's purpose to recreate the whole order of creation.  Think, “what will that be like? What will the new reality be like?”  This is what we've been saved for - to participate in this heaven.  It will be wonderful to be with God in the new heaven and new earth.  It will be magnificent.  It’s the future that lies before us.  Isaiah 35 the first two verses say,

(Read Isaiah 35: 1 – 2) 

“The wilderness and the dry land shall be glad;

    the desert shall rejoice and blossom like the crocus;

it shall blossom abundantly

    and rejoice with joy and singing.

The glory of Lebanon shall be given to it,

    the majesty of Carmel and Sharon.

They shall see the glory of the Lord,

    the majesty of our God.” 

This was the expectation offered to the people by Isaiah when they would return, but it really has its ultimate fulfillment in that new creation of God.  The words that follow that were given the Israelites, “Strengthen the weak hands, and make firm the feeble knees.  Say to those who have an anxious heart, ‘Be strong; fear not! Behold, your God will come with vengeance, with the recompense of God. He will come and save you.’”  That had local application, but remember it has a reality for us.  When fear will grip us, look to the future that lies before us.  Turn with me quickly to Isaiah chapter 65 as we’re getting near the end of the prophecy.  Starting from verse 17 take note of these words.

(Read Isaiah 65: 17 -  21b)

“For behold, I create new heavens

    and a new earth,

and the former things shall not be remembered

    or come into mind.

But be glad and rejoice forever

    in that which I create;

for behold, I create Jerusalem to be a joy,

    and her people to be a gladness.

I will rejoice in Jerusalem

    and be glad in my people;

no more shall be heard in it the sound of weeping

    and the cry of distress.

No more shall there be in it

    an infant who lives but a few days,

    or an old man who does not fill out his days,

for the young man shall die a hundred years old,

    and the sinner a hundred years old shall be accursed.

They shall build houses and inhabit them;” 

It goes on talking of all these wonderful things in this new creation.  Now, again historically and initially, there was the holding out for the promise of a return.  But remember the triangle.  Use your imagination if you haven’t got the book.  It’s a little triangle inside at big one.  The first point is God, then Israel, and then the land.  In the big triangle there’s God, the world, and the nations.  See how it’s expanded.  In the same way the promise made concerning the people of the land, is now being expanded out to the whole of creation and to all humankind.  

Turn with me, if you would now, to Romans chapter 8.  We’re going back into the New Testament to this passage we’ve touched on before.  As I say, we keep going back to passages to draw on new facets, fresh facets, and support for the ideas that we’re thinking about.  Romans 8 verse 18.  Paul has dealt with the Romans, and he has dealt with question of the fallenness of men and women.  He has dealt with the promise made to Abraham and the way in which salvation is not possible through the old Torah, or through the law, or through the works of the law.  It comes to us through the faithfulness of Jesus and in his life, death, and resurrection.  It comes to us by faith in him, and not by faith in the old system.  It does come to us by our works, whether we are Jews or Gentiles.  He is thinking of the old system that has been superseded by the coming of the reality.  The reality is in Christ.  So here in chapter 8 he says, 

(Read Romans 8: 1 – 4)

“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  For the law of the Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus from the law of sin and death.  For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh,  in order that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.”

Paul goes on to tell them that they're not in the flesh but in the spirit.  In fact, the Spirit of God dwells in them and that they are called, therefore, to lead a new life.  Down verse 18, after saying all this about the privileges, he says in verse 12, 

(Read Romans 8: 13 – 14)

“ So then, brothers, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh.  For if you live according to the flesh you will die, but if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live.  For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.”  

So he’s talking here about the struggle that exists.  Though we have the spirit of God, we still have a nature that’s fallen. 

(Read Romans 8: 14 – 25) 

“For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God.  For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! Father!”  The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God,  and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him. (that's the expectation of being glorified. Here it is) For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.  For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God.  For the creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it, in hope  that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to corruption and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.” 
The whole creation, as well as ourselves, are to be subject to the renewing work of God.  

“For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the pains of childbirth until now.”  (That’s how we experience it.)  “And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees?  But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.”  

