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 Endangered Gospel flips the script on this conversation by stressing the core gospel truth that rather than ushering in a new world 
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better place God has already made in this world. �at’s good news!
 If we let go of this truth, we become servants of the world and not God. We also lose the great joy and abundant life that God intended 
us to have in community. Jesus himself said that the world will know we are Christians by our love for one another—not the fervor of our 
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Yearning for a Better Place

Endangered Species

I first visited Sea World in junior high. My experience was mixed: I was 
amazed by the creatures, but bothered by all the preaching. Everywhere 
I went, someone was lobbying to preserve some nearly extinct animal. It 
was Spring Break; I didn’t want to sit through lectures about endangered 
species—however adorable manatees may be. I was there for thrilling 
rides and exotic sights. Show me the sharks!

I’ve come a long way since junior high, and so have the manatees. 
Thanks to the Endangered Species Act and numerous other initiatives, 
the population of these docile sea cows has increased 500 percent since 
1991. As of January 2016, they are scheduled to be downgraded from 
“endangered” to “threatened.”1 This is what happens when people of good 
will join together and mobilize for a common cause. 

But marine mammals may be the least of our problems. The wider 
world is in considerable danger. Wars rage among volatile countries. 
Terrorists strike unsuspecting cities. Mass shootings frequent the most 
developed countries. Poverty is a global phenomenon, gendercide still 
plagues Eastern regions, and pollutants contaminate major water sup-
plies. This world remains a dangerous place. But is it so endangered that 
Christians must mobilize to protect it? 

1. Grinberg and Couwels, “Manatees Set for Removal from U.S. Endangered Spe-
cies List.”
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Christian Activism

Christians have long acknowledged that this world is broken. To us this is 
old news. Sin has been wreaking havoc on this world since the garden of 
Eden. What is new is how eager Christians are to do something about it. 
In the past, we’ve wanted to save people from this broken world. Nowa-
days, we want to fix it. We want to end war, purify water, feed the poor, 
and eradicate all forms of discrimination. We don’t just want to talk about 
it; we want to do something and make a difference.

This Christian desire to “do something” goes way back. Second- 
century Christians did something by rescuing abandoned babies from 
Roman gutters. Medieval men and women took vows of poverty and 
chastity to better serve the poor. Fearless Christians harbored Jews who 
were fleeing from Hitler’s soldiers. 

Since the early twentieth century, liberal Christians have been 
working hard to make this world a better place. Meanwhile, evangelical 
believers debated whether the church should pursue social justice or just 
stick to saving souls. That debate is mostly over: God cares about both, 
and so should we. 

I agree that Christians should do something. God has indeed called 
his people to do something. But I wonder, has God really called us to fix 
the world? Is this what Jesus meant by calling us salt and light? Are we 
even capable of fixing this world? Is it something that God has empow-
ered us to do? 

We May Not Be Able to Change the World

James Davison Hunter has written an insightful book about changing the 
world.2 Hunter is a devout Christian who believes that the church has a 
vital role to play. He is also an astute sociologist who examines history, 
observes trends, and identifies the causes and effects of world change. 

Many people believe that big changes happen when ordinary indi-
viduals stand for what is right. They roll up their sleeves, enter the fray, 
and fix whatever ails society around them. This is how pop culture likes 
to portray what turns the tide of world history. The “movers” and “shak-
ers” are heroic and humble people who do something.

2. Hunter, To Change the World, 1–47.
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Hunter disagrees. That’s not how the world really changes, he argues. 
Culture changes from the top down, not the bottom up. Though bottom-
up movements achieve specific goals, their achievements are often short-
lived and limited in scope. Exceptional individuals accomplish great 
good on a local scale and positively impact the lives of hundreds, even 
thousands of people. But lasting change happens, Hunter argues, when 
elite persons who are close to the center of social power rally the masses 
around a movement that is already growing in momentum. Though such 
movements draw from the frustration and activism of grassroots folk, 
they take off only after elite leaders champion their causes. 

Hunter further explains that the ability to shape culture is concen-
trated in elite institutions with a monopoly on the tools of cultural ma-
nipulation. Even powerful elites cannot change the world by themselves. 
They need to be connected to overlapping networks of social, cultural, 
economic, and political influence. When such networks join together 
with a common purpose, they can and do bring sweeping change. 

Just ask the manatees. These vulnerable mammals found protection 
under a series of federal and state laws, with violators facing stiff fines 
and possible imprisonment. The Marine Mammal Protection Act took 
effect in 1972, the Endangered Species Act kicked in a year later, and 
the Florida Manatee Sanctuary Act followed in 1978. The U.S. Fish & 
Wildlife Service then began coordinating the Florida Manatee Recovery 
Plan in 1980. Nearly a decade later, Florida’s Governor and Cabinet 
directed their state wildlife agency to pressure specific counties to reduce 
manatee injury and death.3 

Yet lasting change required more than political persuasion. So 
performing artist Jimmy Buffet partnered with Senator Bob Graham to 
launch the Save the Manatee Club in 1981.4 Wealthy philanthropists were 
encouraged to support this cause. Others could also sponsor a manatee 
with modest contributions. Meanwhile, high-profile theme parks rallied 
behind them with impassioned pleas looping repeatedly over loudspeak-
ers to raise awareness among countless patrons waiting in park lines. 
Only a multipronged, coordinated effort of this magnitude could get the 
job done—and, decades later, it did.

