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“Jon Morales is one of the brightest young stars in the evangelical firmament, and 
Big Themes of the Bible reveals why. In it, he highlights the narrative coherence of 
the Bible, the relationship of the Old and New Testaments, and the importance of the 
church. He connects everything to Jesus’s message in a way that is accessible and 
helpful for college students, laypeople, and ministers. Highly recommended.”

—Bruce Riley Ashford, professor of theology and culture, Southeastern Baptist 
Theological Seminary

“Starting with an anecdotal story of six blind men, Morales gradually opens the read-
er’s eyes by tracing six big themes through the Bible. This book is an exercise in see-
ing—seeing and understanding the whole of the Christian story in the Bible. Morales 
has given us something accessible, informative, relevant, delightful!”

—Cornelis Bennema, academic dean and senior lecturer in New Testament, Union 
School of Theology, Wales, UK

“Jon Morales offers a readable and informative tour through several prominent bibli-
cal themes. The Bible is a big book, and Morales offers cogent and concise explana-
tions as to what it is really about. A terrific resource for Bible studies!”

—Michael F. Bird, academic dean and lecturer in theology, Ridley College, 
Melbourne, Australia

“Big Themes of the Bible is a wonderful gift for today’s church. Jon Morales writes 
with wit, wisdom, and faithfulness to Scripture that cultivates a love for God’s Word. 
Today’s disciple faces the daunting task of bearing witness in a post-Christian cul-
ture. If we are going to effectively call people into the better story of the gospel, it 
is essential that we know the comprehensive story of the Bible. Big Themes helps us 
do just that.”

—Chris Brooks, senior pastor, Woodside Bible Church, Troy, MI, and radio host, 
Moody Radio’s Equipped with Chris Brooks

“Big Themes of the Bible  offers a beautiful survey of six major subjects in the 
Bible—creation, forgiveness, people, presence, yoke, and healing—that is clear and 
accessible. Tying both the Old Testament and the New Testament together, this book 
points to the unifying message of Jesus. For the new believer or the more experienced 
 leader-servant in a church, Big Themes of the Bible will encourage you to grow in 
your walk with God and in the knowledge of his Word.”

—Tara Dew, adjunct professor in the Ministry Wives Certificate Program, New 
Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary



“Jon Morales’s Big Themes of the Bible is a masterful combination of deep thinking, 
careful research, pointed application, and a call to transformation. The careful reader 
is sure to ponder deeply, stand in awe, and weep over the grace of God in Christ as 
presented in this volume. It is a masterful treasure for both the seeker and the servant. 
I consider it a must-read for those who want clarity about our need for the gospel and 
Jesus’s accomplishment for us.”

—L. Scott Kellum, professor of New Testament and Greek, Southeastern Baptist 
Theological Seminary

“The story of God redeeming his people is a powerful, gripping, and yet simple story. 
Indeed, we sometimes overcomplicate its truths to the point that we lose our wonder 
over the grace of God. Big Themes of the Bible seeks to present that story clearly and 
concisely by focusing on the themes of creation, forgiveness, people, presence, yoke, 
and healing. Central to these themes is Jesus Christ, to whom the author directs us 
over and over again. Dr. Morales wants us to see more of Jesus, and he accomplishes 
that goal. You will find this book both informative and inspiring.”

—Chuck Lawless, vice president for spiritual formation and ministry centers, 
dean of doctoral studies, Richard and Gina Headrick Chair of World Missions, 
and professor of evangelism and missions, Southeastern Baptist Theological 
Seminary

“This book by Morales is simple, yet profound. By tracing six central themes, he is 
able to accurately and skillfully present an overview of the message of the Bible. This 
book is not mere Christian fluff but is written by someone with a firm grasp of the 
Bible and a shepherd’s heart. A great addition to the Hobbs College Library series.”

—Benjamin L. Merkle, professor of New Testament and Greek, Southeastern Baptist 
Theological Seminary

“To write an introduction to the main themes of the Bible in just a hundred pages is a 
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Scripture faithfully, but it is also clear, concise, interesting, engaging, and inspiring. 
I highly recommend it to anyone seeking to get a grasp of basic Christian beliefs.”

