
What on earth is God doing?

Reading: Psalm 115, Matthew 21:33-44 

In Genesis 1 we read: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” 

Following on from that beginning, Genesis tells us that God continued his creative work by 
preparing the various environments of space and sky, earth and seas, to receive the creatures which 
would then be made to populate these environments. The earth was, in short, being made habitable 
for living things. 

We should also notice that after stating that God created the heavens and the earth, there is no 
further attention given to the heavens in the sense of the realm where God has his presence, 
enthroned among the angels. In fact, the Scriptures have very little interest in what goes on in 
heaven. There are only three passages in the Old Testament where this is the case: Job 1, 1 Kings 
22, and possibly Isaiah 6. In each account we are told about God discussing with the angels what 
should be done on earth. Maybe the visions of Ezekiel 1 can be included, but from none of these 
passages do we learn anything more about what goes on in heaven.

In the New Testament, the book of Revelation is the only one which depicts events in heaven, and 
that is so heavily laden with strange imagery we cannot say for certain what is going on. 

So then, since the vast bulk of the Scriptures focus on what is happening on the earth, our attention 
too should be on the earth and what God has said about our life on earth. 

The Scriptures even say this explicitly in Psalm 115:16: “The highest heavens belong to the Lord, 
but the earth he has given to humankind.” The whole Psalm makes this point clear, from the 
assertion made to the unbelieving nations, “Our God is in heaven; he does whatever pleases him” 
[Psalm 115:3]. The idols of the nations, in contrast, are only idols of silver and gold, made by 
human beings. That is, they are earthbound objects, not real gods, and in contrast to the Lord, who 
does whatever he pleases, these idols can do absolutely nothing: 

They have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, but they cannot see.

They have ears, but cannot hear, noses, but they cannot smell.

They have hands, but cannot feel, feet, but they cannot walk,

nor can they utter a sound with their throats.

Those who make them will be like them, and so will all who trust in them. 

O house of Israel, trust in the LORD—he is their help and shield. 

These human-made objects can do nothing for anyone, and those who trust in them will become 
like them, that is, powerless and pointless. Israel, on the other hand, is exhorted to trust in the Lord; 
namely, to rely on the one who can do anything he pleases, and who can therefore come to the aid 
of his people in any way necessary.

Further, they are promised a blessing by the Lord who is the Maker of heaven and earth [Psalm 
115:15]. And thus the Psalmist says: “The highest heavens belong to the Lord, but the earth has 
given to humankind.” [Psalm 115:16] Finally, the Psalm contrasts the people on the earth with the 
dead, who do not praise the Lord but go down into silence [Psalm 115:17-18]. 

So then, God is in heaven, we are on earth for as long as we live, and it is the earth which should 
then be the focus of our concern and activities. Why do I say this? Because Genesis 1 tells us so.
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God created the various environments of space, sky, land and sea, and then populated them with 
myriads of amazing creatures: all the many thousand types of living things on the earth, in the seas 
and in the air. The breadth and variety of God’s creatures is so great that even now, after thousands 
of years of exploration, we are still discovering unknown creatures: birds, animals, insects, sea 
creatures, about which we were oblivious. 

So how did God arrange for all these creatures to be cared for, protected, and loved?

He did not intend to do it by himself, rather, He created human beings to take up that task in 
fellowship with him. 

We often hear it said that God created human beings so he could have a relationship with them, so 
that there could be mutual love between God and us. And that is true; this is clear from other parts 
of the Scriptures, as long as we do not fall into the trap of thinking that God needed to create human
beings for him to love and that he needed to be loved in return. God has need of nothing; so any 
relationship he has with us is an expression of pure grace. His love is shown to us not because God 
needs to love (although he certainly does love his creation), but because we need to be loved. 

So why then did God create human beings? The Bible tells us explicitly: we were created to take 
care of the creation that God has made with extraordinary loving care. We were made to look after 
it, to tend it, to protect it, to manage it, and to explore it and develop and unfold all its myriad 
possibilities so that we could show forth the glory of God through what we can make out of what he
has created. 

We are, in short, created as the stewards of creation. [Genesis 1:26-28]

Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule 
over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, 
and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” So God created mankind in his own 
image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. God blessed 
them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. 
Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that 
moves on the ground.”

So what is it that humans are created to do? To rule over the creatures God has made, that is, to take
care of them and ensure that they are safe and free to live the lives God has prepared for them.

We are, in short, created as the stewards of creation.

Now I want to make this point perfectly clear here. I am not saying that God created human beings 
so that they could, if they chose, if they were so inclined, be stewards of creation. I am not saying 
that out of all the options we have before us in which to live out our lives, being stewards of 
creation was one option which we could, if we wanted, choose to follow.

No, the Scriptures do not say that.

Rather, what the Scriptures tell us is that we are stewards. Period. Like it or not, that is what we are 
– stewards. 

We are not stewards if we choose to be; we are not stewards if we join with others to plant trees, to 
trap predators, to clean up rubbish, to campaign for clean air and water. All those are good things to 
do, and we must contribute to that work. But doing that does not make us stewards. Being 
environment-friendly does not make us stewards. Refusing single-use plastic bags does not make us
stewards.
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We are stewards not because of what we do, but because that is what God made us. We are God’s 
stewards, charged with caring for the earth and its animals, its water and the air, everything we find 
around us. Being a steward is not a choice, not an option, not one alternative among many. 

Being a steward is what it means to be a human being. 

If you are human, you are a steward. 

Being a steward is what makes you a human being. 

God created human beings to be his stewards: it is built in to what we are and is inescapable.  

The other indication that this is so comes from the same passage in Genesis 1. There it tells us that 
we are created as the image of God. Over the centuries there has been a lot of speculation about 
what the “image of God” refers to. Many of the suggestions are based on attempts to find something
that both humans and God have in common, that is, some manner in which human beings are “like” 
God. Suggestions include reason, or rationality, or intelligence; being creative; using language; 
having a part of us which like God is immortal (what is often called the soul); and even standing 
upright, unlike the animals which go about on four feet – this suggestion predates the European 
discovery of Australia with its kangaroos and wallabies. 

But all these suggestions are incorrect, since they violate one of the most significant teachings of 
the Scriptures. That is, that God is the creator, the one who gives his laws for the creation to enable 
it to be, to form and direct it, to provide the conditions under which it can exist, and to grant it 
possibilities for its future development. Everything that happens, that can happen or might happen 
within the creation is because of the laws of God given by him to make the creation what it is. 

