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Keepers of the garden: 
Christians and the environment 
by John T. Baldwin 

How should we respond, as 

responsible stewards, to the 

ecological crisis we face today? 

8 

God created the earth "to be in­
habited" (Isaiah 45:18, NIV). 

This means that our earthly hab­
itat is not a fortuitous accidental phe-
nomenon of little worth, but rather, it is 
one to be highly valued and preserved.1 

Unfortunately, because of wrongful 
interactions by human beings with the 
environment, an ecological crisis is un­
derway. Some scientists suggest that "we 
are living on borrowed time, and tragi­
cally, we are borrowing the time from 
coming generations .... The longer this 
current generation puts off coming to 
terms with the carrying capacity of the 
biosphere-living sustainable-the hard­
er it will be for future generations to 
make it."2 

How should we as Christians respond 
to the ecological crisis we face today? 
How should we be responsible stewards 
of our divinely designed home? An ap­
propriate step would be to understand 
the biblical basis of ecology, the reality 
of the ecological crisis, and some posi­
tive measures we can adopt. 

Biblical bases of ecology 
The biblical doctrine of creation 

helps the Christian to understand the 
true significance of the world in order to 
deal with the environmental crisis. Be­
cause Christ is the Creator Oohn 1:1-3), 
He is the Lord of creation, rendering the 
environment of the Earth very precious, 
even in its fallen condition. 

The first angel's message in Revela­
tion 14:7 carries significant environ­
mental implications. The angel calls all 
inhabitants of Earth to "worship him 
that made heaven, and earth, and the 
sea, and the fountains of waters"(KJV). 

The specific items mentioned here refer 
to realities created on the second and 
third days of creation.3 This means that 
the angel is focusing specifically on the 
creation of the original Earth habitats, 
namely, the atmosphere (Genesis 1:6-8), 
the sea basins, and the-land forms (Gen­
esis 1:9, 10). 

According to Genesis 1, after creating 
the land, God calls the Earth "good" 
(Genesis 1:10). In other words, the life­
sustaining habitats are indeed good, and 
should be so considered by all Chris­
tians. God fills the habitats by calling 
into existence the great forests, plants, 
and fruit trees, and then calls this vege­
tation "good" (Genesis 1:12). It is neces­
sary, therefore, for us today to consider 
our forests as "good" and valuable, and 
to care properly for them. Later the 
Genesis account describes God as filling 
the sea basin habitats with aquatic crea­
tures of all kinds, and the atmospheric 
environment with birds, all pronounced 
"good" (Genesis 1:20-25). God com­
pletes the work of filling the land envi­
ronment by creating animals and by His 
crowning work, the creation of human 
beings who display His image (Genesis 
1:26). God declares all of these to be 
"very good" (Genesis 1:31). 

The Genesis narrative provides an ad­
ditional, environmentally significant 
insight with its instructions to the first 
human pair: "God blessed them, and 
God said unto them, Be fruitful, and 
multiply, and replenish the earth, and 
subdue it: and have dominion over the 
fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the 
air, and over every living thing that 
moveth upon the earth" (Genesis 1:28, 
KJV). Human beings were to "rule" over 
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the subhuman world in the same lov­
ing, tender, faithful way as God ruled 
over human beings. 

Moreover, God Himself planted a 
garden and gave it to Adam and Eve 
with the environmental instruction "to 
dress [or to maintain, cultivate] it and to 
keep it" (Genesis 2:25, KJV). Here is 
what we might call the very first Envi­
ronmental Protection Act, stated by 
God Himself." This kind of care was ap­
propriate not only for the garden, but 
also for the wider world. Because the 
first pair serves as the example in God's 
Word for alJ succeeding generations, all 
human beings are in some sense to be 
"keepers of the garden," i.e., good stew­
ards of our planet home. 

Later God told the Israelites that the 
Earth must be given opportunity to re­
new itself; hence the observance of an 
annual Sabbath every seventh year (Lev­
iticus 25:2-8). In this way, each Israelite 
was responsible for helping to maintain 
the vitality of the soiLS Charles Bradford 
summarizes the implications of this for 
Christian responsibility for Earth care as 
follows: "The stewardship of the earth, 
which God entrusted to Adam and Eve, 
still belongs to their descendants. We 
who inhabit the planet are responsible 
for its care. In the final judgment, the 
'destroyers of the earth' are destroyed 
(Revelation 11:18)."6 Using the same Bi­
ble text, Miroslav Kis refers to the "prin­
ciple of protection of the earth" and ob­
serves that Christians will refrain from 
careless destruction of the environ­
menU An end-time command recorded 
in Revelation affirms: "Hurt not the 
earth, neither the sea, nor the trees ... " 
(Revelation 7:3, KJV). These words indi­
cate that God cares about the preserva­
tion of the Earth, water, and the forests 
of the planet, and that destroying them 
is regarded as harming them. 