—Charles L. Quarles, research professor of New Testament and biblical theology 
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—Ronnie Floyd, president, the Southern Baptist Convention Executive Committee 
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T he Hobbs College Library equips Christians with tools for 
growing in the faith and for effective ministry. The library 

trains its readers in three major areas: Bible, theology, and ministry. 
The series originates from the Herschel H. Hobbs College of Theo-
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Introduction: 
People and Elephants Are Not Trees

1 This public domain version of the poem is by John Godfrey Saxe.

T here is a popular story of Indian origin about six blind men and 
an elephant. One version of the story goes like this.1

It was six men of Indostan
To learning much inclined, 
Who went to see the Elephant 
(Though all of them were blind), 
That each by observation 
Might satisfy his mind.

The first approached the Elephant, 
And happening to fall 
Against his broad and sturdy side, 
At once began to bawl: 
“God bless me! but the Elephant 
Is very like a wall!”

The second, feeling of the tusk, 
Cried, “Ho, what have we here, 



Big Themes of the Bible

2

So very round and smooth and sharp? 
To me ’tis mighty clear 
This wonder of an Elephant 
Is very like a spear!”

The third approached the animal, 
And happening to take 
The squirming trunk within his hands, 
Thus boldly up and spake: 
“I see,” quoth he, “the Elephant 
Is very like a snake!”

The fourth reached out an eager hand, 
And felt about the knee 
“What most this wondrous beast is like 
Is mighty plain,” quoth he: 
“’Tis clear enough the Elephant 
Is very like a tree!”

The fifth, who chanced to touch the ear, 
Said: “E’en the blindest man 
Can tell what this resembles most; 
Deny the fact who can, 
This marvel of an Elephant 
Is very like a fan!”

The sixth no sooner had begun 
About the beast to grope, 
Than seizing on the swinging tail 
That fell within his scope, 
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“I see,” quoth he, “the Elephant 
Is very like a rope!”

And so these men of Indostan 
Disputed loud and long, 
Each in his own opinion 
Exceeding stiff and strong, 
Though each was partly in the right, 
And all were in the wrong.

Each of the blind men, unable to see the whole, mistook the elephant 
for a wall, a spear, a snake, a tree, a fan, or a rope. The moral of 
the story is clear. Every world religion has part of the truth, but no 
religion (and no one) has the whole truth. This story captures well 
the spirit of our age. Truth is relative: You have one piece. I have one 
piece. But nobody sees the whole.

Except that the story makes the exact opposite point! Somebody 
sees the whole. Somebody knows that the elephant is not a wall, a 
spear, or a rope. Somebody knows that the blind men are partly right 
and partly wrong. Who? Who sees the whole? The narrator, the one 
telling the story. He sees fully. He knows what the elephant looks 
like. The story’s title should be “Six Blind Men, an Elephant, and a 
Narrator Who Sees Just Fine”!

This story is a great apologetic not against but for the Chris-
tian faith.2 What the Christian faith claims is not that Christians see 
clearly and know the truth fully. On the contrary, the Bible agrees 
with the story that humankind is blind. Moreover, the Bible also 
agrees with the story that reality is a whole, not a disparate tree, 
spear, or fan lying around. Finally, Scripture agrees with the story 

2 Tim Keller, The Reason for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism (New York: 
Riverhead, 2008), 9, says, “This illustration backfires on its users.”
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that there is a narrator who exists on a different plane from the rest 
of blind humanity. 

But the main difference between this story and Scripture is that 
in Scripture the narrator enters our plane of existence, interacts with 
us, and restores our sight. Jesus Christ alone sees clearly and knows 
exhaustively. By giving us new information and experiences, he 
cures us step by step of our blindness. The book you now hold in 
your hands is an exercise in seeing.

Eye Problems

Around the midpoint of the Gospel of Mark, the themes of blindness 
and receiving sight become prominent. A blind man is brought to 
Jesus. Jesus spits on the man’s eyes and, after putting his hands on 
him, asks, “Do you see anything?” The man says, “I see people—
they look like trees walking.” His response prompts Jesus to place 
his hands on the man one more time, and the story continues, “The 
man looked intently and his sight was restored and he saw every-
thing clearly” (Mark 8:23–25).