So with eager anticipation, and with patience we wait for that which God has yet to do as he renews this whole heaven and earth. 

I hope that that hope burns bright in your heart as you meet the struggles of life as we see them in our friends, as we see them in our family, and as we see them in the world.   It will not always be thus.  We have a living hope for the world in which we live.  Those without hope, will say, “it’s all going to run down one day.  My life doesn't count for anything. I just am just here as a chance object in a purposeless world.”  No, no, no.  We are part of a created order which is God’s, which He loves, which is good.  But it has been affected by sin, and one day, along with us, it’s going to be renewed.  The rest of the chapter is marvelous.  Let me encourage you to read it.

Let’s turn to 2 Peter.  You’ll find it towards the end of your Bibles.  2 Peter chapter 3 and we’ll go to verse 10.  Let’s start before that at verse 8.  There were those who were saying in Peter’s time, “where is the promise of His coming?  The father’s fallen asleep and things continue on the same.” In verse 8 he says to them,

(Read 2 Peter 3: 8 – 10) 

“But do not overlook this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day.  The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.  But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done on it will be exposed.” 

My translation says “will be burned up”, but that's probably not the best translation.  The best text behind this is “will be found”.  Some translations have discovered, and disclosed, that everything in the earth will be made known on that day when the existing creation is dissolved, and there's a new heaven, and new earth.  It is a marvelous prospect.  So he says,

(Read 2 Peter 3: 11 – 13)

“Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of people ought you to be in lives of holiness and godliness,  waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be set on fire and dissolved, and the heavenly bodies will melt as they burn!  But according to his promise we are waiting for new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells.”

What a wonderful prospect for us to consider. I hope you keep it in mind.  

Let’s go to one that we’ve looked at before.  Again, keep this marvelous picture in mind because it is so much a part of our salvation, and so much a part of what it is too, to know what the earth was, is, and will be.  Turn to Revelation chapter 21.  So he said,

(Read Revelation 21: 1 – 4)

“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth for the first heaven and the earth had passed away and the sea was no more” 

Sailors sometimes look at that and say, “I enjoy the sea and swimming.” Bear in mind that, for the ancients, the sea was a dangerous force.  It was a chaotic thing and it often represented chaos.  So when it says there is no sea, I think the sense is that everything chaotic and destructive, is gone.  “I saw a new heaven and a new earth for the first heaven and earth had passed away,” and all the chaotic elements represented by the sea were no more. That’s wonderful.  

“And I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.  And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God.  He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.” 

He goes on to describe these things in terms which, obviously, form a symbolic representative.  He goes on to talk about the city fashioned out of wonderful jewels.  It's doing the only thing we can do.  We can only describe the presently unknowable in terms of things that we know.  God has to accommodate Himself, and does accommodate Himself, to our limitations.  So these things are described in the superlatives that are appropriate to us, and to the times when this was written.  It is all to represent the magnificence of this new creation.  Chris Wright lingers over it, as I'm lingering over it, to encourage you to linger over it.  Keep bearing this in mind in the face of trial and tribulation, in the face of sickness and death, and in the face of all these things.  We hold before us this wonderful living hope of a new heaven and new earth.  

Would you turn with me to Psalm 93.  We’re going to have a look at a couple of Psalms with 93 as the first of those.  If you wouldn't mind turning back to Psalm 93.  I hope that as time goes on, as you work on this, that you’ll look over these passages again yourself, and that you’ll seek to answer the questions that are set in the book.  I hope you’ll seek to answer the questions that are provided for you.  For those who have not yet have the book, please, let me encourage you to get it.  It’ll be a great addition to your library.  So  Psalm 93 says,

(Read Psalm 93)

“The Lord reigns; he is robed in majesty;

    the Lord is robed; he has put on strength as his belt.

Yes, the world is established; it shall never be moved.

Your throne is established from of old;

    you are from everlasting.

The floods have lifted up, O Lord,

    the floods have lifted up their voice;

    the floods lift up their roaring.

Mightier than the thunders of many waters,

    mightier than the waves of the sea,

    the Lord on high is mighty!