Kis unpacks another biblical princt­
ple relevant to the stewardship of na­
ture, which he calls the "principle of sim­
plicity. "8 This prinCiple would curb the 
extravagant lifestyle of many inhabit-
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ants of the affluent countries, which is a 
main culprit responsible for the bleak 
future of this planet. He also points out 
the benefits of a simple lifestyle as po­
tential sources of feeding the hungry, 
saving money and resources, conserving 
gas, electricity, and water.9 

The reality of the ecological crisis 
According to Bernard Nebel and Ri­

chard Wright, four basic principles are 
essential for achieving a sustainable eco­
system, the goal of the environmental 
movement. They are: (1) recycling ele­
ments in order to dispose of wastes and 
replenish nutrients; (2) using solar ener­
gy; (3) maintaining the size of consumer 
populations to prevent overgrazing; and 
(4) maintaining biodiversity.10 An eco­
logical crisis exists when any of these 
principles are compromised. 

Consider, for example, some well­
publicized compromises in the third 
and fourth principles. The deforestation 
of the rain forests is a good illustration 
of over-harvesting by human beings. 
More than 40 million acres of tropical 
rainforests are being lost annually to de­
forestation.11 This reduction of valuable 
biomass generates serious environmen­
tal concern, in light of scientific consen­
sus that the tropical rain forest belt is 
responsible for about 40 percent of the 
world's supply of oxygen. tz 

Overgrazing is also frequently prac­
ticed by poor people in many parts of 
the world as they pick the hillsides bare 
in their search for firewood. A Zimba­
bwe newspaper reported that "a lot of 
villagers in the area were cutting down 
trees randomly for burning their home­
made bricks, usually near water sources 
like dams." The article commented: "We 
are concerned because a lot of people 
are now preferring to build their houses 
using bricks than mud and a lot of trees 
have been destroyed near dams and 
boreholes. We hope that a better way of 
burning the bricks should be looked 
into."13 

Titus Matemavi writes concerning 

biomass overgrazing on the African con­
tinent: "It is disheartening to note that 
abuse of nature in Zimbabwe is appar­
ent in several ways. First, there is a lot of 
careless cutting down of trees and un­
necessary burning of grass. Trees are 
used as poles to build wooden huts and 
storage places, in addition to being used 
as firewood. In rural areas or communal 
lands, firewood is the main source of 
energy for cooking and warming houses 
during winter. It is also the source of 
light during the night. As a result, many 
places in the rural areas which were 
once thick forests (the pride of Africa) 
have now been reduced to semi-desert 
areas." 1" 

Compromises in maintaining eco-di­
versity balance illustrate the importance 
of the fourth principle of ecosystem sus­
tainability. Acid rain, an atmospheric 
pollutant, is one of the serious environ­
mental impacts of burning fossil fuel 
such as coal. Coal-burning power plants 
emit sulfur dioxide and nitrous oxide 
gases, which mix with water vapor in 
the atmosphere, hydroxyl radicals, and 
sunlight, resulting in a so-called "soup" 
of sulfuric and nitric acid compounds.15 

These acids fall to the ground either in 
"dry fallout" or in precipitation known 
as "acid rain."16 

Burning fossil fuels contributes to an­
other environmental problem. When ig­
nited, these fuels release carbon dioxide 
into the atmosphere, which contributes 
to the condition known as global warm­
ing, due to the greenhouse effect. This 
problem is noted in a recent Seventh­
day Adventist statement on environ­
mental issues: "Scientists warn that 
the gradual warming of the atmo­
sphere as a result of human activity 
will have serious environmental con­
sequences. The climate will change, 
resulting in more storms, more floods, 
and more droughts."17 

As a final illustration of the ecologi­
cal crisis, the debated ozone hole over 
Antarctica, while still under discussion, 
may present serious environmental con-
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cern. The ozone shield surrounding 
our earth absorbs ultraviolet radiation 
which, if unfiltered, could destroy 
most life on Earth.18 Studies show that 
in humans, ozone depletion can cause 
suppression of the immune system, skin 
cancer, and cataracts.19 

These few cases represent only a 
small percentage of the environmental 
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problems that we face, but they help to 
illustrate the need for positive action. 

Positive environmental steps 
The concerned Christian's imagina­

tion is the only limit in creating positive 
ways of nurturing the habitat divinely 
entrusted to our care. Perhaps first of all 
we can declare our strong personal sup-
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A Seventh-day Adventist Statement 
on the Environment* 

The world in which we live is a gift of 
love from the Creator God, from "Him 
who made the heavens, the earth, the 
sea, and the springs of water" (Revelation 
14:7; 11:17, 18). Within this creation He 
placed humans, set intentionally in rela­
tionship with Himself, other persons, and 
the surrounding world. Therefore, as Sev­
enth-day Adventists, we hold its preserva­
tion and nurture to be intimately related 
to our service to Him. 

God set aside the seventh-day Sab­
bath as a memorial and perpetual re­
minder of His creative act and establish­
ment of the world. In resting on that day, 
Seventh-day Adventists reinforce the spe­
cial sense of relationship with the Creator 
and his creation. Sabbath observance un­
derscores the importance of our integra­
tion with the total environment. 