Human beings, then, are part of this creation, equally subject to the laws of God along with every 
other creature, and as they are under the law, while God is not, there is nothing which humans and 
the Creator have in common. That is, there is no law which applies to both God and creation which 
means that there can be some characteristic, some feature, some ability in common. This is because 
God gives the law, and the law is given to and for the creation he has made. He is therefore not 
subject to the laws he has made – how could he be both creator of a law (which did not exist prior to
God creating it – laws do not exist independently of God) and something bound by that law, that is, 
conforming to its requirements?

So what does it mean then to be the “image of God” if there is nothing that God and humans have in
common? All the attempts to find something in common have failed, or are the result of speculation 
and in fact, arise from arrogance and pride. Genesis 1 does not specify that there is something that is
the image of God, and any suggestion we can make is sheer guesswork. So I believe that is the 
wrong way to approach it. We should then look in a different direction, and I believe that can be 
found by looking at the practice of kings in the Ancient Near East, who placed statues of themselves
everywhere within their kingdoms to remind people who is in charge. 

We can say then that human beings are the image of God placed in the creation to be the reminder 
of God’s kingship, to be the representative of God in and to the creation. This is the main reason 
why the Scriptures forbid us to make statues or other images of God, not just because that is 
idolatry – worshipping something that is made as if it were the Maker – but because God has 
already made images of himself – human beings. Nothing we can make can compare with the image
that God has already made. We are not his representation, as if there is something about us that 
looks “like God” which is visible to the creation. We are the image of God, in that we are his 
representatives, so that we are reminders to the whole of creation (including other humans) that 
there is a God who made all things and who alone deserves to be worshipped and served. 
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Now this can be a scary thing to realise. If God created us to be his representatives, then what will 
the outcome be if what we do, how we live, how we treat the creation including our fellow human 
beings, is not done in a way which faithfully and truly represents the God who put us here for that 
purpose? Ambassadors are sent out by kings, presidents and prime ministers, to make their case to 
others, to represent their views in a way which is reliable, and faithful to their instructions, and 
more importantly, truly represent the person by whom they were sent out. Ambassadors who fail in 
this duty are recalled in disgrace and removed from their post. 

We, then, are God’s ambassadors, sent out to represent him in a way which is reliable, and faithful 
to our instructions. The consequences of failing to do so can be terrifying. Consider, for example, 
what happened to Moses. He had been a faithful servant of the Lord, confronting Pharaoh, leading 
the people out of Egypt, through the Red Sea, through the desert, receiving the law, organising 
military expeditions and governing the emerging nation as it wandered through the wilderness. It is 
said that there was no prophet like Moses, that God spoke face to face to Moses alone as a friend, 
and that the greatest prophet yet to come (whom we know as Jesus) was expected to be great 
because he would be like Moses. But Moses did not enter the promised land; the most he could do 
was look at it in the distance from a high mountain. Why is that? 

It is because when the people of Israel complained that they had no water, Moses and Aaron prayed 
to the Lord, and the Lord said to them, speak to the rock and it will pour out its water and there will
be enough to drink for all of the people and their animals. So what did Moses do? He said, “Listen, 
you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock? Then Moses raised his arm and struck the 
rock twice with his staff. Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank.” 
[Numbers 20:10] Was this not what God promised, that there would be water from the rock for 
them to drink? Yes, that was what God had promised: he would graciously bring water out of the 
rock for the people. After all, was Moses not just repeating what had happened previously? In their 
earlier travels through the desert, they had come to a place where there was no water. Moses was 
told to strike the rock with his staff, and water came out. On that occasion, though, Moses was told 
to use the staff which he had previously used to strike the Nile so that it turned into blood. Then the 
staff was a means of judgement, but in this case, it was a means of gracious provision for his 
people; it was meant as a contrast between what God had done in judgement in Egypt and what God
was doing for his people in grace in the wilderness.

But on this latter occasion Moses did not represent God faithfully and truly. The water came out of 
the rock not in response to Moses speaking to the rock, thus showing it was a work of grace of God,
but when Moses struck the rock twice, and spoke angrily to the people, accusing them of rebellion. 
Now it was true that they were rebels; the Scripture state that clearly. But despite that, God in his 
grace had said he would give them water if Moses simply spoke to the rock. Instead, Moses made it 
appear to the people that God gave them water in his anger against them. Moses misrepresented 
God. As God put it, “You did not trust me enough to honour me as holy in the sight of the Israelites”
[Numbers 20:12, 27:14]. And in spite of all else that he did to serve God with a very difficult 
assignment, God punished him by telling him that both he and Aaron (who stood with Moses and 
was thus aligned with Moses when he struck the rock) would die without entering into the promised
land. They failed to “honour God as holy.” What was the holiness he referred to? It was his 
willingness to sustain and provide for his creation. What does that mean for us today? This is 
spelled out in Matthew 25:34-36, speaking of the day of judgement:

“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; 
take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I 
was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to 
drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was 
sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ 
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Those who had been generous to the poor and the deprived failed to grasp what the Lord was 
saying, and had to ask them what he meant. When did the see the Lord in need? 

“The King will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers
and sisters of mine, you did for me.’ 

So we can see that the simple act of giving someone something to drink is both doing what God 
wants us to do, and even more, it is doing it as if it were done to God himself. Thus Moses and 
Aaron dishonoured God, since they made him appear to be mean-spirited and reluctant to provide 
for those in need, rather than one who gives graciously to all who ask. If it is an act of holiness for 
us to give a drink to one who is thirsty, how much more is it a sign of God’s holiness to give water 
to his people? Jesus tells us that explicitly:

“Which of you, if your son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will
give him a snake? If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your 
children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him!” 
[Matthew 7:9-11] 

We can see then how important it is to represent God as God would want himself to be 
represented. Human beings have failed massively in this task, and as a result we have brought 
disaster down upon ourselves. 

We who are the stewards of God are called to represent God; that is, to act as God himself would act
were he here in our place. God loves his creation and all the creatures in it; we too are then called to
love the creation and all that it contains. God wants his creation to thrive and enjoy all that he has 
made for them; we should be doing all that is within our power to enable the creation to thrive and 
have enjoyment. 

But what has happened? Instead of representing God in the creation, behaving as he would have us 
behave (that is, imaging God faithfully and truly), human beings have taken control of the creation 
and have used it to their own advantage, for satisfying their own greed and vanity, exploiting and 
plundering and pillaging it, often by stealing from other human beings. The world is in an 
environmental crisis. The climate is changing rapidly, storms are more frequent and more violent, as
we have seen in recent weeks here in New Zealand, the coastlines are eroding, the sea is warmer 
and causing algal blooms and other maladjustments of its inhabitants. The land and the sea are 
contaminated with chemicals, with plastics, with human waste of every kind. What must God think 
of all this?