Your decrees are very trustworthy;

    holiness befits your house,

    O Lord, forevermore.”

The whole created order sings His glory, and when God redeems the whole earth, it will sing an even sweeter and more wonderful song.  Have a look again at Psalm 96. 

(Read Psalm 96: 1 – 6)

“Oh sing to the Lord a new song;

    sing to the Lord, all the earth!

Sing to the Lord, bless his name;

    tell of his salvation from day to day.

Declare his glory among the nations,

    his marvelous works among all the peoples!

For great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised;

    he is to be feared above all gods.

For all the gods of the peoples are worthless idols,

    but the Lord made the heavens.

Splendor and majesty are before him;

    strength and beauty are in his sanctuary.” 

This is the beauty of the created order even in its fallenness.  One day the words of this Psalm will be wonderfully more true than even today.   Let's just look at Psalm 98.

(Read Psalm 98: 1 – 3)

“Oh sing to the Lord a new song,”

[Why a new song? Well, it’s with fresh vigor, and new experiences of God.  When there is a new heaven and a new earth, we’ll sing a new song.]

    “for he has done marvelous things!

His right hand and his holy arm

    have worked salvation for him.

The Lord has made known his salvation;

    he has revealed his righteousness in the sight of the nations.

He has remembered his steadfast love and faithfulness

    to the house of Israel.

All the ends of the earth have seen

    the salvation of our God.”

That victory was not only a local thing.  The Israelites were driving over their enemies and were being restored to their land.  The victory of the cross was over all sin and death, and ultimately, there will be a final victory when there is a new heaven and new earth.   So in this section, we’ve been thinking that God will redeem his whole creation.  I hope you rejoice in that.  As you work at the work of evangelizing and as a human being you have your part in caring for the world in which you live.  Caring for other human beings will bring glory to God.  You’ll be fulfilling the responsibility of God.  Keep in mind, as you do that, that one day this whole creation will be glorious beyond recognition.  It’s a wonderful thing isn’t it?  

Again, if I can go back to C.S. Lewis.  There’s a book called The Great Divorce, in which a group of people from Hades take a bus ride up into the outskirts of heaven itself.  There are all sorts of things interesting.  There’s a young man who is there, and Lewis, who is the traveler, sees him with a lizard on his shoulder, and the lizard is chattering away in his ear.  It is obvious that the lizard is whispering salacious thoughts, and lustful thoughts.  There’s a mighty angel saying, “If you want to proceed on into the realms of God, that has got to go.”  The young man is saying,  “But I can't live without it.” “Yes you can,” he says.  This great spirit says, “I can kill it.  I can kill it if you want me to kill it, but you must tell me.”  The young man is saying, “I don't think I can live without it.”  The thing is yammering on and saying, “No, just think what it will be if you can’t have me.  Life won’t be worth living.”  In the end, almost screaming, the young man says, “Kill it.”  So that spirit takes hold of this creature and throws it on the ground.  The young man shrinks and falls almost in a stupor on the ground.  Then Lewis says “I saw the strangest thing happen.  This young man stood up and the body, which once was weak, was beginning to develop muscle and look strong.  The creature thrown on the ground began to expand with magnificent hindquarters, and a body, and shoulders, and a head.  It turned into the most magnificent horse.”  He said, “The young man, full of strength and energy, leaped on the back of the horse, and rode into the highlands and areas of heaven.”  That’s a very symbolic thing, but it's a wonderful picture of a new creation.  What will it be like when we're re-created and raised in newness?  I hope these sorts of things stimulate us with gratitude to God for what is, and gratitude to God for what will be in the certainty of what God set before us. 

II. GODS CARE FOR CREATION RELATING TO OUR MISSION

Now, let's turn to this segment of God's care for creation and the Christian mission. Care for God's creation is part of Christian mission.  It is an urgent issue in today's world.  If you read the book, you'll see Dr. Wright talking about many of the issues of which confront us in our world.  We have polluted our world.  We have desecrated our world in so many ways.  We have not acted as good stewards of the world in which God has placed us.   Now, I guess as fallen men and women, that's understandable.   We've exacted quite a terrible toll on the created order.  Caring for it is part of our mission because it's part of Gods responsibility.  Remember, when we talked about the mission of humanity, we were emphasizing that fact.  But Dr. Wright wants us to know that it is an urgent issue in today's world.  