People and elephants are not trees. The blind man goes from 
blindness to distorted eyesight to clear vision. Seeing clearly 
required Jesus and more than one touch. This man becomes a living 
parable of the blindness in Jesus’s disciples. Just before the incident 
with the blind man, Mark records the following account between 
Jesus and his disciples:

The disciples had forgotten to take bread and had only 
one loaf with them in the boat. Then he gave them strict 
orders: “Watch out! Beware of the leaven of the Pharisees 
and the leaven of Herod.” They were discussing among 
themselves that they did not have any bread. Aware of 
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this, he said to them, “Why are you discussing the fact 
you have no bread? Don’t you understand or compre-
hend? Do you have hardened hearts? Do you have eyes 
and not see; do you have ears and not hear? And do you 
not remember?” (Mark 8:14–18)

The disciples were worried because they had gotten into a boat 
with Jesus and forgotten to bring enough bread. Jesus told them, 
“Watch out! Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and the yeast of 
Herod.” The Pharisees represented the religious authorities, and 
Herod was the local political ruler on behalf of Rome. Jesus was 
saying to them, “Because you’re with me, you’re a target. Be care-
ful.” But the disciples’ minds were on the bread they’d forgotten!

Here’s the thing. The disciples had seen Jesus calm a raging 
storm and heal countless numbers of people, and do many other 
things they had never seen before, including the feeding of five 
thousand people and four thousand people out of a few loaves of 
bread, which explains Jesus’s dismay with them. He said, “Why are 
you discussing the fact you have no bread? Don’t you understand or 
comprehend? Do you have hardened hearts? Do you have eyes and 
not see?”

What’s his point? It is this: our eyes fail to work properly.

A Question of Identity

After the healing of the blind man, the next episode in Mark reveals 
that the crowds also were blind in their understanding of Jesus’s 
identity. The crowds, the disciples, the man—all were blind—and 
Jesus was determined to expose their blindness. He asked a ques-
tion about identity—his identity. “Who do people say that I am?” 
The disciples answered that people had various opinions. Some said 
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Jesus was John the Baptist; others, Elijah; others, one of the proph-
ets. Jesus was not satisfied with these answers, so he asked them 
point-blank, “But you, who do you say that I am?” Peter answered, 
“You are the Messiah” (Mark 8:29). At that point, Jesus began to 
teach his disciples that he would be killed.

The perception of both the blind man and the crowds was 
impaired. People are not trees, and Jesus is not just a prophet. He 
is the Messiah. What’s more, he is the Messiah who came to die. 
And once the disciples understood and embraced this, along with 
the reason for his death, their eyesight would be restored and they 
would see everything clearly. But not in one touch. Step by step, 
Jesus revealed his identity and unveiled their eyes so they could see 
clearly.

Seeing the Whole

Imagine if, after the first touch, the blind man had said, “I see peo-
ple, and they look just fine. They’re walking, smiling, and look 
great! Thank you, Jesus.” But the whole time they looked to him 
like trees. Jesus’s question required honesty. Do you see anything? 
What Jesus was after was the man’s ability to see. And the honest 
answer allowed Jesus to give the man the additional help he needed.

The central claim of the Christian faith is that Jesus is the Son of 
God, who died and rose again in order to save his people from their 
sins and heal God’s creation. This is the gospel. His achievement—
his victory—becomes ours when we trust in him. All of this will be 
unpacked in the following pages.

This gospel, however, is difficult to receive, not because of what 
we must do, but because of what we must admit, that we need help. 
This volume (as the rest of the volumes in the series) offers help in 
understanding Jesus and the Christian Scriptures. My attempt is not 
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to be exhaustive. There are more big themes in the Bible than space 
in these pages. My goal is to simplify and to whet your appetite. 
The Bible is bulky; to many it feels uninviting, not unlike Tolstoy’s 
War and Peace. Yet Scripture’s many details and chapters become 
delightful once we grasp the heart of Jesus’s message. People are not 
trees, and the Bible is not an encyclopedia. Encyclopedic in scope, 
yes. But first we must see the whole.