3. http://www.savethemanatee.org/manfcts.htm.
4. http://www.savethemanatee.org.
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Whether we like it or not, Hunter seems to be right. Changing the 
world takes complex networks of elite people in strategic places with 
abundant resources. 

But What about the Bible?

If you are like me, you are probably thinking that Hunter’s top-down, 
power-politicking explanation doesn’t sound biblical. What about Jesus’ 
mustard seed teaching? Didn’t God call Abraham away from the power 
center of Babylon in order to make him a great nation? Didn’t God bring 
the Israelites out of the cultural epicenter of Egypt to continue that work? 
Didn’t Jesus mostly ignore the important political players in the Roman 
world of his day? Didn’t he pick a ragtag bunch of bumbling Galileans to 
represent his cause? 

The God of Scripture seems to be anything but elitist. On only the 
rarest of occasions do we find his people hobnobbing among the high-
brow. Even then, it was under duress and not by choice. 

•	 Joseph was sold into slavery and dragged into prison before rising to 
prominence in Egypt (Gen 37–40). 

•	 Moses was sent away by his mother in order to escape infanticide 
before ending up in Pharaoh’s house (Exod 1–2). 

•	 Daniel and his friends were captured and taken into exile before 
finding themselves in the Babylonian court where they were hardly 
paragons of cooperation (Dan 1–6). 

•	 Esther was forced into a demeaning beauty pageant and felt pres-
sured to conceal her identity before eventually becoming queen of 
Persia (Esth 2). 

None of these figures engineered their own rise to power so they 
would be strategically positioned to fix the world. Rather, God used their 
unfortunate circumstances to preserve the posterity of his endangered 
people. 

•	 Joseph spared the offspring of Abraham from a deadly famine in 
Canaan (Gen 42:1–2). 

•	 Moses saved his kin from extinction in Egypt (Exod 1:8–22). 
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•	 Daniel foiled imperial edicts that would have driven God’s people to 
compromise or extermination (Dan 3:6; 6:7). 

•	 Esther overturned an edict authorizing Jewish genocide (Esth 
3:5–15). 

The methods Hunter identifies as essential for world change simply 
don’t square well with Scripture. It wasn’t the way of Israel, and it cer-
tainly wasn’t the way of Jesus and his followers. 

If Hunter is right about what it takes to change the world, and we’re 
right about what the Bible says about the call of God’s people, then per-
haps the God of Scripture hasn’t called his people to make this world a 
better place. If God hasn’t asked us to fix this world, then many well-
intentioned Christians are misappropriating time, energy, and resources 
that God has given us for other purposes. 

If we’re not careful, we may gain the world and lose the church—
and then, ultimately, we’ll lose the world, too. When Christians begin 
substituting activism for discipleship, it’s not the world that becomes 
endangered, but the gospel.
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Incomplete Visions of a Better Place

Let me be as straightforward and clear as possible: it’s not the church’s 
job to make this world a better place. 

Don’t get me wrong. I, too, want this world to be better. I want it as 
much as anyone else. I hope my three daughters and future grandchildren 
grow up in the best possible world. Yet my desire—however strong and 
pure it may be—does not trump God’s word. Were we to do what it takes 
to make this world better, we may ultimately fail to do the very thing God 
has called us to do in Scripture. 

I know this doesn’t sound very responsible. What is worse, it sounds 
downright lazy or apathetic. It conjures up hackneyed images of pious 
people leaning back in their easy chairs or clasping hands in holy huddles 
singing pious platitudes while this world goes to hell in a handbasket. 

There are people who think that withdrawing—that letting go and 
letting God—is the way Christians should act. I’m not one of those people. 
What God has actually called his people to do is far more demanding of 
our time, energy, and resources than most card-carrying agents of world 
betterment dare to imagine. It’s also far more in line with this world’s best 
interests. This book is not about retreating from the world, but engaging 
the world in the best possible way—the way that only we can.

The church has approached the concept of a better place in many 
different ways. It is helpful to identify those ways and to discuss their 
similarities and differences. I have classified them into four types: heaven 
centered, human centered, world centered, and kingdom centered. In 
this chapter I discuss the first three types, each of which falls short for 
various reasons. In chapter 3, I introduce the kingdom-centered type. 
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The remainder of the book is dedicated to making the case for and ex-
ploring the implications of this fourth type. 

The Heaven-Centered View: Go to a Better Place

For almost two millennia, most Christians have hoped to leave behind all 
the pain of bodily existence in a fallen world and go to heaven after they 
die. Such people are realistic about sin’s destructive consequences and 
skeptical that much good will come from the mess that sin has made of 
God’s good creation. So God sent Jesus to provide a way out. 

Some people believe this happens immediately after we die. Others 
associate it with the second coming of Jesus. Either way, their conviction 
is that Jesus will raise his people from the dust of the earth and take them 
to be where he has been since ascending to heaven to prepare a better 
place for them.