What indeed does God think of his stewards who are charged with caring for the creation but are 
instead being destructive of it?

You may think that we Christians are doing what we can to care for the creation, that we are 
obedient to God and are loving and praising him for the wonderful things that he has made. But are 
we really being the stewards that God made us, are we the image of God that truly reflects the God 
who called us to obedience to him?

As you know, human beings have sinned and were thrust out of God’s presence, evicted from the 
garden of Eden as a punishment, and doomed to die in consequence of their sin. But God in his love
and graciousness came himself in Christ Jesus to redeem everything that has gone wrong. He came 
as the perfect human being to set an example for us of what it means to be faithful to God. How 
does that tie in with the claim that we are created stewards?

Simply that Jesus was the example of a perfect steward. Paul tells us in Colossians 1:15-20 
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The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For in him all 
things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or
powers or rulers or authorities; all things have been created through him and for him. He is 
before all things, and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of the body, the 
church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he 
might have the supremacy. 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. 

The image of the invisible God. Does that remind you of anything? Did not Genesis 1 tell us that we
are created as the image of God? Not created “in” the image of God, as if we are to be somehow 
“like” God, but created as the image (something visible) of God (who is invisible) – to be the image
that he otherwise did not have. That is, to be the representatives of God within the creation so as to 
proclaim his message and live as he wishes us to live. How are we to do this? What do we need to 
know in order to faithfully be the stewards we were created? We need to follow Christ, who is the 
perfect image of the invisible God, the image of God that we were meant to be. So if we follow 
Christ, we will therefore become like Christ.

 “And we all, who with unveiled faces contemplate the Lord’s glory, are being transformed 
into his image with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.” [2 
Corinthians 3:18]

What are the unveiled faces? Moses spoke to God face to face – the only person of whom this is 
said. But the glory of God which was reflected on his face afterwards was too much for the people 
to bear, so Moses was forced to wear a veil over his face to hide it. Now we see just a poor 
reflection as if in a mirror, but then, when Christ returns, we will like Moses see him face to face. [1
Corinthians 13:12] In the Greek the word for “poor reflection” is taken into English as “enigma” – a
riddle. The image we see is not just blurry or vague, it is puzzling. This is interesting, since in 
Numbers 12, God spoke angrily to Miriam and Aaron who sought to make themselves equal with 
Moses. God said to them concerning Moses, “I speak to him face to face, clearly and not in riddles;
he sees the form of the Lord.” [Numbers 12:8] So this passage in 1 Corinthians 13 is linked to God’s
words to Miriam and Aaron – seeing face to face, clear words not riddles, seeing the form of the 
Lord. Paul picks up on that and says that what Moses experienced in the wilderness, we will 
experience when Christ returns, for we shall see him face to face, we will no longer be confronted 
with riddles, we will have perfect fellowship restored.

But even now we can look on the Lord’s glory without having to wear a veil, and as we look on 
him, we are being transformed into his image with increasing glory – that is, we are being 
transformed into the image as it was meant to be – showing forth the glory of God. That 
transformation goes on day by day as we seek to live in faithfulness to God, and when Jesus comes 
that transformation will be complete. What will it mean for us to be like Jesus? In 1 John 3:2-3 we 
read,

Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made 
known. But we know that when Christ appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as 
he is. All who have this hope in him purify themselves, just as he is pure. 

We shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. What a wonderful hope for the future, that we 
will finally become the stewards God created us, that we will enter into his glory, that what is now 
unknown will be made known. We don’t know what it will mean for us, but we need not concern 
ourselves with that, since God has prepared our future for us, and we know that what that future 
means is that “we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.” What does it mean to be the 
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image of God? It means to be like Jesus, as he really is, where faith turns to sight, and when he 
returns, we will be made like Jesus forever.

All who have this hope in him purify themselves, just as he is pure.

What does that mean? If we are to be like Christ, to be like the one who is the image of the invisible
God, the firstborn over all creation, who will have supremacy over everything, then we too will 
share in his glory, that is, we will participate in his ruling over all the creation. In other words, we 
will finally be the stewards that God created us as. We will rule over the earth with Christ, as the 
elders sang in Revelation 5:9-10,

“You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with 
your blood you purchased for God persons from every tribe and language and people and 
nation. You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will 
reign on the earth.” 

What does it mean in this context to serve God and reign on the earth? To be its stewards. It is the 
fulfilment of the commission given in Genesis 1, to rule over the earth as God’s stewards, a 
commission we have completely messed up. We have instead made a shambles of the earth over 
which we are meant to take charge. 

But, you might be wondering, if it is so that we are created stewards, that we are God’s image in 
representing him within the creation, firstly, what does that mean for our daily lives, and secondly, 
what does it mean for those who are not believers in Christ?

Firstly, for our daily lives it means that everything we do is part of our created nature as stewards. 
As I said earlier, being a steward is not what we do, it is who we are. Therefore, everything we do 
reflects our created nature as stewards. Whether we are buying the groceries, cooking a meal, 
washing the dishes, doing the laundry, sweeping the floor, creating spreadsheets, studying theories, 
researching in laboratories, repairing motor vehicles, programming a computer or installing apps on
a cellphone, whether we are caring for children or feeding the elderly, whether we are reading a 
book or writing an assignment, anything and everything that we do is part of the great task given to 
all humanity to care for this creation, its creatures – plants, animals, birds, fish, waterways, forests, 
and indeed other people. 

Secondly, what does that mean for those who do not follow Christ? It means exactly the same – all 
that they do is part of the human task of caring for the earth and its creatures. It is the working out 
of their created nature as stewards. 

This means then that being a steward is not something that you become. It is not something you 
suddenly acquire when you become a Christian. Human beings are stewards. To be a steward is to 
be a human being. They are one and the same thing.

The difference is, however, that those who have responded to God’s offer of grace in Christ now 
know what it is that we are meant to be doing and why. Why are we here on this earth? Because 
God put us here to take care of it. What are we meant to be doing with our lives? What is the 
meaning of it all? What purpose is there in anything that we do? We are stewards. God’s stewards. 
That is the answer to all our questioning. There is a great deal to say about what exactly that means, 
but it boils down to that simple fact: God created human beings to be stewards of the earth, and that 
has not changed in spite of our sin. He has not replaced us with someone else. There is no vacancy 
for the role waiting to be filled.  You need not apply for the position. You are human beings, 
therefore you are the stewards of the earth. 