The themes highlighted in this volume attempt an overview that 
gives the reader a sense of the whole. What’s more, it will soon 
become clear that Jesus Christ is the central figure who holds the 
many themes together. He’s the narrator who sees the whole, enters 
our plane of existence, interacts with us, and restores our sight.
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C H A P T E R  1

Creation

I n the middle of a controversy about divorce, Jesus challenged his 
adversaries, “‘Haven’t you read,’ he replied, ‘that he who created 

them in the beginning made them male and female’?” (Matt 19:4). 
He was quoting from Gen 1:27 and then quoted Gen 2:24, “For this 
reason a man will leave his father and mother and be joined to his 
wife, and the two shall become one flesh” (Matt 19:5). Notice that 
he argued by going to the first few chapters of Genesis, where we 
find the biblical account of creation.

In our day, it is not uncommon to find many who avoid the 
Old Testament and consider it either unhelpful in understanding the 
Christian faith or harmful in evangelism. They prefer to focus on 
Jesus. But Jesus did not simply focus on Jesus. The Hebrew Scrip-
tures were his Bible, and Genesis provided him with one of the 
most important themes we find in all of Scripture—that God is the 
Creator.

Since at least the nineteenth century, people have been coming 
to the opening chapters of Genesis with the wrong questions. How 
old is the earth? How long were the creation days? How about evo-
lutionary theory? These are good questions but not the questions 
people were asking 3,000 and 4,000 years ago in the ancient Near 
East. Armed with the wrong questions, people miss the point and 
beauty of the first few chapters of Scripture.
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Imagine that you invite someone from a foreign country who 
has never heard of American football to come and watch the Super 
Bowl with you and your family. You’re very excited about the game. 
Your team made it to the Super Bowl. Your fifty-inch HD TV is 
ready to go. The snacks are superb. You’re wearing your team’s jer-
sey. The day has come! And the game starts. And you’re the kind of 
person who zeroes in on the game; you tune out everything else so 
you can be fully in the moment. Now your friend is sitting next to 
you, and he begins to ask you question after question. “What are the 
shoulder pads the players are wearing made of? Why do so many 
players have long hair? Is that a rule? Is it to look menacing like 
Vikings? I like that! Why do they stop the game so often? I don’t like 
that! How long is the field? . . .”

What are all those questions doing for your enjoyment of the 
game? They’re ruining it. These are the wrong questions about the 
game. They do not fit the occasion. Likewise, the questions Genesis 
answers are not how questions: How long are the creation days? 
How old is the earth? Genesis 1–3 answers why questions, and why 
questions are always more exciting and significant. Think about it. 
What’s more significant and exciting to a husband? How his bride 
got to the altar on his wedding day, or why she got to the altar on his 
wedding day?

Why is there something rather than nothing? Why are we here? 
Why is life so difficult and puzzling? Genesis answers these ques-
tions and many more.

What Beginning?

The Bible opens with ten words that are as poetic as they are potent: 
“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen 1:1). 
These words were written for us, but first they were written to the 
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people of Israel poised to enter the land of Canaan more than 3,000 
years ago. Both the land of Canaan, in Israel’s future, and the land of 
Egypt, in Israel’s past, were filled with people who worshiped many 
gods. So Moses makes clear to Israel that they are in the middle of 
a story, a story with a beginning and moving toward an end. In the 
beginning of their story, which is also the beginning of the universe, 
there is one God, not many.

Notice what Moses did not say: “In the beginning many gods.” 
Or, “In the beginning we.” Or, “In the beginning mother nature.” Or, 
“There was no beginning.” He said, “In the beginning God.”1

Did you know that until 1964 the prevailing theory of the ori-
gin of the universe in scientific circles was that the universe had 
no origin? It was called the steady-state hypothesis, which posited 
that the universe had always existed and would always exist in its 
current state. If as a scholar or scientist you tried to question the 
steady-state hypothesis, you would be ridiculed—much as many are 
ridiculed today for questioning evolutionary biology. The steady-
state hypothesis stated: there was no beginning to the universe. This 
idea directly contradicted the first three words of the Bible, “In the 
beginning.” No wonder many people in the twentieth century started 
saying, “Let’s just focus on Jesus!” However, in the 1920s, some 
scientists began publishing articles showing evidence that the uni-
verse was expanding, and if it was expanding there must have been 
a beginning. But it took about four decades for the scientific con-
sensus to do an about-face and affirm, “Yes, there must have been a 
beginning to the universe.”2

1 For a helpful introduction to Genesis, esp. the opening chapters, see Bruce 
K. Waltke, An Old Testament Theology (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 173–208.