According to this view, God’s kingdom is not here and not yet. It is in 
the future and in heaven. Proponents of this view seldom claim to know 
exactly what life in heaven will be like, but it will most certainly be a 
better place that is free from sin’s negative consequences. So the primary 
role of the church is to spread the word about how Jesus paved the way to 
a better place. After convincing people that Jesus is the way, the church’s 
role is to make sure they will be found acceptable on judgment day. When 
heaven is the better place, earth is a bad or at least worse place, and the 
church functions as a recruiting and holding place.

This view has fallen on hard times for many reasons. For starters, 
views of heaven have changed dramatically since the rise of modern 
science. Heaven was once believed to be the realm of God’s abode just 
beyond the clouds, but out of sight from the naked human eye. Now that 
the Hubble Space Telescope and its successors can see deeply into outer 
space, it is quite clear that the universe is much more immense than we 
ever imagined. Most people now agree that God’s abode must be a realm 
altogether different from the space-time continuum we now inhabit. 

This has led many to conclude that this world is all that God ever 
intended for humans. It has also driven them back to the Bible to dis-
cern what exactly it says about heaven and earth. What they have found 
comes as a surprise to many. Scripture never directly says that people go 
to heaven after they die.1 At most, one might infer that human souls are 
stored there temporarily until judgment day.

1. See Middleton, A New Heaven and a New Earth; Snyder, Salvation Means 
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Instead, heaven is described as the realm of God and his angels, 
and earth is depicted as the realm of humans. In Scripture, resurrection 
means a return to life on this earth, albeit an earth that God will renew 
and make a much better place. I discuss the earthly location of God’s 
kingdom in greater depth in chapter 9.

The bottom line is that the kingdom of heaven is not a place in heav-
en. It is a reality in which God’s will is done “on earth as it is in heaven” 
(Matt 6:10). Though most believers and a good number of unbelievers 
once adhered to the heaven-centered view, it is rapidly losing ground—so 
much so that it is no more likely to make a comeback than flat earth or 
geocentric universe theories. 

The Human-Centered View: Make this World a Better Place

Believers who abandon all hope of someday going to heaven typically 
embrace an earth-oriented view. The one we consider here has much in 
common with non-Christian views of this world. Since many unbelievers 
see life in this world as all that will ever be, the noblest way to live is to 
strive to make this world a better place. 

The Christian version of this view goes further.2 It affirms that 
when Jesus came and preached the kingdom of God, he was establishing 
a charter for how God’s will could be done on earth as in heaven. He 
was casting a world-transforming vision of social and economic justice. 
When people of faith embrace this vision and put it into action, they 
advance God’s kingdom and make this world better. Jesus began making 
this world a better place. It is the church’s responsibility to finish the job. 

I call this view “human centered” because it is pretty much up to 
humans to make this world a better place. In Jesus, God revealed what 
needs to be done, but it is up to us to do it. God is not going to intervene 
and set things right. Things will progressively improve only as humans 
embrace and implement God’s vision on a global scale.

Proponents of this view differ as to whether this vision will ever 
fully become a reality. For some, the kingdom is an impossible ideal that 
serves to keep us reaching in the right direction. For others, it will be 
reached in the fullness of time. With God’s help, humans will step it up 
and build a better future. 

Creation Healed; and Wright, Surprised by Hope.
2. Walter Rauschenbusch famously represented this position, which is often called 

the social gospel, in A Theology for the Social Gospel.
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There are different ways people work out the details of what hap-
pens next. The most important and central idea is this: history progresses 
in stages toward the kingdom of God through human effort. We should 
not expect a dramatic divine intervention, but slow and steady move-
ment in the right direction. 

The strongest criticism of this view is its optimistic take on what 
humans can and will accomplish in this world. It was more popular in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, before the northern 
hemisphere was ripped apart by two world wars. Advances in medicine, 
technology, and education made it seem as if this world were indeed get-
ting progressively better. It was well on its way to God’s kingdom vision. 

Since then, however, it has been one terrible war after another. Age-
old battles are still being fought, and the recent explosion in global com-
munication has multiplied human awareness of how sick and distorted 
this world remains. The same technology that increases our ability to 
extend human life also increases our ability to destroy one another and 
God’s good creation. 

Meanwhile, Christians continue to see their influence decline in 
parts of the world they once controlled. It has become increasingly dif-
ficult to imagine this world getting significantly better without some sort 
of dramatic divine intervention.

The World-Centered View: Work Toward Making this World the 
Better Place to Come

The fastest growing Christian view of a better place is world centered. It 
is most critical of the heaven-centered view. In keeping with the spirit of 
our age, its proponents tend to be ecologically sensitive. God made this 
world, he cares about this world, his people should care about this world, 
and he will indeed redeem this world. 

Their case is deeply rooted in Scripture. They highlight multiple 
passages in both testaments that imply a central role of nonhuman cre-
ation in God’s redemptive work.3 And they reject the patchwork of verses 
that must be taken out of context to support a vision of hope that leaves 
this earth behind and transports God’s people to heaven for eternal bliss.4 

3. Isa 2:2–4, 11:1–16, 30:18–26, 35:1–10, 65:17–25; Mic 4:1–4; Ezek 40–48; Acts 
3:21; Rom 8:19–23; Eph 1:10; Col 1:19–20; Rev 21:1—22:7.