So what distinguishes a Christian from a non-Christian?
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One wise man once said, “Christians do not do different things to non-Christians. They do the same 
things, differently.” [DFMS]

Christians, then, are the ones who set an example to everybody else as to how it is to be done. We 
are demonstrating to the world what it means to be stewards. If anyone wants to know what it is that
God wants of human beings, all they have to do is to look at the Christians they know, for 
Christians know how to be faithful stewards of the creation. That is what the Scriptures teach: if you
want to know what God is like, look at his image. Look at the people around you: by looking at 
them you can see what God is like. To return to an image we used earlier, Paul says that “We are 
therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us.” [2 Corinthians 
5:20] Paul spoke of himself in this way: “Pray also for me, that whenever I speak, words may be 
given me so that I will fearlessly make known the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an 
ambassador in chains.” [Ephesians 6:19-20]

So by looking at each other, we can see what God is like. 

Or can you? Is that really true?

It should be, since that is what God calls us to be: images of himself to show the hurting world how 
to live in obedience and faithfulness to him. Paul says to the Corinthians: “I urge you to imitate 
me.” [1 Corinthians 4:16], and again “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” [1 
Corinthians 11:1] In 2 Thessalonians 3:9, Paul says that he has made himself an example for them 
to follow. In Hebrews 6:12 we are told to imitate those who through faith and patience inherit what 
has been promised. Again in Hebrews 13:7 we are told to consider the way of life of the leaders of 
the Christian community, and to imitate their faith. 

So then, it is a scary thing to be a Christian, since we are to be examples for people to follow, to 
imitate. Why? Because those who are redeemed are being renewed in Christ to show forth his glory,
to be faithful images of God, living as he has called us to live. If you are the image of God (and that
is something we cannot escape) then we must be faithful images of God, trustworthy 
representatives, reliable examples, not riddles. 

We are called to be witnesses. Witnesses to what? That we have seen the world the way God sees it,
and we know what to do to care for it, since the Scriptures tell us exactly what is required. It means 
seeking forgiveness for our sin, and grace and empowerment by the Holy Spirit to live as we should
do. It is not just our individual calling, although each person needs to take responsibility for 
themselves to live as God would have us live. It is also a calling for us as a community of God’s 
people; that in our lives together we show forth what it means to follow Christ.

To our non-Christian friends, then, we should be sharing the good news of Jesus Christ. What is that
news? That God created us as stewards of the earth, and willy-nilly that is what everyone does. That
is what they are meant to be doing. But not knowing the God who gave us that commission means 
that we seriously mess it up, since we do not know how we should be going about it, or we can 
simply neglect that responsibility – not totally, since even the bare basics of living involves being a 
steward. But we are called to more than the bare basics. Consider this parable:

There was a landowner who planted a vineyard. He put a wall around it, dug a winepress in 
it and built a watchtower. Then he rented the vineyard to some farmers and moved to 
another place. When the harvest time approached, he sent his servants to the tenants to 
collect his fruit. [Matthew 21:33-44]

What is this parable about? On one level it is about the faithlessness of the people of Israel, who 
rejected the Messiah when he was sent to them. But on another level, it is about the people of the 
earth, who were entrusted with God’s creation to care for in every way, who instead took it for 
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themselves and used it for their own benefit and advantage, despising the God who owns it. They 
were treating it not as a responsibility to care for on behalf of the owner, but as something they 
considered their own to do with as they like.

What will the outcome be? Christ will one day return and demand an accounting of his stewards. He
will ask of us whether we cared for his earth the way we were meant to, or whether we have treated 
it as something we could do with as we like. He will ask us whether we were following his Son, the 
one who showed us what it meant to be a steward of the earth, or whether we followed our own 
imagined idols, false gods and myths about what we are here to do and how to please God, or what 
we falsely imagine to be God. 

To sum up, then, our calling, task and responsibility before God is to be what God made us – 
stewards of the earth – and to do this in a way which is pleasing to him and follows the path that 
Christ has pointed out for us. We are to be God’s images on the earth, showing everyone we meet 
what God is like, and sharing with them the good news that Jesus was sent by God the Creator to 
bring redemption to all humankind, indeed to the whole of creation, so that in the end it will show 
forth God’s glory, and only God’s glory. 

This is what God is doing on earth: training his stewards to care for all that he has made so that his 
glory will be made known throughout the creation.

There is much work for God’s stewards to do. The only question is: will we carry out our task of 
stewardship in faithfulness or in disobedience? Will we at the day of judgement hear this 
pronouncement, “‘Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I 
will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master’s happiness!’” [Matthew 25:21]

May God grant in his grace that it will be so.
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What on earth should we be doing?

Reading: Isaiah 44:6-23

Last week we looked at the task given to human beings: to be the stewards of creation, caring for all
that God has made. What on earth is God doing? He is working with us, in us and through us, his 
stewards, to unfold, disclose, and bring forth the glory of the creation in caring for all the wonderful
creatures with which it is filled, and through humans exploring and investigating the many and 
varied possibilities which God has enabled for the creation, which we are called to develop for the 
good of all God’s creatures and to his praise. 

I sought to emphasise that we are not stewards of the creation by choice, or inclination, or as an 
optional extra to something else. No, we are created stewards and cannot be anything other than 
that. To be human is to be a steward; to be a steward is to be human. The question is, will we carry 
out that commission faithfully or in disobedience to God?

We explored how the image of God refers to the tasks which humans have been given, tasks which 
we are called to carry out as representatives of God within the creation. We are called to imitate 
Christ, to be transformed to be like him, a process which begins here and now and which will 
continue on until we are raised from the dead and are finally fully transformed to be like him, since 
at that time we will then see him as he is. 

Now I want to look in more detail about what we should be doing on earth. 

If our task is to be stewards, and that is inescapably part of our creatureliness, then how should we 
exercise that task? What exactly should we be doing?

The first and most important point is that while we are all created as stewards of God’s creation, and
have been given responsibility for caring for the earth as an inescapable task, we have not carried 
out that task in the way that God intended. In fact, we find that from the beginning of our 
relationship with God, we went astray and ended up in rebellion and disobedience. You all know the
story of Adam and Eve in the garden, eating the fruit from the tree which God had declared to be off
limits. As a result of that fall into sin, choosing a path which is different from the one God had 
pointed out for us, we have all ended up in a right pickle. As a result of our sin, we no longer live as
God wants us to live. 

But what does that mean for us as stewards? 

Since we were created stewards – that is our nature, the deepest core of our being – just because we 
have gone astray into sin does not mean that we cease being stewards. In fact it cannot mean that, 
since that would be to eliminate the way God created us. We cannot make ourselves into something 
else altogether, something which does not involve stewardship of the earth. So everybody continues
working as stewards even in their sin and rebellion. The problem is, of course, that we work as 
stewards in ways which are disobedient to God, which appal and distress him. God is angry at 
human sin, not just because it is disobedience to him but also because of the dire consequences it 
has for his creation – not just ourselves, but for all the other creatures he has made and which he has
placed in our care. 