2 You can read a fuller explanation of the steady-state hypothesis in Michael 
Guillen, Amazing Truths: How Science and the Bible Agree (Grand Rapids: Zonder-
van, 2015), 84–99.
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The Creator: Father, Son, and Spirit

3 Francis Watson, Text, Church, and World: Biblical Interpretation in Theologi-
cal Perspective (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 137–53, develops a model for how 
Genesis 1 can be understood in trinitarian terms.

“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” Here I 
want you to learn a new word. I don’t like obscure words, but this 
one is important. The word is aseity, from the Latin “a” (from) and 
“se” (self). Scripture teaches that God is an aseity. He is from him-
self. He depends on nothing or no one for his existence. He has 
always existed. He is self-sustaining. He has no needs whatsoever. 
This God, as Genesis puts it, created “the heavens and the earth,” 
which is a merism, a totality represented by contrasting parts, as 
when we say “head to toe” to refer to the whole body. The biblical 
God created everything that exists.

But there is another important aspect of creation disclosed in 
the Scriptures. Creation was the activity of God the Father, God the 
Son, and God the Holy Spirit. Genesis hints at this work of the tri-
une (three-in-one) God when it mentions God, but also “the Spirit 
of God . . . hovering over the surface of the waters” in Gen 1:2, and 
then the word of God, which is the agent by which all things were 
created. “Then God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light” 
(v. 3). This word of God, we learn in the Gospel of John, is none 
other than Jesus Christ, God the Son (John 1:1, 14).3

Other Scriptures speak of the Spirit’s agency in creation. Con-
cerning all the creatures of the earth, the psalmist  says, “When you 
send your breath [spirit], they are created” (Ps 104:30). One of Job’s 
friends confessed, “The Spirit of God has made me, and the breath 
of the Almighty gives me life” (Job 33:4). God sent his Spirit, and 
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creatures came into being. As Michael Bird says, “The Spirit is the 
source of all energy, movement, and vitality in the universe.”4

Similarly, a number of texts speak of Jesus’s role in creation. 
“For everything was created by him, in heaven and on earth, the 
visible and the invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or 
authorities—all things have been created through him and for him” 
(Col 1:16). “God has appointed him heir of all things and made the 
universe through him” (Heb 1:2). Jesus’s early followers saw him 
calm a furious storm, heal the blind and lame, exorcise demons, 
multiply meager food rations into food for the masses, walk on 
water, change the molecular structure of water to become wine, and 
raise the dead. Such mastery over nature and supernatural forces, 
together with the testimony of God at Jesus’s baptism and on the 
Mount of Transfiguration as well as the testimony of Jesus about 
himself, most profoundly related to his own sufferings, death, and 
resurrection, gave rise to the disciples’ conviction that Jesus was one 
with God and thus the agent of creation. John says concerning Jesus, 
“All things were created through him, and apart from him not one 
thing was created that has been created” (John 1:3).

One of the biggest differences between biblical thought and 
other systems of thought is creation. The Bible teaches creation 
by the three-in-one God of everything that exists. In some Eastern 
religions, there is no clear distinction between god and creation. 
Everything and everyone is a part of the divine. In secular thought 
in the West, people often refer to “Mother Nature,” which is an emo-
tive way of saying that only material things exist. Everything we 
need comes from the earth. So Eastern thought says, Everything is 
god, and secular thought says, Nothing is god. Both erase the cre-
ator-creature distinction. In contrast, Scripture maintains that God 

4 Michael F. Bird, Evangelical Theology: A Biblical and Systematic Introduction 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2013), 149.
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alone is eternal, and he (Father, Son, and Spirit) created everything 
else. Although his creation depends on him and is related to him, the 
creation is not him.5

5 For a primer on some of the worldviews that compete with the biblical world-
view, see James W. Sire, The Universe Next Door, 5th ed. (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity, 2009).