4. Matt 5:12, 6:20, 7:21; Luke 16:19–26, 23:43; John 14:2–3; 2 Cor 5:1, 12:2; Phil 
1:20–24, 3:14; Col 1:5; 1 Thess 4:13–18; 2 Tim 4:18; Heb 3:1; 1 Pet 1:4. 



e n d a n g e r e d  g o s p e l12

Here is not the place to describe all of their arguments, but it is worth 
noting that the world-centered view enjoys widespread support from 
Bible scholars all over the theological spectrum.5 

Though humans play an important role in this view, it holds forth 
little hope that we will ever bring God’s kingdom. Human progress in 
history does not accumulate in such a way that this world becomes better 
and better. 

The heaven-centered view is right that if we are ever to inhabit a 
significantly better world, God himself will have to make it so. Yet God 
is going to remake this world into a better place and not whisk us away 
to another one. Only this kind of divine intervention, according to the 
world-centered view, truly fulfills the earthly hopes of Scripture, and only 
a future bodily resurrection enables all God’s saints to enjoy it.

The world-centered view’s insistence on a robust future hope doesn’t 
detract from its conviction that the renewed world for which we wait has 
already in a real sense begun with Jesus. When Jesus came the first time, 
he didn’t just announce a future better place. In his life, death, and resur-
rection, he started making this world a better place. In Christ, all things 
are new. Creation is already being freed from bondage. The new world to 
come is already under way.

If God’s kingdom began to break into the old order when Jesus came 
and he will complete it when he returns, then where do God’s people fit 
in? What is left for the church to do? Though this view believes humans 
cannot make this world the better place God intends it to be, it still holds 
God’s people responsible for doing the best we can. Since God is in the 
business of world betterment, we ought to join him in it. We must de-
nounce injustice wherever we encounter it and work to transform wider 
society in the direction of God’s kingdom. 

In so doing, according to this view, we reclaim our original role as 
God’s royal image bearers. When God created humans in his image, he 
gave us dominion over creation (Gen 1:26–28). We were placed in charge 
and commissioned to look after creation on God’s behalf. We were sup-
posed to create healthy cultures in which all God’s creatures could thrive 
and live together in harmony. But we failed at this task. We embraced 
a life of sin, corrupted our reflection of God’s image, and distorted our 
dominion mandate. 

5. See, for example, Middleton’s A New Heaven and a New Earth, Snyder’s Salva-
tion Means Creation Healed, and Wright’s, Surprised by Hope.
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But, the view continues, Christ changed all of this. He inaugurated 
a new creation in which God’s people might reclaim our rightful role 
as his image bearers. We may now exercise dominion the way we were 
supposed to from the very beginning. So we should avoid the false choice 
between thinking we can fix this world (since we can’t) and abstaining 
from even trying (since we won’t). Rather we will bring God’s future 
world into the present wherever and whenever possible. Though we can-
not redeem this world, none of our world-redeeming labors will go to 
waste; they point to, participate in, and will be folded into God’s ultimate 
global redemption.

Of course, the church’s work is not limited to world betterment. 
God’s people must first order their own house according to the kingdom. 
Our life together should be a sign and a foretaste of God’s new creation. It 
is the place where God’s new world is most visible in the here and now. If 
we cannot order our own lives according to God’s kingdom, we have no 
business telling others how to reorder theirs. Our newness of life together 
serves as our credentials for pursuing world betterment in wider society 
with integrity. 

Better Place Typology I 
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Heaven 
Centered X X X

Human 
Centered X X

World 
Centered X X X X

As this chart illustrates, the world-centered view appears to have 
struck the perfect balance between the first two views we considered. 
With the heaven-centered view, it shares high hopes for a future divine 
intervention, while rejecting an excessively low view of earthly creation 
and emphasizing that God’s restoration of this world has already begun. 
With the human-centered view, it shares a strong desire to make this 
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world a better place, while rejecting unwarranted optimism that humans 
might actually pull it off. 

It is little wonder, then, that the world-centered approach is fast 
becoming the new favorite. Though it is a considerable upgrade over the 
other views, it remains a work in progress. It, too, has shortcomings that 
need to be addressed. Clearing them out of the way will enable us to see 
a better way forward.
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Toward a Better Vision of a Better Place

Shortcomings of the World-Centered View

Let me begin by saying that the world-centered view is clearly the best 
option presented so far. It is right on target in four ways: 

•	 It focuses on this world.

•	 It denies that humans will bring the kingdom.

•	 It acknowledges that the kingdom has already begun in Jesus.

•	 It insists that Jesus will return to finalize God’s kingdom and raise 
the faithfully departed to enjoy that kingdom forever. 

What I find lacking is its ecclesiology—how it presents the church’s 
nature and mission. Though it recognizes the uniqueness of God’s set-
apart people, it does not properly distinguish between the specific calling 
of God’s people and the generic calling of all people. It presumes that 
because God will ultimately restore all things, it is the church’s job to 
begin restoring all things. Though we will not bring God’s kingdom, we 
are still responsible for striving to make the world a better place. 