Even people who don't have a Christian hope are conscious of it.  The green movement, the concerns about the global warming, all these issues are sometimes conflicted and sometimes debated but we have not treated our world well.  In many ways we're paying the price of it.  It’s a terrible thing, isn’t it, to see a magnificent fish somewhere or a dolphin choked by plastic bag that's been thrown away from our waste.  

In my country we’ve got the gorgeous Great Barrier Reef running up the northern part of the eastern coast of Australia.  This is being affected in part, some say it's a natural process, but it’s being affected in part by the pesticides and chemicals that we’ve used on the land.  We farm, and those things are leaching down into the water.  It is affecting the reef.  So that beautiful thing is under some measure of threat because of the way in which we handle it.  Now, it is a challenging issue when it comes to how to live in a world of an expanding population, or how to feed the whole world.  It will test the best minds to know what to do.  Let's bear in mind that we do have a responsibility as part of our mission. It is God world, and it’s part of our mission to care for it.  Wherever we can, in whatever means we can, we ought to have a conscience about doing what we can.  

A. As love and obedience to God

Dr. Wright says that care for creation flows from love and obedience to God because of the story we learn about in Genesis 1 and 2.  We learned how when God created His world it was good.  When he got to the end, it was very good.  It was very good.  It was a very good creation.  Because it was a very good creation, He set within it human beings to be the care-ers of that gorgeous thing that He created.   So when we love God, we will love the world He has created.  When we seek to serve God, we will seek to do what we can in obedience to God - not just as an environmental necessity - but as obedience to God.  He loves it and if we love God, and we love what He loves, we will seek to care for it.  As I say those are big issues that we've talked about, and we ought to have our part in it.  I guess around own local area, there are things we can do to express, in our manner of living and operation, that we care for the world that God has made and loves.  

B. As our priestly and kingly duty

Indeed, Dr. Wright goes on to say that in caring for creation, we're exercising our priestly and kingly role in relation to the earth.  Then we talked about being the representatives of God - representing God as his vicegerents and acting on His behalf.  We have a priestly role, he says, to care for the world and a kingly role to act as a benign and beneficent king.  He is a king that cares greatly for His creation.  In our kingly role, as representing Him, we have that responsibility in caring for it, in operating as priests to our God to the rest of the created order.  The creatures and the world experienced this in that way.  Again, this is not just something to lament that we did badly, and that we've done badly.  It is a call to loving obedience.  It is a call to fulfill a role in the world that God has made and loves, that we've been appointed to as priests and kings - representing God in that world.   That is our responsibility.  

C. As a full motivation for mission

He goes on to say that creation care tests our motivation for mission.  That is, we are to function in God's mission in the world.  He is picking up this same point.  He is reminding us that there is a mission that we have in relationship to this world.  Creation care, that is our willingness to care for the creation in all its magnitude and its various dimensions, is a test for our motivation to bring about the work that God has given us.  It is to be God's servants in the world.  We are to function in God’s mission.  We often, and rightly so, talk about the mission we have to make the gospel known.  None of these things, says Dr. Wright, nor a proper understanding of the Bible, (as we’ll say when we get down towards the conclusion this time we have together) supercede evangelism.  It's a call to a wholeness of mission.  It’s going back and remembering that there was a range of missions within the mission of God.  Gods mission was to create a creation and, ultimately, when it fell, to restore it as a new creation.  Within that, there was the mission of humanity, the mission of Israel, the mission of Jesus, and the mission of the church.  So creation care tests our motivation.  