Look at the Birds

Related to creation is Scripture’s teaching on providence. God cre-
ated the world and did not abandon it. Everything God created is 
good, and those who are familiar with the account of Genesis 1 
remember the constant refrain after God’s word acts on the days 
of creation, “And it was good.” Sadly, things did not remain good 
for long. The first humans made a fatal choice, and sin and death 
entered into earthly life. (We will explore these events in chapter 2.) 
But the earth remained God’s, and his involvement and commitment 
to it are ever-present.

When God made himself known to Moses, he highlighted 
certain attributes of his character. “The Lord passed in front of 
[Moses] and proclaimed: The Lord—the Lord is a compassionate 
and gracious God, slow to anger and abounding in faithful love and 
truth, maintaining faithful love to a thousand generations, forgiving 
ini  quity, rebellion, and sin” (Exod 34:6–7). There are many other 
things God could have said, and did say, but it was important that 
his people know him for his compassion, grace, slowness to anger, 
faithful love, truth, and willingness to forgive.

Many people today (and throughout history) do not see evidence 
of God’s involvement in the world. Wars, famines, natural disasters, 
and the depth of human evil and suffering lead many to conclude 
that there is no God—or, if there is a God, he has forgotten the earth. 
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Scripture, however, insists that the same God who created the uni-
verse is still committed to the earth, involved in it, and determined 
to bringing life and peace to it for all eternity. This is what it means 
for God to be “abounding in faithful love.” Psalm 33 is a wonderful 
example of the many places in Scripture where God’s people affirm 
God’s involvement in their lives and in the world: “The earth is full 
of the Lord’s unfailing love” (v. 5). The writer continues,

The Lord frustrates the counsel of the nations;
he thwarts the plans of the peoples.
The counsel of the Lord stands forever,
the plans of his heart from generation to generation.
Happy is the nation whose God is the Lord—the people 
he has chosen to be his own possession!

The Lord looks down from heaven;
he observes everyone.
He gazes on all the inhabitants of the earth
from his dwelling place.
He forms the hearts of them all;
he considers all their works.
A king is not saved by a large army;
a warrior will not be rescued by great strength.
The horse is a false hope for safety;
it provides no escape by its great power.

But look, the Lord keeps his eye on those who fear him—
those who depend on his faithful love
to rescue them from death
and to keep them alive in famine.
We wait for the Lord;



Big Themes of the Bible

16

he is our help and shield.
For our hearts rejoice in him
because we trust in his holy name.
May your faithful love rest on us, Lord,
for we put our hope in you. (vv. 10–22)

There is, indeed, an entire way of viewing life implicit in this psalm. 
God’s plans and counsel stand forever, whereas the counsel of the 
nations is frustrated by him. God looks and considers the works of 
humanity and brings deliverance, not to those who set their hope  on 
military, physical, or economic might, but on those who look to him 
and, specifically, to his faithful love to rescue them from death. “We 
wait for the Lord.”

Jesus extended God’s providence to his care for the birds of 
the air and the lilies of the field (Matt 6:26, 28). Of course, he was 
making a more important point. If God feeds the birds and clothes 
the flowers, won’t he do much more for you? What’s more, God 
causes the sun (lit. his sun, in Matt 5:45) to rise on the evil and 
the good and sends rain on the just and the unjust. Jesus was using 
God’s generosity toward all persons to motivate his people not to 
be tribal in their love but to love even their enemies. God’s care and 
involvement with all the people of the earth should make those who 
know him confident, not anxious, and generous, not mean or petty.6

6 Jerry Bridges, Trusting God (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2008), explores 
the providence of God in many biblical texts and with pastoral sensitivity.