We have been entrusted with every creature on earth, to look after them, to care for them, protect 
them, and indeed to fall down in wonder at the greatness of God who made all these things and 
made them well. And it is often the case that disobedient stewards recognise the magnificence of the
creation that God has made, and they fall down in wonder at the majesty of it all. But then they 
move from wonder at the creation to worship of the creation. They commit idolatry.
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Idolatry is a sin which is condemned frequently throughout the Scriptures, and it is a sin which still 
plagues humankind today. We might think that idolatry is something that happens in other countries,
where images of various gods are worshipped and prayed to, have sacrifices offered to them, and 
are carried in religious processions. Yes, that is idolatry, at least in its external form. But what 
exactly is idolatry? Can there be idolatry without worship of carved images?

We might think of the New Zealand fixation with rugby and sports in general as idolatry. Anyone 
who has a strong passion, a committed devotion to something, like their powerful car, or their 
fitness regime, or skiing, or anything at all, we sometimes say has an “idol.” And that may indeed 
be true. But idolatry is not just carved images of gods – although that can be part of it. It is not just a
strong passion for something. Committed devotion to something can mean it is an idol, but serving 
an idol is more than commitment. It is something much deeper than that.

The idolatry in the Old Testament (and in the New, such as the silversmiths of Ephesus) involved 
carved images of some sort. God was angry at this idolatry. But it is not the carved images which 
constitute idolatry. There are many passages of the OT in which carved images are not condemned, 
but mocked! They are mere empty things made by human hands. We saw this last week when we 
looked at Psalm 115, 

Their idols are silver and gold, made by the hands of men.

They have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, but cannot see.

They have ears, but cannot hear, noses, but cannot smell.

They have hands, but cannot feel, feet, but cannot walk,

nor can they utter a sound with their throats.

Those who make them will be like them, and so will all who trust in them. 

Isaiah 44:6-23 which we heard read to us earlier speaks of the blacksmith hammering out an idol in 
his forge, of the carpenter measuring off a piece of wood, marking it out and then cutting and 
chiselling it into shape, making an image of a god to worship. But he does not see that he is praying 
to one piece of wood from a tree, while he uses other pieces of wood from the same tree for a fire to
cook his dinner and to warm himself! Isaiah says that such a person feeds on ashes; his deluded 
heart has misled him.

These idols are just carvings, made from part of the log used to cook dinner. Why would God care 
about that? Is it not just stupidity, expecting a block of wood to do something for someone?

No, it is not just a block of wood. It is a rebellion against God. It is a substitute made up by human 
imagination, to take the place of the holy God who created the trees from which the carpenter 
obtained his wood; who sent the rain to make the trees grow. Because it is a substitute for God, it 
cannot provide what is needed. 

And not just that: as well as being a substitute for God, it is also mistreatment, abuse of the creation.
How so? It is because trees were not created to be worshipped; they have their own place within 
creation, provided by God to serve as sources of food, as resting-places for birds and other animals, 
and as materials for human beings to make furniture and to build houses. By treating the carved 
image as a substitute for God, it prevents the tree from performing its proper function within the 
context of the wider creation, in its integral relationships with other creatures. In addition, the 
person who is created as a steward, who is called to care for and manage the creation to enable it to 
be all that God intended for it, abdicates that task and becomes subservient to that over which God 
has placed him or her in authority. The relationship between humans and other creatures treated as 
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idols, whether they be carvings, or living animals, or even merely a concept, like “the free market” 
or an activity like “rugby” is turned upside down and we no longer protect and care for other 
creatures but expect them to care for and protect us. 

So what is an idol? It is anything, anything at all, that functions as a substitute for God, and thus is 
presumed to be able to provide the direction, guidance, and purpose for human life that only God 
can give. That is the essence of serving an idol: looking to a creature to give what only God can 
give. But how can something like “the free market” be an idol? Surely that is just an economic 
policy setting which has nothing to do with worship?

On the contrary: if an idol is anything that functions as the source of meaning, of purpose, of 
direction for human life, as the solution to our problems, then this gives the “truth” about how 
things should be done. The concept of the “free market” functions in that way in many political 
discussions, in debates about economic policy, in the way economics is taught in universities. It is 
looked on as an accepted truth which is central to the proper way of doing things, as simply “self-
evident.” But if you want to test whether or not it is an idol, simply suggest that other ways of 
organising the economy might be better alternatives. The strength of the rejection of that suggestion
will indicate whether the “free market” has been given idolatrous status, that is, it is seen to provide 
the source of purpose and meaning for human life. To challenge it is to take away that meaning and 
purpose, and because that is contrary to the way people are created, they resist it fiercely – they 
cling to their meaning and purpose even if it comes from something they invented for themselves by
misusing a part of God’s good creation – an idol. 

So then, idolatry draws us away from serving God. But it has other impacts as well. By treating 
something within the creation as an idol, we thereby distort its relationship with other creatures, and
as a result those other creatures can be reduced to fodder for human life. They can be exploited, 
abused, denigrated, mistreated in myriads of ways. Why? Because they are no longer seen as the 
creatures of God, creatures which he loves and cares for and rejoices in, but are made subservient to
that which has been separated out from among all these creatures and turned into an idol.

If cows are sacred, their lives are more important than the lives of human beings, who are not 
sacred. If money is sacred, accumulating that by any means possible is of greater importance than 
caring for others, including your own families. People who work every hour they can in order to 
make more money are in the grip of an idol, not just because of the amount of time dedicated to that
purpose, but because it will cause them to neglect their families, their friends, their workers, their 
customers and clients, their own health and well-being, in the pursuit of wealth. It provides them 
with meaning and purpose, and without it, their lives will be empty and pointless.

If fame is your idol, then the pursuit of “likes” on Facebook, re-tweets on Twitter, the number of 
views on youtube or tik-tok, or any other passing fad, will lead you to neglect your other 
responsibilities. Any fame achieved will be empty and meaningless, since it cannot provide 
meaning for your life – only God can do that. As Isaiah says, such a person feeds on ashes. 

So to avoid being ensnared in idolatry, we need to know what it is that we are meant to be doing 
here on earth. If creatures around us cannot give us purpose, and only God can give meaning and 
purpose to life, what is it that we are meant to be doing? What is the purpose of life?

And back we go to Genesis 1, where we learn that God created us stewards of the earth. We are told
to take charge, bear responsibility, protect and care for all the creatures God placed under our care. 
That is the responsibility of stewards, that is, of humans, since to be a steward is to be human, and 
to be human is to be a steward.
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So if all human beings are stewards, whether or not they are Christians, then what difference does it 
make to be a Christian? 

