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What would Jesus do in response to contemporary global climate change? This question, 
though in itself necessarily speculative, is addressed here by applying the ecumenical 
doctrine of Christ’s threefold office (munus triplex) to anthropogenic global warming. 
Our kingly commitment to the stewardship of creation should not be dismissed 
(as some have argued) but complemented by a priestly awareness of our profound 
interconnectedness with nonhuman creation and a prophetic dedication to telling the 
truth, even when it involves costly lifestyle changes. In the process of constantly being 
formed into the image of Christ, their “chief Prophet, only High Priest and eternal 
King” (Heidelberg Catechism), Christians may learn to respond in Christ-like ways to 
the current climate predicament. 
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One of the most ominous devel-
opments of the last few decades 
is the emergence of the global 

climate crisis as predicted by climate sci-
entists. Amidst this threatening calamity, 
how should Christians act, given their 
unique orientation to God’s purposes 
for their lives and for the world? “What 
would Jesus do” or, better, “have his dis-
ciples do?” Obviously, given the cultural 
distance between first-century Pales-
tine and the complex technological and 
economical dynamics of the highly devel-
oped late-modern West, this question is 
not easy to answer. The hermeneutical 
gap is simply enormous. 

Recent scholarship in Christian eco-
theology has explored two important 

approaches: one via ethics and another 
via dogmatics. Within the ethical route, 
important work has involved applying a 
Christian virtue-ethic to climate change 
and other ecological crises. Drawing from 
the biblical story as centered on Christ, 
Steven Bouma-Prediger, for example, 
has highlighted the role of virtues such 
as wonder, humility, and hope in cul-
tivating characters that constructively 
and effectively engage in the practice of 
“earthkeeping.”1 In dogmatic method-
ologies, Christology (the doctrine of Jesus 
as the Christ) has been revisited from an 
ecological angle, looking for its—perhaps 
hidden—ecological potential. Notably, 
the Danish theologian Niels Henrik 
Gregersen coined the term “deep incarna-
tion” to emphasize that God did not just 
become human in Christ’s incarnation, 
but, as the Gospel of John (1:14) has it, 
flesh. That is, God became embodied “in 
the entire realm of … biological existence, 
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earth and soil,” and thus even came to share our 
human “climate-dependence.”2

In the Christian theological tradition, dogmatics and 
ethics have always needed and presupposed each 
other. The most influential theologians—Aquinas, 
Calvin, and Barth are cases in point—consistently 
incorporated ethical treatments in their dogmatic 
surveys. For, to paraphrase Einstein’s famous quip 
about science and religion, dogmatics without ethics 
is lame whereas ethics without dogmatics is blind. 
Indeed, only rethinking doctrine in the light of ecol-
ogy could easily remain abstract and barren, while 
exclusively focusing on ethics runs the risk that our 
actions are insufficiently thought through and cor-
rected from the perspective of the gospel.3 

In this article, I argue that the theological tradi-
tion provides us with an important tool to connect 
Christology and ethics in a way that can be fruitfully 
employed in addressing ecological challenges such 
as human-induced climate change. That tool is the 
munus triplex, the so-called doctrine of the threefold 
office of Christ, according to which Christ oper-
ates as our King, Priest, and Prophet, and we are 
prompted and inspired to take on these same roles 
in Christ’s footsteps. Deeply rooted in the person 
and work of Jesus, the implications of this doctrine 
are inherently ethical, involving the Christlike shap-
ing of Christians’ characters, attitudes, and actions. 
In this article, I will apply this “tool” to the problem 
of contemporary climate change4 by examining how 
the current climate crisis urgently calls for a response 
that is simultaneously prophetic, priestly, and kingly. 

Even though this treatment includes multiple 
Christian denominational traditions and is, in that 
sense, ecumenical, I am a Northwest-European and 
a Dutch Reformed theologian. As such, I realize 
that I belong to that part of the globe that has dis-
proportionally contributed to today’s climate crisis. 
Also, I will draw mainly on the Western theological 
tradition as that is the one I am familiar with. So the 
thoughts elaborated in this article will benefit from 
conversation across global divides. 

The structure of this contribution is as follows: I will 
first make some introductory comments about the 
current climate debate—both in a general sense and 
specifically among Christians. Then I outline the doc-
trine of munus triplex, that is, the threefold office of 
Christ, and relate this doctrine to the problems sur-
rounding climate change. Finally, I summarize my 
findings and offer some concluding reflections.