Everything New

To go from creation to new creation omits the entirety of human 
history and may seem arbitrary. But it is not. For often the best way 
to understand the present is to look back, as we have done by going 
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to Genesis, but also to look forward, as we will by going briefly to 
Revelation.7

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first 
heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea 
was no more. I also saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, 
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared like a 
bride adorned for her husband.
 Then I heard a loud voice from the throne: Look, God’s 
dwelling is with humanity, and he will live with them. 
They will be his peoples, and God himself will be with 
them and will be their God. He will wipe away every tear 
from their eyes. Death will be no more; grief, crying, and 
pain will be no more, because the previous things have 
passed away.
 Then the one seated on the throne said, “Look, I am 
making everything new.” (Rev 21:1–5)

As mentioned earlier, God is the Creator of everything that exists, 
and he has not abandoned his creation. At the very end of Scripture, 
we have a vision given to John, unveiling the situation of the Chris-
tian churches in Asia Minor at the end of the first century AD. This 
vision narrated their political and existential struggle from God’s 
point of view. Things looked bleak on earth, so the Christians—but 
also the nations around them among whom the message of Jesus 
was spreading—needed the force and clarity of things in heaven. 
And Revelation is forceful.

For about 1,900 years, Christians have had a love-hate rela-
tionship with this book. Many find it confusing and scary. And it 

7 We will have more to say about new creation in the chapter on healing.
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is scary, but we’re scared of the wrong things in Revelation. People 
find scary the beasts, the four living creatures full of eyes, the horse-
men of death, the earthquakes, the consuming fires, the locusts with 
lions’ teeth. But do you know what’s the scariest thing in Revela-
tion? Jesus Christ—because he’s in control of all those other things. 
In Revelation, Jesus Christ is not a baby. Neither is he on a cross, 
bleeding to death. He’s alive. He’s the “Living One.” He says, “I was 
dead, but look—I am alive forever and ever, and I hold the keys of 
death and Hades” (Rev 1:18). All those other things are agents of 
death. That’s why we fear them. But who holds the keys of death? 
Jesus himself.

In Revelation, Jesus comes to John in awesome appearance, 
his eyes like a flame of fire, and his voice like the roar of many 
waters. And he’s in the midst of seven lampstands, which are the 
seven churches in Asia Minor, symbolically representing the univer-
sal church for all the ages (because seven is the number of complete-
ness). We learn that Jesus is not just standing in the midst of the 
churches. He walks among them (Rev 2:1). The living, alive-for-
evermore, death-and-Hades-holding Christ walks with his eyes like 
flames of fire in the midst of his churches. His presence is both com-
forting and unsettling. He is with us, but he also has piercing vision. 
He knows our hearts. He knows us, and there is no hiding from his 
sight.

Unfortunately, the majesty and authority of Jesus as disclosed 
to us in Revelation are often missing from the mental picture many 
Christians have of Christ. “The Lord is my shepherd” must be bal-
anced with “the Lion from the tribe of Judah” (Rev 5:5). His words 
to the churches in Revelation 2–3 should make most of us uncom-
fortable; they unmask a deep unbelief. But the reason he confronts 
our unbelief is that he wants us, individually and as churches, to 
conquer it. He wants us to conquer unbelief, so that we might enjoy 
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the reward of his promises: the right to eat from the tree of life, to 
be unharmed by the second death, to receive from him a white stone 
with a new name, to shepherd the nations, to be dressed in white 
clothes, to be a pillar in God’s temple and bear God’s name, and to 
sit with him on his throne.8 These promises have a future orientation 
and find final fulfillment in the new creation.

Where is your life headed? Where is the earth headed? Your 
answers to these questions will affect how you live every day. Our 
Creator has abandoned neither humanity nor the earth! “Look, I am 
making everything new.” “Look, God’s dwelling is with humanity.” 
“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth.”9 What happens between 
God’s original creation and his new (and yet future) creation is the 
subject of the next few chapters; it’s the subject of Genesis 3 all 
the way to Revelation 20. But it is good for the mind and heart to 
know the beginning and the end of the story because the middle can 
get quite convoluted. Contrary to the opinion of many, death is not 
the final chapter in human life. There is another death, the second 
death, and there is another life, resurrected life. Which one is our lot 
depends on how we answer the question, Who is Jesus? And then 
how we respond to him. But the purpose of God is to dwell with his 
people in the new earth. And when he does, death, grief, crying, and 
pain will be no more.