It’s as if Jesus came and made a huge splash in world history only 
to leave behind a people whose role is to announce this splash and then 
try to do a better job than their unbelieving neighbors at fixing the old 
creation. On the ground, its social agenda is hardly distinguishable from 
middle class do-goodism and run-of-the-mill humanitarianism. In an 
effort to recapture a biblical vision of global restoration, it has infused 
world management into the church’s mission in ways that are alien to the 
New Testament.
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We must reckon with the fact that Jesus never tells his followers to 
roll up their sleeves, enter the fray of broken pagan societies, denounce 
their wrongful ways, and help them get on the right track with the gospel 
message they received from him. Nor do the apostolic letters ever rep-
rimand the earliest believers for not taking more initiative to clean up 
Roman streets, protest unjust laws, or launch social programs that ease 
the financial burden of the poorest members of society. 

Though it may seem embarrassing, Jesus, Paul, Peter, James, Jude, 
and John paid little attention to making the wider world a better place. It 
only gets worse when one scrolls back through the Old Testament. The 
laws of Moses never instruct the Israelites to use their God-given way of 
life to improve the lot of people beyond their own borders. The proph-
ets—who held nothing back when criticizing God’s people—never con-
demn the Israelites for neglecting poor and needy neighbors who lived 
outside their land, even those in smaller and weaker nearby nations like 
Edom, Ammon, and Moab. 

Yet the world-centered vision derives its world-betterment calling 
from somewhere. Its proponents often support it with common misread-
ings of Scripture, which are not unique to them. 

•	 They turn the prophets’ condemnation of Israelite-to-Israelite social 
injustices into a license to denounce and overturn all injustices 
everywhere (Amos 2:6–8).

•	 They expand songs from Mary and Zechariah about God’s exalta-
tion of lowly Israelites into promises that God will liberate all op-
pressed groups (Luke 1:46–56, 68–79). 

•	 They make instruction from Jesus and James about caring for needy 
fellow believers into a universal decree to end global poverty (Luke 
18:22; Jas 1:27). 

•	 They stretch generic statements about the unique ruling responsi-
bility of humankind into a specific mandate for God’s people (Gen 
1:26).

•	 They misapply forward-looking statements about the royal role of 
God’s people in the new heavens and earth to the church’s mission 
before Christ’s return (Rev 5:10). 

I will return to these misreadings later. For now, it is important to 
address a more fundamental problem, which is the failure of this view to 
properly distinguish between three different aspects of creation: 
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•	 Nonhuman creation (planet earth, soil, seas, sky, animals). 

•	 The new human order made possible by Christ (the church). 

•	 Old human orders of creation (governing structures, economic sys-
tems, public service agencies). 

In Scripture, these created aspects are distinct, though they have 
certain things in common (displayed in the chart below). All three suf-
fer corruption due to sin. The church and nonhuman creation will be 
perfected when Christ returns. The old human orders are passing away 
and will eventually be eliminated. And only the new human order made 
possible by Christ participates already in God’s ultimate project of re-
newal. There is thus a significant distinction between what is happening 
now among God’s people and what is happening now in and throughout 
the wider world. 

Suffer
Corruption

Will be
Perfected

Will be
Eliminated

Now Being
Renewed

Nonhuman 
Creation X X

New Human
Order in Christ X X X

Old Human Orders X X

This distinction is important for many reasons. For one, God is do-
ing a revolutionary thing now among his people, but not yet in the wider 
world. We may not like that, but God is the one who gets to choose when 
things get done, and God knows what is best. If Christians prioritize 
the world at the church’s expense, they are actually getting in God’s way, 
which is ultimately bad for the world. 

There is certainly a place for humans to care about nonhuman cre-
ation, and the world will certainly be better off for it. I discuss this in Part 
Three. But failure to prioritize the new human order made possible by 
Christ means failure to do for nonhuman creation and the old human 
order the specific thing that we have been called to do and that no one 
besides us can do. What is worse, it is possible for the revolutionary thing 
God is doing among his people to be domesticated and made servant to 
various projects of wider world betterment to which God has not called 
his people. 
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The distinction that the New Testament makes between nonhuman 
creation and the new human order in Christ is made clear in Romans: 

For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the 
children of God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of 
its own will but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 
that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay 
and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. 
We know that the whole creation has been groaning in labor 
pains until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, 
who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we 
wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. (8:20–23)1

Verse 20 is key because it depicts creation itself as longing for divine in-
tervention. Yet the intervention for which it longs is not the restoration 
of the old fallen order. Rather, it anticipates the day when God’s children 
will be revealed for what we truly are: the forerunners and champions of 
God’s new order. Creation knows that God’s children are the true movers 
and shakers of world history. We are world history’s future. We uniquely 
possess the first fruits of the Spirit—the Spirit of the world to come. Our 
renewal has already begun, though we await the redemption of our bod-
ies when Christ returns. 

Creation has not yet begun to experience its restoration, except 
perhaps secondhand through God’s people. Whenever the Apostle Paul 
uses “new creation” language, he is talking about the new social reality of 
God’s people (Gal 6:15) and the new way we perceive and interact with all 
of creation (2 Cor 5:16–20). Yet the rocks, trees, and fields still groan for 
their restoration to begin. They eagerly long for a future that is not tied to 
the betterment of the old human orders that currently manage the world. 
Rather, they look forward to riding the coattails of God’s children whose 
life together already bustles with newness of life in God’s kingdom.