D. As a prophetic opportunity

He also goes on to say that creation care has a prophetic opportunity for the church.  What might he mean by that?  Well if you read the book, you’ll discover it.  For those who don't immediately have the book, let me see if I can pick up for him the thought that he makes.  He’s saying that when Christian people care for creation and the created order and speak on behalf of it, they are bearing witness to people about God, as well as bearing witness to the cross.  They are bearing witness to the Lordship of God throughout the whole created order.   He is Lord of all.  When we care for creation, it is prophetic statement about that fact.  If someone asks why we have that concern, we say “because the earth is the Lord's.”  It's an opportunity for the church to say “we are witnesses to this.”  As we are witnesses to this reality, we want to witness to the fact that it's a fallen world and that we act as fallen people.  But there is a redemption in Christ which you can find.  You can call upon it because God is your Lord whether you recognize it or not.  He is your creator, maker, and sustainer.  This world is his gift to you.  

All those things we've talked about provide an opportunity for witness.  As those who worked with EE, remember how in the old classic EE, we began by talking about the  person's home and the features when we visited in their home.  That was the sort of thing to establish a platform of contact so that we could move into the gospel presentation.  So in fact, this prophetic attitude towards the world allows us an opportunity.  When we voice our voice of concern for it, it allows us to move into the gospel and to say why it is so.  So it provides that perfect opportunity for the church.  

creation care embodies a balance of compassion and justice

Creation care, he says, embodies a biblical balance of compassion and justice.  As we care for it, it provides the motivation for caring, and for working for justice.  Christians are committed, by the very fact of who they are.  The call by God to love others is part and parcel of that.  It grows out of that whole section, or the whole understanding, of the fact that we have this responsibility as God's vicegerent in a world that His.  Therefore, we become committed to compassion ministries.  Not only compassion ministries that we ourselves undertake, but encouraging governments and other bodies to act compassionately to those who have a real need.  Sadly, my own country is not a great financial contributor to those programs which offer aid elsewhere.  Often times it ties the aid to things that will benefit the country from which the aid comes.  We are to encourage governments to be compassionate beyond their own borders, to be compassionate to those within their borders but also to those who have need been beyond it.  

There are issues of justice.  Human trafficking - trafficking young women for purposes of prostitution - is a huge issue around the world and something that Christians ought to be concerned about.  There are groups of Christians, in particular places, who undertake this ministry in a remarkable way.  So our care for God's creation is part of our mission as Christians.  It is a test, as Christ Wright has said, for our motivation for it.  

Within the book, you will find that he has quite a section to do with the HIV virus. Let me just say something about it.  If you get the book, and this is perhaps another encouragement for you to find the book, and read what he has to say.  He takes the Aids and HIV experience in the world as an example of something that, whatever its origins are, has spread around the world and wreaked tremendous havoc.  He talks about the dimensions of it, and the efforts that need to be made to deal with it.  It’s an expression of human fallenness.  I commend it to you to read it for yourself in the book.  

RECAP

Alright, so what have we done so far?  I just wanted to track back over where we've gone.  We’ve talked about, now that we are working in the fourth section of Dr. Wright's book, the arena of mission in the mission of God.  We’ve thought about how (if you remember, he went back to the sermons and the acts of the apostles) we can understand what is happening in the transition of the Gospel.  The transition of the coming of the Lord Jesus.  Remember that tiny triangle with God, the land of Israel, and the people of Israel, inside the larger triangle with God, all human beings, and the whole earth.  This is represented in the two sermons preached and recorded in the Acts of the Apostles.  So he’s given us that model - that geometric model - as a figure to fix in our minds about what has transpired at the present time.  

As we’ve gone on in this session to think about the mission, we’ve thought about how the earth is the Lord's.  It is His.  It is not ours.  He made it.  He's given it to us for our home and to dwell in.  We have it as a gift from God.  It's not ours.  This world that we have before us is a creation.  It is not to be divinized itself.  We have a mission to those areas in the world where people worship elements of the creation, to share with them that this is a gift to them from God.  It is not divine in itself.  It is a gift.  We in the gospel encourage them to find the giver of the gift and to turn to Him.  