8 See Rev 2:7, 11, 17, 26–27; 3:5, 12, 21. Two short and insightful resources on 
Revelation are Michael J. Gorman, Reading Revelation Responsibly: Uncivil Worship 
and Witness, Following the Lamb into the New Creation (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 
2011), and Richard Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993).

9 Respectively, Rev 21:5, 3, 1.
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One God

10 Professor John Frame, following his mentor Cornelius Van Til, used to draw 
these two circles on the board in many of his classes at Reformed Theological Semi-
nary in Orlando, FL.

The Nicene Creed, a confession that all branches of Christianity 
have affirmed for nearly 1,700 years, begins this way: “We believe 
in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of 
all things visible and invisible.” A number of important implications 
emerge from the doctrine of creation.

There Is One God
Israel’s most foundational confession separated them from all other 
nations. It is found in Deut 6:4 and is known as the Shema. “Listen, 
Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.” As we have seen, with 
the coming of Jesus and the sending of the Holy Spirit, the New 
Testament reveals to us that God is Father, Son, and Spirit. In Matt 
28:19, Jesus commands his disciples to baptize all new disciples 
“in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” 
Notice that it is one name, but that one name consists of Father, Son, 
and Spirit.

Many people today believe in many gods, or they affirm that 
every person is entitled to believe in his or her own god. Others 
believe that there is no god. But the witness of Scripture is that there 
is one God, and he is the Maker of heaven and earth.

God and His Creation Are Distinct
The most radical conception of ontology (the branch of philoso-
phy that studies being) can be illustrated by two circles that do not 
touch, a bigger one above a smaller one.10 The bigger circle repre-
sents God. The smaller circle represents the created universe. The 



 Creation

21

diagram makes clear that (1) there is one God, not many or none, 
and (2) this God is not one with his creation. He is separate, distinct. 
Nature is not God. Humans are not God. Both come from God, but 
he alone is self-existent.

As a created being, the most important question I must ask is, 
Who is my Creator? If a personal, intelligent Creator made me, then 
I must find out, “Why was I made? What is the Creator’s purpose 
for my life? Under what conditions do I and all other human beings 
flourish the most?” We are neither self-existent nor self-designed. 
We are not autonomous. The beginning words of the prayer Jesus 
taught us to say are “Our Father in heaven” (Matt 6:9). The universe 
has a sovereign, and we’re not he. Therefore, the most profound 
self-discovery is to learn who we are in light of who he is.

God Is Involved with and Committed to the Renewal of His 
Creation
Although God is distinct from his creation, he is not distant. The 
greatest demonstration of his involvement and commitment to the 
earth was the sending of his Son, Jesus Christ, who came to bring 
people back to God. “For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, 
the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring you to God” 
(1 Pet 3:18). Why his suffering and death were necessary will be 
detailed in the next chapter. For now, it is important to see that the 
coming of Jesus is the most tangible intersection of heaven with 
earth. He came from above and made his dwelling among human-
kind, and he sent his Spirit among those who believe in him, so 
that we would know that we are never alone but are always under 
his guidance and surrounded by his presence. Politics, history, the 
economy, social institutions and trends, as well as the ins and outs 
of our lives—are all subject to the purposes of God in Christ for the 
remaking of the earth.
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Our Lives Are Not Random but Have Meaning and Purpose
Because we exist by the purposeful creation of God, and not by 
chance, and because God has not abandoned his creation but is 
reclaiming it through the life and work of Jesus, we can rest assured 
that our lives, individually and collectively, have meaning and pur-
pose. We seek beauty in nature and in our homes because God made 
things beautiful. We seek meaning in our work, even in our leisure, 
because God made us for work, and our work should inspire and 
make life better.

When people believe that they exist merely by the random and 
utterly impersonal collocation of chemicals, it is difficult to make 
sense of life. That’s because our strongest attachments are utterly 
personal: a child, a parent, a friend. But when we know that the 
world is a gift from a personal God, our relationships and work can 
also be received and offered as a gift. And when we know that this 
personal God is renewing his creation and making his eternal dwell-
ing with us, we are compelled to cherish the earth and demonstrate 
love to our fellow human beings. Why that task is so difficult for us 
is the subject of the next chapter, the next great theme of the Bible.
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