My point is this: the world-centered approach risks putting the cart 
before the horse. Even though the New Testament presumes and pro-
claims God’s redemption, reconciliation, and restoration of all things, 
it gives primacy to the new thing that has already begun among God’s 
people. What Christ has begun to do in the church is the core of what will 
be folded into his ultimate renovation of all things. The order of priority 
is first Christ, then his renewed people, and finally the redemption of our 
bodies and of nonhuman creation. 

1. Unless indicated otherwise, all Scripture quotations are from the NRSV.
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A Better Way Forward

To make the case for a better vision, I must do more than highlight the 
weaknesses of competing views. I need to showcase the superior strength 
of the vision I am casting. At this point, it is tempting to rush to the 
conclusion and set forth a more biblical view in its entirety. Though that 
might be helpful, I want the alternative to rise up from within the Bible 
story told well. This will be the focus of Part Two. After walking through 
the Bible story together, with a keen eye on the place of God’s people, we 
will be prepared to complete the typology I began above and discuss its 
implications for the church today.

A better way forward will begin with two fundamental truths: 

•	 Jesus has already made a better place in this world. 

•	 The role of God’s people is to embrace, display, and proclaim this 
better place. 

These truths may seem too simplistic. Of course Jesus made things better 
in this world. Of course we need to reflect that. Doesn’t everyone believe 
that already? 

Yes. Most believers would affirm these statements. But they often 
combine them with a few truths that confuse the church’s self-under-
standing and mission. They might say something like, “Because Jesus 
began making a better place in this world, we must join him in seeing it 
through to completion, until the whole world is better.” Or, “We should 
certainly embrace and convey the better place that Christ makes pos-
sible. And we should also do everything in our power to shape the wider 
society accordingly.” 

These additional truths suppose that Jesus sowed the seeds of world 
betterment and our job is to water and help them grow. They are wrong. 

It might be helpful to state these two fundamental truths in a dif-
ferent way: 

•	 Since Jesus has already made a better place in this world, it is not our 
responsibility to do so.

•	 Since our job is to embrace, display, and proclaim this better place, 
it is not our job to engineer or otherwise orchestrate its fulfillment. 
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Put simply, God’s people are not responsible for making this world a better 
place. They are called to be the better place that Christ has already made 
and that the wider world will not be until Christ returns.

God’s people are not called, in Scripture, to enter all spheres of life 
and straighten them out to make this world better. God calls his people to 
a specific way of life. That way of life participates in and invites all people 
to the new and better world that God has already begun in Christ. 

This book is not another attempt to promote countercultural Chris-
tianity. I am not encouraging Christians to step up their witness against 
this fallen world. God has set his people apart from the world precisely 
so we can serve the fallen world in ways that only we can. We Chris-
tians need to enter more fully into the new world order made possible 
by Christ. Only this will enable us to offer the true service that God has 
asked us to render on his behalf. 

Striving to make this world a better place oversteps the bounds of 
our mission, eclipses part of the gospel, and leads us to neglect our true 
calling. It is in this sense that the gospel is “endangered.” It is not that God 
can’t or won’t finish his work of salvation if our generation confuses the 
good news and neglects our primary responsibility. Like Mordecai told 
Esther, should she pass on her opportunity to save God’s people, relief 
and deliverance would come from somewhere else (Esth 4:14). God’s 
promises will not fail and his plans will come to fruition. But if we want 
to be an integral part of them, we must embrace the specific opportunity 
he has given us. 

Part Two: The Bible’s Story of a Better Place

Well-meaning believers justify out-of-bounds actions because they place 
undue emphasis upon obscure biblical passages. They largely ignore key 
themes that span Scripture and lead to different conclusions. I make 
these themes visible in Part Two of this book by telling the biblical story 
of a better place in ten stages: 

1. God Creates a Very Good Place

2. Humans Corrupt God’s Very Good Place

3. God Uses the Powers to Make this World a Better Place

4. God Forms a People to Prepare for a Better Place

5. God Sends Jesus to Inaugurate a Better Place, Part I
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6. God Sends Jesus to Inaugurate a Better Place, Part II

7. God Calls the Church to Embrace a Better Place

8. God Calls the Church to Display a Better Place

9. God Calls the Church to Proclaim a Better Place

10. God Makes this World the Very Best Place 

By the time you are done reading stage three, it will be clear why 
Christians need a better vision of a better place. When you are finished 
with stage ten, the nature of that better place will be clear as well as the 
precise role of God’s people within it. Then it will be time to revisit and 
complete the Better Place Typology chart. 

Returning to the Bible story is vitally important. Christians rou-
tinely confuse their calling because they are biblically illiterate. Or, what 
is sometimes worse, they think they know the story, but they are only 
familiar with dwarf tellings that leave out key components that are neces-
sary for getting our story straight. 

The telling I offer in Part Two sketches the Old Testament back-
grounds, centers on the work of Christ, and makes crystal clear the role 
of the church. 

Part Three: A Better Place in Action

Part Three discusses the practical implications of the biblical vision set 
forth in Part Two. We will explore its implications for discipleship, lead-
ership, fellowship, family relationships, friendship, vocation, missions, 
and witness to the powers. 