The human decision to disobey God 
broke the original order of creation, re­
sulting in a disharmony alien to His pur­
poses. Thus our air and waters are pollut­
ed, forests and wildlife plundered, and 
natural resources exploited. Because we 
recognize humans as part of God's cre­
ation, our concern for the environment 
extends to personal health and lifestyle. 
We advocate a wholesome manner of liv­
ing and reject the use of substances such 
as tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs that 
harm the body and consume earth's re-

sources; and we promote a simple vege­
tarian diet. 

Seventh-day Adventists are committed 
to respectful, cooperative relationships 
among all persons, recognizing our com­
mon origin and realizing our human dig­
nity as a gift from the Creator. Since hu­
man poverty and environmental degrada­
tion are interrelated, we pledge ourselves 
to improve the quality of life for all peo­
ple. Our goal is a sustainable develop­
ment of resources while meeting human 
needs. 

Genuine progress toward caring for 
our natural environment rests upon both 
personal and cooperative effort. We ac­
cept the challenge to work toward restor­
ing God's overall design. Moved by faith 
in God, we commit ourselves to promote 
the healing that rises at both personal 
and environmental levels from integrated 
lives dedicated to serve God and humani­
ty. 

In this commitment we confirm our 
stewardship of God's creation and believe 
that total restoration will be complete 
only when God makes all things new. 

* This statement was adopted on 
October 1992 by the delegates 
attending the Annual Councll of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church. For 
other statements on the environment 
check the website www.adventist.org 

port of Earth care as a sacred, central 
duty, and privilege of all Christians. 

Second, church bodies can make 
statements affirming the need for envi­
ronmental sensitivity. In 1992, the An­
nual Council of the Seventh-day Adven­
tist Church voted a document entitled 
''Caring for Creation," which outlines 
the church's position on stewardship of 
the Earth. According to Seventh-day Ad­
ventist understanding, the preservation 
and nurture of the surrounding world is 
intimately related to the service of the 
Creator. (See sidebar.) 

In addition to formal statements, in­
dividual Christian actions do make a 
difference. The key is; Will we by the 
grace of God reflect the true image of 
the Creator in dealing with this life-sus­
taining Earth habitat? just as we can 
glorify God by the care we give to our 
bodies, so also we can glorify God by 
the care we give to our environment. 
Like any truly successful business, good 
management is crucial. As goes the 
management, so goes the enterprise. As 
go the human stewards, so goes our 
planet. 

Changes in personal lifestyle practic­
es can help. We can use compost for gar­
dens. Recycling can become a part of 
our conscious effort. Alternate methods 
of transportation can be adopted where 
possible. In Tokyo most people do not 
own a car, but ride bicycles to train sta­
tions in order to utilize efficient means 
of getting to work. We can support qual­
ity environmental organizations such as 
the Nature Conservancy, the Interna­
tional Union for the Conservation of 
Nature, the World Wildlife Fund, the 
Audubon Society, the John Muir Society, 
and many others. Authors, professors, 
and preachers can utilize their pens and 
voices with lectures, articles, and ser­
mons on eco-justice, a biblical theme 
showing that God is good both to hu­
mans and nonhuman earthly realities. 20 

Learning to think environmentally 
can lead to a love of nature and thus to 
its preservation. Dennis Woodland, of 

Dialogue 14:1 2002 



Andrews University, gave the following 
advice to students: (1) Become energy­
use conscious; (2) Become an eco-con­
sumer when you shop; (3) Begin recy­
cling domestic waste; (4) Encourage 
your institution to make its campus an 
arboretum; (5) Label campus trees to en­
courage care and appreciation of God's 
green earth; (7) Support local conserva­
tion groups; (8) Spend more time in na­
ture; (9). "Think globally, act locally."21 

Christians should no longer be cap­
tive to the assumption of much of mod­
ern culture, which severs God from the 
creation and subjects the creation to 
humanity's arrogant power. We need to 
embrace the cosmos as the creation of 
jesus Christ. Taking this vision to heart 
permits us to praise God daily, as by 
faith we discern new instances of His 
superb workmanship and wonderful 
care in nature surrounding us. It enables 
us to wend our way with hope through 
the mixed signals we see in nature as it 
"groans and suffers ... until now" (Ro­
mans 8:21), although, it "will be set free 
from lts slavery to corruption" (Romans 
8:20). God's redemptive work, through 
Christ, includes the natural world in the 
sense that it is honored by being re-cre­
ated in the eschaton. In view of this, 
how important it is for Christians to 
honor and care for nature here and 
now-to be faithful keepers of the gar­
den. 

John T. Baldwin (Ph.D., University of 
Chicago) teaches theology at the Seventh­
day Adventist Theological Seminary, An­
drews University, Berrien Springs, Michigan. 
His e-mail address: baldwin@andrews.edu 
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