Firstly, to be truly Christian is to be truly human, not more than human. The difference between a 
Christian and a non-Christian is not a difference between someone more or less ok, but lacking the 
spiritual “extra” which Christian faith gives. 

Nor is a non-Christian somehow less than human compared to a Christian. The difference is 
between one who is following the right path and one who is following the wrong path. Evangelistic 
approaches which seek to persuade people that there is something lacking in their lives, something 
that only Christianity can provide and thereby make them complete, are in my view mistaken. 
Those who do not follow Christ do not lack something (apart from the riches which only Christ can 
give); they are going the wrong way – headed for destruction, and suffering along the way. The 
solution is to take a different path, one that leads to the narrow gate. That is, to repent – which 
means basically to turn around and take a different path.

Faith in Christ restores us to be truly human, fully human, in being that which we were created to 
be: stewards of creation, and directs us on the right path. We are not better than non-Christians, we 
are different. As I mentioned last week, Christians do not do different things; Christians do the same
things, differently.

Let’s look at the Old Testament to see what it tells us there about our human lives, about the 
responsibilities we have and what this means for our daily work.

When the people of Israel were camped at the foot of Mt Sinai, God gave to Moses detailed 
instructions for the construction of the tabernacle which was to house the Ark of the Covenant, and 
where sacrifices were to be offered to God. It was there that God would have his presence, in 
spectacular fashion as a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. This tabernacle was to be
a thing of beauty: it was colourful, it was filled with furniture and ritual objects made in complex 
and intricate shapes, shining with gold, and was served by priests in colourful and richly 
ornamented clothes. It was, in short, quite unlike what you would expect a group of escaped slaves 
to be able to produce in the middle of a desert. We would be hard pressed today to follow the 
instructions God gave to Moses to create the tabernacle. But God had confidence in his people that 
they could carry out the task. Why would he be so confident?

It would be easy to think that all the enslaved Israelites in Egypt had been busy making bricks for 
the buildings in Egypt. That is principally what is mentioned in Exodus. But it was not always like 
that, and probably not for everybody. When the family of Jacob first arrived in Egypt, they were the 
honoured relatives of Joseph, the second highest in the kingdom. It is quite possible that they took 
on all kinds of responsibilities under his patronage. So what we find in Exodus some hundreds of 
years later is that this group of escaped slaves actually had considerable skill. God told Moses that 
he had chosen Bezalel to be filled with the Spirit of God, “with skill, ability, and knowledge in all 
kinds of crafts – to make artistic designs for work in gold, silver and bronze, to cut and set stones, 
to work in wood, and to engage in all kinds of craftsmanship.” Oholiab was appointed to help 
Bezalel in this task. God also told Moses that he had given skill to all the craftsmen who were to 
make everything for the tabernacle. Bezalel and Oholiab had also been given by God the skills to 
teach others how to do this work – those who had been given skills as craftsmen, as designers.

And the women had a part as well: all those with skills spun fibres for making the tent, weaving 
these into fabrics for the tent itself, the curtains, the clothes for the priests. They did embroidery, 
making all the fabric items needed for the tabernacle. Exodus takes five whole chapters, 35-39, to 
describe in detail all the various objects made, complicated and sophisticated items for the worship 
of God. Why would there be so much space dedicated to a description of the tabernacle and its 
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furnishings? Not least it is because God delights in the exercise of human skill and what we can 
produce. Did he not want recorded the marvel that came into being in the midst of the desert – a tent
where he himself would have his presence? Should that not be the case with our work as well – can 
we say that God will be delighted with what we do with the skills he has given us?

So have a read of this passage some time, and think about what you would need in the way of tools 
to do all this work. There was work in metal (bronze, silver and gold), which required skill in 
melting it down, casting the metal in moulds, finishing it and adding ornamentation with jewels. 
Items of bronze and wood were overlaid with gold. There were items with moving parts such as 
tongs. Some of the work was done by hammering gold into large and complex shapes such as the 
seven-branched lampstand which was made all in one piece, with its flower-like cups, buds and 
blossoms like those on almond trees.  

How did these people, this band of refugee slaves, come up with the tools and the skills to do all 
this work? We know where they got the materials – before they left Egypt the Israelites were told to 
borrow whatever they could from their Egyptian neighbours, and they took all this with them as 
compensation for their forced labour, what is known as the “plundering of the Egyptians” (Exodus 
12:36). 

God said to Moses that he had given skills to Bezalel, Oholiab and countless others. How and when 
did he do that? Did they just wake up one morning and discover that they could all of a sudden be 
goldsmiths and metallurgists and weavers and carpenters and so on? No, God does not do magic 
tricks. Where would they have got these skills? If you take a look at the kinds of objects which were
made in Egypt during the times of the pharaohs, for instance the treasures in the tomb of 
Tutankhamen, then you can see how the Israelites had these skills. They did not spend all their time 
making bricks – that was a punishment from Pharaoh on the last generation of Israelites in Egypt.

 

They learned to make these things from the Egyptians, who were skilful in all the arts and crafts 
which they had to use in construction of the tabernacle and its objects. They would have been doing
the kinds of work in which they learned the skills they needed. 

God said that he had given skills to these people. How? By placing them in an environment where 
there were people to teach them and opportunities to learn to do it themselves. God gave them the 
aptitude to learn and to develop skills, but the skills developed in actually doing the work. God 
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grants such skills to everybody as capabilities for engaging with the world in developing and 
unfolding its possibilities in our task as stewards, but we must employ those skills in actual work, 
otherwise they are barren.

Similarly, when Solomon built the temple in Jerusalem, this required many skilled craftsmen and 
designers, architects and builders. 1 Chronicles 22:15 says that there were “stonecutters, masons 
and carpenters, as well as those skilled in every kind of work in gold and silver, bronze and iron—
craftsmen beyond number.” 

In 1 Kings 7:13-14 we read about Huram, who came from Tyre to assist in the work: “King 
Solomon sent to Tyre and brought Huram, whose mother was a widow from the tribe of Naphtali 
and whose father was from Tyre and a skilled craftsman in bronze. Huram was filled with wisdom, 
with understanding and with knowledge to do all kinds of bronze work. He came to King Solomon 
and did all the work assigned to him.” He was filled with wisdom, understanding and knowledge – 
where does that come from? It comes from the Lord. How did he become an expert? By spending 
years developing the skills and the craftsmanship which the Lord had given him, trained by his 
father, a skilled craftsman.

Once the temple was built, musicians were appointed to play their instruments and to sing, as 2 
Chronicles 15:22 says, “Kenaniah the head Levite was in charge of the singing; that was his 
responsibility because he was skillful at it.”