In many ways, Part Three is the most important part of the book. 
It both applies the better view I am offering to Christians today and it 
answers some common objections. For example, many Christians feel 
called to participate in specific humanitarian activities. Part Three shows 
how such activities are secondary to Christian mission, yet still impor-
tant as accent pieces to God’s central work.

This is important for a generation of activists because faithfulness is 
not simply a matter of doing the right things with pure motives. It is also 
about not doing the wrong things, and putting the right things in their 
proper place. It means keeping central things in the center and peripheral 
things on the periphery. It means not making a career out of a corrective.
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Jesus’ problem with the scribes and Pharisees was not that they 
taught the wrong things. Rather, they lived the wrong way because their 
priorities were off-kilter. The Sadducees and Zealots of Jesus’ day were 
also eager for God’s kingdom. Yet, because they did not seek it in God’s 
way, they often found themselves on the wrong side of God’s will.2 

Contemporary Christian activists are right. It is time for God’s 
people to do something. But let’s be sure to do the right thing. Jesus said 
to some of the do-something activists of his day, 

Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the king-
dom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father 
in heaven. On that day many will say to me, “Lord, Lord, did we 
not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, 
and do many deeds of power in your name?” Then I will declare 
to them, “I never knew you; go away from me, you evildoers.” 
(Matt 7:21–23)

2. I discuss the specific strategies of these different Jewish groups in Part Three. 



Part Two:
The Bible’s Story of a Better Place
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God Creates a Very Good Place

I thank God we live in an age when God’s people are increasingly aware 
of the gospel’s bold social vision. Christians are more excited than ever 
to apply the good news in all kinds of places and ways, from what we do 
with our bodies, to how we entertain ourselves, to how we care for God’s 
good creation. I don’t want to get in the way of this progress, but I do 
want to refine it. It isn’t enough for Christians just to do something. We 
are God’s people, and we need to understand our role as God’s people in 
the world. It’s a matter of obedience. 

As believers, we have compelling reasons to be actively involved in 
the world. But as we pull our heads out of the sands of social irrelevance, 
it is incredibly easy to stick them somewhere else where they don’t be-
long or to stick them where they do belong in the wrong way. It matters 
how we involve ourselves, how we act. It doesn’t do the world any good 
if they can’t tell the difference between well-intentioned “activism” and 
the Christian gospel. Discerning that difference is a wonderful—and 
challenging—task. 

Getting Our Story Straight

Misguided as it is, our desire to make the world better flows from good 
intentions. On the surface, it seems completely biblical. It comes from 
a certain way of reading Scripture. That way of reading the Bible goes 
something like this: 
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1. God created a very good world and called humans to look after its 
wellbeing.

2. Humans acted so sinfully that creation itself was broken, too. In re-
sponse, God set apart the descendants of Abraham to do something 
about that brokenness.

3. Though Abraham’s descendants failed to make this world a better 
place, God sent Jesus to cast a clearer vision of world betterment. 
After doing so, Jesus died on the cross to conquer sin and death—
the very things that were keeping this world from becoming the 
better place God intended it to be.

4. God did not want Jesus to fix this world by himself, so he gathered 
Abraham’s willing descendants, empowered them by his Spirit, en-
larged their ranks to include all ethnic groups, and sent them into 
all nations to continue his work.

5. Jesus will return someday and complete the task of world betterment. 

According to this way of telling of the Bible story, today’s church 
finds itself somewhere in the middle of stage four. By the wisdom and 
power of Jesus, we have been sent into all nations to announce what he 
has done, to continue making this world a better place, and to anticipate 
his return to finish what he started and reward those who have helped 
him. This is one of the most common ways of telling our story.

The fact that so many preachers and teachers tell the Bible story 
this way is a vast improvement over how it has been told in the past. You 
are probably familiar with some of the older tellings that ignore the part 
God’s people play in the story. They focus on how God sent Jesus to die 
on the cross and save individuals from their sins so they can go to heaven 
after they die. Such tellings usually have three parts: creation, fall, and 
redemption. God created a good world, humans corrupted it, and God 
sent Jesus to fix it. God’s people must lead other people to Jesus so he can 
save them from their sins and grant them everlasting life. 

This three-part, simplistic version of the Bible story has led God’s 
people to run away from society, whether by retreating to “safe” spaces 
and barring the gates against the world or by simply giving the world the 
silent treatment. Both are ways of stone-walling rather than serving. The 
more recent five-stage version has led God’s people in the opposite direc-
tion: to run toward the world, eager to do something about its problems. 
Both ways of recounting the salvation story contain important elements 
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of truth—especially regarding the nature of the problem and the central-
ity of Jesus in solving it. Yet neither adequately captures the role God’s 
people play in salvation history according to Scripture. 

Any time you summarize and simplify the Bible, you have to make 
choices about which details to include. That’s inevitable. The problem is 
that these versions do not give us details about the precise responsibil-
ity God has given his people. Getting the Bible story straight is vital for 
understanding the church’s role. Because it’s so important, I dedicate the 
rest of Part Two to telling the story in a way that focuses specifically on 
God’s people and their role, beginning with creation.

