The Bible and the City HO

Extracted from Why Cities Matter By Stephen UM & Justin Buzzard, 2011, Crossway, Wheaton IL
Old Testament

City building was in the ancient Near Eastern world in the Bible. The building of cities was associated with order, stewardship cultivating the earth’s riches and resources and bearing God’s image in the world through the creation of life and bounty. 

God placed humanity into a garden with all of the raw materials for culture making and place making so they would not become placeless but rooted. The image of the garden in Genesis becomes urban images in the rest of scripture. The divine call for humanity was ultimately an urban mandate. One of the first achievements of this enduring mandate was the expansion of the borders of the garden and the construction of the city. (Gen 4:17) Life in the garden was always intended to grow into life in the city.
Cain builds a city for the same reasons that Israel is instructed to build cities, as a refuge. The city is not regarded as an evil invention of fallen man. Cain’s intention was for self-protection while God’s intention was as a place of refuge where urban dwellers could receive divine protection. The Bible repeatedly describes the city as a place of refuge.

From the very beginning the ultimate goal for humanity was an urban structuring of society. What makes cities evil is the purpose to which man puts them. Ultimately the city will be restored and a more developed version of God’s original creation. The city is the fulfillment of the purpose of the Eden god, the city is the fulfiller of the Paradise of God. City building is not a social accident but God’s idea, invention and intention. 
David selected Jerusalem a centrally located city to serve as Israel’s capitol. David developed Jerusalem as the geographic center for Israel’s worship and the capitol location for political, cultural, and commercial life. More importantly it became know as the city of God.

New Testament

The city emphasis continued in the gospels, Acts and the Pauline Epistles.  Jesus was on a mission to the city, Jerusalem. His ministry was set in an urban context; the gravitational pull was to Jerusalem. Jesus incarnation was to be in a new temple. The Gospels shows that in his birth, life, death and resurrection Jesus was desired to enter fully into our earthly cities and to be present as God in the city as great King. 

Acts begins in and is structured around the way the Gospel moves out from Jerusalem. Just as a city was the geographical focus of his gospel, cities were the geographical focus of Acts. The authors say the first church was distinctly urban. As you track Luke through Acts, Jesus Christ created a church that is bent towards geographical expansion that happens primarily in cities. As we read the book of Acts it is descriptive, it is a book of starting based in strategic cities as it expands. 

The authors say in that the Epistles are even more urban since they are written from cities to places that are strategic cities. Paul was an urban dweller whose life, ministry, writing and death took place in cities. The result of his ministry was a network of vibrant city churches full of city Christians. 
In the New Testament we are looking towards a future city. In Hebrew 11 we are told about  heroes of the faith who left their place of birth to move to where God directs. 
The conclusion of the Bible is the Book of Revelation, which is all about the city to come. First, note that the city is very material and cultural. It features things like walls, gates, streets, inscriptions, and fine jewels. In other words, the future city is a cultural masterpiece. Second, the enormous, God-built walls show us that our future urban home is a perfect place of refuge. Third, the city has gates, but they are always open. There is never fear of invasion or intrusion; nothing will ever enter the city that is displeasing or opposed to God. 

Finally, and most astoundingly, there is no temple in the city of the New Jerusalem in Revelations. Because the blood of Christ has cleansed all of the city’s inhabitants, they are able to live in a perfect, unmediated, no-temple relationship with God. In short, all that the city was ever meant to be, but failed to be, one day it will be in the New Jerusalem. All of the following are promised in the new city: cultural diversity and development, refuge and comfort, human flourishing and harmonious fellowship, creativity and connective diversity, and unhindered proximity to the presence of God in the context of constant worship. The city of Revelation 21 is essentially our return to the Garden of Eden in an escalated, more glorious fashion. And that new city is our future home.