We can also see how this works by looking at the reverse situation which happened hundreds of 
years later. When the Babylonians captured Jerusalem in 586 BC, they deported a big proportion of 
the population to Babylon. Not all of them; the poor farmers and others like them were left behind 
(they eventually intermarried with the people whom the Babylonians deported from their homelands
to Israel – this is the origin of the Samaritans). Those who were taken to Babylon included the 
royalty, the nobility, skilled workers and artisans. 2 Kings 24:16 tells us: “The king of Babylon also 
deported to Babylon the entire force of seven thousand fighting men, strong and fit for war, and a 
thousand skilled workers and artisans.” And of course among them were Daniel and his friends, 
and we know that they were intelligent and skilled administrators who rose to positions of influence
in Babylon, just as Joseph did in Egypt, using the skills given them by God. 

But note: we also read earlier about the craftsman who takes a piece of wood and fashions an idol. 
The blacksmith works with metal, heating it and beating it into shape. The carpenter uses measuring
lines, marking-out tools, chisels, compasses, saws, axes and other tools. It is God who gives all of 
us the skills and abilities we have, but in the passage from Isaiah, these abilities were used for 
fashioning an idol. We can also see this in the story of the golden calf, made by the Israelites when 
they got impatient waiting for Moses to come down from the mountain. That also require skills in 
metallurgy, casting, shaping, and so on. These skills were not learned on the spot: they had 
experienced craftsman to do this work, but they misused these skills in order to serve idols. 

As another example of how skills are given from the Lord, have a listen to Isaiah 28:23-29, 

Listen and hear my voice; pay attention and hear what I say. When a farmer plows for 
planting, does he plow continually? Does he keep on breaking up and working the soil? 
When he has leveled the surface, does he not sow caraway and scatter cumin?
Does he not plant wheat in its place, barley in its plot, and spelt in its field? His God 
instructs him and teaches him the right way. Caraway is not threshed with a sledge, nor is 
the wheel of a cart rolled over cumin; caraway is beaten out with a rod, and cumin with a 
stick. Grain must be ground to make bread; so one does not go on threshing it forever. The 
wheels of a threshing cart may be rolled over it, but one does not use horses to grind grain. 
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All this also comes from the LORD Almighty, whose plan is wonderful, whose wisdom is 
magnificent.

Now we must not assume that this is speaking just of Israelite farmers. Even though it says that “his
God instructs him” and that “this comes from the Lord Almighty,” it is quite true that it is indeed 
our God who has given the farmer instruction, the Lord Almighty, the one and only living God, who
has taught him, even if the farmer does not recognise that it is indeed our God who has done this. 
There were farmers all around the Ancient Near East at the time when Isaiah was writing. They all 
had skills and knowledge about how to raise their crops and care for their herds. Who gave them 
those skills? Who taught them how to do this? Was it not the one and only God who could do so? 
The idols of the nations are nothing: they cannot give wisdom or teach understanding. So it is with 
farming, with carpentry, with metallurgy, with any skills or capabilities whatsoever. They are all 
given by the Lord, all wisdom and knowledge comes from him, and without him guiding us we 
would not know how to raise crops, care for herds, or do crafts with wood, metal and fabrics. 

These farmers, craftsmen and women, may not recognise the Lord. They may serve idols, they may 
teach falsehoods and myths, they may exploit the poor and oppress them. They may do many 
terrible things to the earth, the animals and its creatures. But the skills and capabilities they have are
all given from the Lord. That they have been put to wrongful use is not to take away anything from 
that fact. All it does is to demonstrate why God’s judgement will be such a terrible thing to behold 
when they are held to account for what they have done with what God gave them. 

Why have people been given these skills and capabilities by the Lord? It is to equip them to carry 
out the task which they have been given. They are to be stewards of the earth, caring for it as God’s 
representatives, his images. God has not withdrawn that commission even from the people who are 
in rebellion against him. The stewards are not just the people of Israel, or the Christians, but all 
human beings without exception. Everyone is given skills in order to enable them to be what God 
created them: stewards of the earth. But those who misuse their skills, their capabilities, will be 
judged by God, Christian and non-Christian alike, since God has given us these for his purposes, 
not ours, for his glory, not ours.

All that we do, our work, our study, our caring for others, our caring for the plants and animals, the 
seas and the air, caring even for the reaches of space, which are now cluttered with space junk, is 
our fulfilment of the great commission given in Genesis 1: to care for all that God has made, and 
unfold and develop its possibilities for the glory of God and the benefit of all God’s creatures. This 
is the case even when we do it badly.

So why is it that we go to university or polytech to study? Is that not just preparation for taking our 
place in the community of God’s people (believers or unbelievers alike – all belong to God even if 
they refuse to acknowledge him, or have not yet been told about him – mission work is important)? 
Our task in caring for the earth is a communal task. We cannot do it on our own; all we can do is 
have one small area of responsibility to focus on. The community of people together supports the 
whole: while you are studying, someone else is ensuring that you get clean water from the tap, that 
there is food to buy for your meals, that there is electricity to run your electronic devices – which 
you did not make yourself, you had to buy from someone who manufactured it, that someone wrote 
and others published the books you read for your study. In every one of these ways, and many more,
you are all dependent on others (which is why unemployment is such a terrible thing for people to 
endure – they are not able to contribute fully to the communal task which God has given to us and 
which they intuitively know they must do), and without the working together of everyone to 
contribute, society will break down, disorder will ensue, and we will become a “failed state” in 
which very little can be achieved beyond mere survival from day to day. There are places in the 
world where the normal things of day to day life cannot be taken for granted: what is our 
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responsibility, as co-stewards of the creation, to help such communities get back on their feet? What
can we do to help them? Is that what God is calling you to do? 

Or are you studying at university or polytech just to get a well-paying job? Are you wanting to get a
place on the ladder of promotion to higher and better things? If so, are you just selling out to the 
idols of this world, and will you end up, as Isaiah says, feeding your soul on ashes? Will you end up
using your skills and capabilities to fashion idols for yourself and others to worship? Will you, like 
Aaron, point to the golden calf and say “This is your god, O Israel, who led you out of Egypt”?