The Goodness of Creation

Interestingly enough, Genesis 1 and 2 give us unique angles from which 
we can view creation. Each chapter briefly describes how things were in 
this world before it went bad and needed to get better. 

Genesis 1 describes creation using the seven-day week. God works 
for six days and rests on the seventh. This “seven days” angle raises all 
sorts of interesting questions. We need to pay attention to the details 
here, especially because the account we’re studying is so familiar. 

Notice how in Genesis 1 the same phrase appears after God finishes 
each day’s work: “And God saw that it was good” (vv. 4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 
25). It is good that creation has light and dark, waters and sky, dry land 
and vegetation. It is good that lights fill the sky, birds fly in the air, fish 
swim the waters, and various animals and humans inhabit the land. Also 
notice that everything must be put in its proper place. It’s only after the 
sixth day of work that God is satisfied and declares his completed work 
very good (v. 31).

This declaration is an important detail. It tells us that our yearning 
for a better place doesn’t come from a defect in God’s creation. It also tells 
us that the physical universe isn’t the product of a conflict that splits the 
spiritual realm. Our bodies are not cages for our souls that would other-
wise be flying free with God. Instead, our bodies and the wider created 
order are the intentional work of a God who succeeded at making things 
just the way he wanted them to be. We have to look elsewhere in the story 
to see where things unravel.

Genesis 1 does introduce us to what eventually unravels and who 
eventually pulls at the thread. Humans are responsible. We are named 



e n d a n g e r e d  g o s p e l28

last of all creation in verse 26. God creates humans alone in his image and 
likeness. Why would God set us apart in this way?

To answer that question, we have to keep reading the rest of the 
story. Even though creation is “very good,” it’s not quite complete. There’s 
more to the story here. God has a task for his good creatures: be fruitful, 
multiply, and fill the earth. Each species is created with the ability to pro-
create. Plants and trees multiply using seeds they produce and the sun, 
soil, and water that God provides. God fashioned humans and animals in 
gendered pairs that allow them to reproduce, and he gives them various 
forms of vegetation as their food.

All of these things are raw materials, ingredients. By themselves, in-
gredients aren’t enough. You have to make something with them. Genesis 
1 tells us that creation reaches its full potential only when all creatures 
properly populate their domains. Birds must fill the air, sea creatures 
must populate the waters, and humans and animals must settle through-
out all habitable land. Only humans, however, are commissioned to get 
the earth into proper order.

The task of filling the earth comes with potential for conflict. As 
each species multiplies, spreads, and fills, it inevitably reaches a point 
where its ability to grow is hampered by the presence of other species. 
The various species have to negotiate population limits and territorial 
boundaries if they are to share space peacefully. 

Other ancient religions discuss the task of ruling the earth, which 
God gives to humans in Genesis 1. In some religions, various celestial 
bodies were in charge of the cosmos. In Egypt, the sun was supreme. 
Ancient Mesopotamians often believed that a divine figurehead was ulti-
mately in charge and that lesser deities fought for control and took turns 
wielding influence over creaturely affairs. 

On the ground, it often played out that a few humans held a mo-
nopoly on societal power and wielded absolute authority over creation. 
These primitive kings or warlords claimed an exclusive relationship to 
whatever deities were supposedly in charge of their realm. These rulers 
alone bore the divine image. They were typically male, and they believed 
that the gods ordained their dynasty or culture to govern their region, if 
not the entire world.

This is one of the areas where Genesis 1 is unique. It states that all 
humans bear God’s image—not just royalty, not just the wealthy elite, and 
not just males. The reason is evident when we examine the passage within 
its immediate context:
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Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, accord-
ing to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of 
the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over 
all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing 
that creeps upon the earth.” So God created humankind in his 
image, in the image of God he created them; male and female 
he created them. God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be 
fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air 
and over every living thing that moves upon the earth” (Gen 
1:26–28). 

Twice these verses affirm that humans were made in God’s image, and 
both times they go on to say that God granted humans dominion over the 
rest of creation. God created all humans in his image precisely because 
he wanted the entire race to share responsibility for creation. There is 
no superior class, ethnic group, gender, or territory. Humans must learn 
to share authority and responsibility in ways that affirm and uphold the 
dignity of all humans.

The sun and moon aren’t going to step in and mediate conflict. No 
bird, fish, or four-legged animal will lead the way as God’s creatures mul-
tiply, fill the earth, and eventually bump into one another. Only humans 
possess the authority and ability it takes to organize this world the way 
God intended. 

Limits within Creation

The second chapter of Genesis tells a remarkably similar story. One God 
makes everything without complications or struggle. Everything has its 
place. Humans are uniquely responsible to look after creation. There is no 
conflict or deprivation among the creatures. Males and females perfectly 
suit one another and share responsibility for looking after their land.

Something new also enters into the picture: the concept of limits. 
Adam is told that he may eat of every tree in the garden, except for one. 
The forbidden tree is associated with knowledge of good and evil. It also 
represents limitations on human dominion. Adam cannot do whatever 
he wants. Dominion is not a blank check. All humans must accept that 
God alone is ultimately in control. God knows things that we don’t, and 
any authority we wield is on loan from him. 
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