I want to encourage you to go back over these things and to think deeply about the things that Chris Wright has given to us.  As I say, get the book and work over it in detail.  This world has a goal.  Its goal was to bring glory to God.  It does in its own way, though fallen.  Ultimately, it will bring glory to God in a wonderful way in a new heaven and new earth, of which we are a part.  We've looked at that.  I ask you to go back and retrace your steps over it.  We've worked on the fact that the whole earth is a field of God's mission and therefore, is a field of our mission.  We’ve seen how the Lord Jesus commissioned us to go into all the world and preach the Gospel to every creature, the whole creation, because the whole creation is His.  

In your work with EE in your church, encourage yourself and encourage other Christians to have that constant global image in your local church.  Pray for the mission of God in all the world - in all its dimensions - in this dimension - in the dimension of care for the earth.  Mention, in prayer, the evangelistic task. I have to say that, as I move around among churches, I don't hear many prayers offered on behalf of the creation.  They may do that in your church.  It is God’s earth. It suffers, in part from man, where it ought to be benefitted.  We ought to pray that humanity will treat this gift of God well.  There is a place for praying for the wellbeing of the created order, as well as for the salvation of human beings.  

I’ve found that when I had responsibilities for the life of a local church congregation, it’s true in many congregations, to keep these things in balance is difficult.  People run in one direction, and one in the other direction with an emphasis on one thing and an emphasis on the other.  It is true that God gives each of his different gifts, and we may have a primary concern because of that gifting.  I want to appeal to you as a worker in EE, and as a student of the Bible, take your place in the life of your church.  We have this corporate responsibility, under God, to care for and to hold these things together in a beneficial mutuality of relationship in our mission that God has given us.   I don’t want to say what comes first because all these responsibilities are important, but it is important to say that our ultimate responsibility is the gospel.  

the ultimacy of the gospel and the non-ultimacy of death

There is a section in Dr. Wright’s book at the end where he talks about the “ultimacy of the gospel” and the “non-ultimacy” of death.  It is true.  The gospel is the ultimate thing.  We must preach the gospel to people.  We want to save people from judgment.  We want to save people from hell.  We want to save them so that they'll be part of God's new creation.   We want them to go to heaven to be with Christ when they die.  We want all those things, and the way to make that happen is, as we proclaim the gospel, we call them to repentance and bring them back to God.  We need to do that.  That is primary.  Death is not the ultimate thing.  There is something beyond death for all people to know about.  It is the last enemy, but it is not the only thing.  You and I have that primary responsibility.  Within the primary-ness of that responsibility it ought not to block out the others that we have, particularly as we’re thinking about its relationship today to the earth.  So do bear that in mind.  We need to be holistic in our view of mission.  I want to encourage you to do that.  

Go back give this particular section of Dr. Wright's book a particular emphasis.  You are doing what you're doing because you have a deep commitment to fulfill our Lord's last command.  It is your first concern to preach the gospel to every creature - to make it known.  I want to encourage you in this sense that this series is met to support that by building around it, the bigger framework.  I said before, why not just take Matthew 28 and say, “that's enough”?  In one sense it is.  It’s the focal point of what expresses the whole thing.   But it comes within a wider context, and part of growing in grace, and growing in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ, is to grow in an understanding of that wider context in which we work, that we might fulfill the whole mission of God.  In this context of caring for the earth, that we will hear the sounds of those opening chapters of Genesis, and know that this is a good world.  It comes from the hand of a good God.  We have a particular responsibility within it, to care for it.  

Who are you?  You are a creature from the hand of God given a particular responsibility in the creation that God has made.  You have an obligation, under God, to play the role that you were initially introduced into.  Now, you’ve understood it afresh because of your relationship with God through the Lord Jesus Christ.  You are now committed to that mission, as well as the mission of making the word of God known to everyone.  

So, I commend this book to you.  Please do try and get it, even if it's difficult for you to do it, do it and work through it.  Make it not just a book that you read once and that you answer the questions in either.  Go back to it from time to time, and refresh your mind on the truths that are set up so very well there.  It's a good read.  It’s a good book to keep in your library and to turn to from time to time.  Give it to your friends.  If you’ve got capacity, and you've got to give gifts at Christmas, or whenever you give gifts - give this book to them.  God bless you, and we’ll be back again in a further session to think more about these issues.