Or are you studying to the best of your ability to learn as much as you can about the world God 
made, his laws which govern its workings, the commands he has given about how we are to order 
our lives together, the wisdom and the insights to be discovered as we explore the world in its many
ways? Will you grapple with your subject to discern where idolatry has distorted it into a parody of 
what God intended, and will you join the effort to renew our thinking in this and many other areas 
for the glory of God? Will you then to put that study to use for the benefit of all God’s creatures, so 
that suffering is reduced, poverty overcome, health improved, social life enjoyed, political life 
brings justice and not oppression and inequality, economic life is shaped towards fairer distribution 
of God’s resources – note, God’s resources, not ours – and give sound legal advice, art which 
reflects the reality of the world in all its glory and its pain, music which lifts the heart, and all the 
sciences being used to improve our life together rather than creating yet another range of celebrity 
hair products? What is the purpose of your study? Are there golden calves you cherish in your heart,
or do you cling to the living God who alone can save us? Are you doing your study in the bright 
light of the Word of God, or are you straining to see in the dim and flickering light which is all that 
this world has to offer? 

The goal of all our work in the world is ultimately for the glory of God. But what does the “glory of
God” really mean? Does it mean that he shines more brightly? Is he more radiant than before? Is the
towering pillar of fire even bigger? Sometimes when we think of “glory” we think just of bright 
shining light. Now that is certainly part of it, but it is not the main part.

The Psalms in particular speak frequently of the glory of God. In Psalm 34:3 we read “Glorify the 
LORD with me; let us exalt his name together.” So glorifying the Lord is associated with exalting his
name. Again, Psalm 76:1 says: “God is renowned in Judah; in Israel his name is great.” In Malachi 
1:11 God says “My name will be great among the nations, from where the sun rises to where it sets. 
In every place incense and pure offerings will be brought to me, because my name will be great 
among the nations,” says the Lord Almighty.”

Psalm 29:2 says “Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name; worship the Lord in the splendour of 
his holiness.” Psalm 66:2 says “Sing the glory of his name; make his praise glorious.” Psalm 72:19 
says “Praise be to his glorious name forever; may the whole earth be filled with his glory.” Psalm 
79:9 says “Help us, God our Savior, for the glory of your name; deliver us and forgive our sins for 
your name’s sake.” In 1 Chronicles 16:29 it says “Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name.” 
Finally, from the end of the Scriptures, in the Revelation to John, we read “Who will not fear you, 
Lord, and bring glory to your name? For you alone are holy. All nations will come and worship 
before you, for your righteous acts have been revealed.”

What are we to make of this, and what relevance does it have for our task as stewards of the earth? 

Simply this: in each case the “glory” which God is said to have or should receive is connected with 
his Name. That is not just his name Yahweh, but it stands for his reputation. Proverbs 22:1 tells us 
“A good name is more desirable than great riches; to be esteemed is better than silver or gold.” 
This is recognised in our legal system where you can sue someone who defames your name, your 
reputation. Many people go to court not to win financial compensation but to protect their 
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reputation. Large corporations go to extraordinary lengths to defend their name, their product 
branding, their reputations. 

So too with God. He also has a name to protect, a reputation to uphold. To bring glory to the Lord is
simply this: to act in such a way that it is not our reputation, but his reputation that is enhanced. See 
how this works out with the restoration of Israel after the exile, in Psalm 126:1-2, “When the LORD 
restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dreamed. Our mouths were filled with 
laughter, our tongues with songs of joy. Then it was said among the nations, The LORD has done 
great things for them.” 

Or as Jeremiah [22:9-9] said prior to the exile, that even the pagans would recognise that God had 
acted to punish Israel because of the damage they were doing to his reputation, “People from many 
nations will pass by this city and will ask one another, ‘Why has the LORD done such a thing to this 
great city?’ And the answer will be: ‘Because they have forsaken the covenant of the LORD their 
God and have worshipped and served other gods.’”

Ezekiel prophesied over Israel “I will show the holiness of my great name, which has been profaned
among the nations, the name you have profaned among them. Then the nations will know that I am 
the Lord, declares the Sovereign Lord, when I am proved holy through you before their eyes.” How 
was God going to show his holiness? By letting all the nations see that those who have profaned his 
name, that is, those who have damaged God’s reputation by the way they behaved, claiming to be 
God’s people while living in flagrant disobedience to God’s laws, have not gone unpunished. 

We are then, created by God as stewards of his world, given the commission, the mandate, the 
authority, to rule over it on his behalf, and have been granted the skills and abilities to explore, 
unfold and disclose its wonders, developing them so that the richness, the variety, the mysteries that
it contains, are brought to light in such a way that God’s name is glorified – his reputation is 
enhanced. We are all, Christians and non-Christians alike, given this task and we will all, Christians 
and non-Christians alike, be called to account by God for what we have done with this commission 
given to us, and how we have gone about it. Christians have less excuse than the others, since it is 
clear from Scripture what it is that we should be doing. It is our task to tell those who do not believe
what their lives should really be based on: obedience to God as they fulfil their particular task in 
being stewards. The Gospel is not about what happens when you die; it is about life here, now, life 
more abundant for those who follow Christ.

We must constantly examine our hearts and ask, am I following the Living Lord, the God who 
created all these things, or am I clinging to a golden calf somehow, some way by which I can claim 
something of the creation for my very own. Are we bringing glory to God by living in such a way 
that people will say, “How great the Lord must be if he or she is one of his people!” 

To sum up then: 

To be a steward is to be human.

To be human is to be a steward.

They go together, they cannot be separated. 

Disobedient stewards will be punished; that is clear from the Scriptures. Obedient stewards will be 
rewarded; that also is clear from the Scriptures.

The original great commission given to these stewards has never been revoked; it is still in force. 
Hear once again the blessing which God pronounced, thereby commissioning his stewards:
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So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and 
female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in 
number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and
over every living creature that moves on the ground.” God saw all that he had made, and it 
was very good. 

The new commission given by Jesus is a renewal of that original commission given in Genesis, one
which charges us to take the message of forgiveness and renewal to all the world. What are we told 
to do in that commission? To make disciples of all the world – that is, to fill the earth by increasing 
in numbers of those who follow Jesus. We are to teach everything that Jesus has commanded us – to
be wise and faithful stewards of the creation which he has made – “subdue the earth, and rule over 
it.” By what authority? Because God blessed us and gave us that commission, and Jesus, the new 
Adam, has now been given all authority in heaven and on earth – including, but not limited to, the 
birds of the air, the fish of the sea and every living creature that moves on the ground. As a result of 
receiving that authority, he now sends us out into the world to tell the good news to the nations. Our
message of the gospel is, then, not simply “come to Jesus and have your sins forgiven,” but because
Jesus calls us to “come back to the Father who made you and gifted you to serve him in caring for 
his creation in every way. Find in his service the true purpose for which you were created and in 
whom alone you will find meaning and direction for your life.” 

So then, this is our hope and our goal: “May the favour of the Lord our God rest on us; establish the
work of our hands for us—yes, establish the work of our hands.” [Psalm 90:17]
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