Climate Change and Other 
Environmental Problems
It is virtually impossible to speak about climate 
change in a way that is not polarized right from the 
start, or, at least, that is not interpreted politically.5 
Although the number of people who think that the 
climate is not changing is decreasing rapidly, there 
are still climate skeptics. But most of them now think 
along different lines—such as, “yes, the climate is 
indeed changing, but it has not been proven that this 
is due to human activities,” or “yes, the climate is 
changing, but the effects of this should certainly not 
be exaggerated.”6 Among Christians there is also the 
view that we need not be concerned about climate 
change because we have been promised a new earth 
that can come only after the existing one has disap-
peared. Although this kind of “escapism” is based 
on a theologically flawed argumentation, I am not 
engaging in a discussion with (Christian) climate 
skeptics. This is a topic that requires separate consid-
eration.7 I presuppose here that the current climate 
changes are caused by human activities, particularly 
Western production, consumption, and travel pat-
terns, through the associated production of carbon 
dioxide and methane, and that climate scientists are 
correct in showing that these have extremely serious 
consequences.8

At the outset, it should also be mentioned that cli-
mate change is not the only environmental problem 
that humankind faces. In 2009, Swedish researchers 
identified no fewer than nine planetary boundaries 
(associated with an equal number of systemic pro-
cesses), many of which have now been exceeded.9 In 
addition to the warming of our planet as a result of 
climate change, these planetary boundaries include 
the extinction of species and the associated loss of 
biodiversity; loss of wildlife habitat; ocean acidifica-
tion; growing nitrogen emissions; increasing water 
scarcity, floods, and forest fires; and deforestation. 
These processes have in common that they can reach 
(or have already reached) a critical level (or tipping 
point) above which they “explode”; that is, they 
produce consequences that can no longer be con-
trolled. These processes are not isolated from each 
other but mutually influence each other. Thus, they 
form a dangerous cocktail that makes the develop-
ment of the biosphere erratic and unpredictable. 
Concerns about them have therefore been incorpo-
rated into undergraduate science curricula.10 In what 
follows, we speak about climate change, but this con-
cept stands for this entire set of ominous ecological 
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processes, all of which are largely driven by human 
activity, especially in the Northern Hemisphere. 

Having thus sketched the main outcomes of con-
temporary climate science, let us now explore some 
of the trajectories of the so-called doctrine of the 
threefold office, in order to then examine how this 
concept might illuminate the calling Christians have 
in today’s climate crisis.

The Threefold Office
In his Dialogue with Trypho, written around the year 
150, the Greek Church Father Justin Martyr states 
that, in the Bible, kings and other anointed persons 
receive their tasks from God. In the same way, “He 
[i.e., Christ] Himself received from the Father the 
titles of King, and Christ, and Priest, and Angel.”11 
Early in the fourth century, Eusebius of Caesarea 
specifies that the truly anointed (Greek: Christos) 
“is the only high priest of the Universe, the only 
King of All Creation, and only Chief Prophet of the 
Father among the prophets.”12 This is the first histori-
cal instance where we find the three offices of king, 
priest, and prophet that are traditionally ascribed to 
Christ mentioned in one breath. 

Interestingly, Eusebius adds that Christ, as the truly 
anointed one, “has filled the entire cosmos with 
Christians.”13 Thus, according to Eusebius, the fol-
lowers of Jesus share in the mission (for anointing 
always takes place for the purpose of a mission) of 
the one after whom they are named. We find here an 
awareness of the fact that, even though the anoint-
ing received by Jesus was unique in that it was 
aimed at his fulfilment of God’s covenant with the 
people of Israel, it had a universal scope, since all 
nations were to be included in this saving covenant 
(cf. Matt.  28:19). Thus, followers of Jesus were seen 
as being entrusted with the same kingly, priestly, 
and prophetic roles, extending Jesus’s mission 
through time and space. As the later Greek Church 
Father John Chrysostom (345–407) put it in one of 
his sermons: in Old Testament times, there were 
three groups that were anointed, namely, prophets, 
priests, and kings; today, through the Spirit of Christ, 
believers, both women and men, have received all 
three of these anointings.14 So, in a way, they are 
prophet, priest, and king at the same time.

In the centuries that followed, many other theolo-
gians, including Thomas of Aquinas, would use 
this idea of the so-called “threefold office” as a 

Christological and soteriological scheme.15 This is 
most pronounced and detailed in the Reformed tra-
dition; for example, with John Calvin, and through 
his influence, in confessions such as the Heidelberg 
Catechism (1563) and the Westminster Confession 
(1647).16 The natural place to proceed to an explana-
tion of the munus triplex was in their discussion of the 
creed. As soon as the title “Christ” is mentioned in 
the Apostles’ Creed (“I believe in Jesus Christ …”),17 
it is natural to wonder what that designation means. 
That turns out to be “anointed,” which in turn leads 
to an exploration of the backgrounds of that term in 
the Old Testament.18

Incidentally, the usage of prophet, priest, and king 
in the Old Testament is less uniform than is often 
assumed: while priests (Exod. 29:7, 21; Lev.  8:2–12; 
21:10–12) and kings (1 Sam. 10:1; 16:1–13; 1 Kings 1:39; 
2 Kings 9:1–6) are indeed anointed, this is less clear 
in the case of prophets. The Old Testament speaks of 
many prophets, but only in the case of Elisha is an 
anointing mentioned (1 Kings 19:16).19 Yet, texts such 
as Psalm 45:8 and Isaiah 61:1 were taken as support-
ing evidence on this point. The idea of a continuous 
line from the Old Testament that finds its climax 
in Christ, and then fans out again to present-day 
believers, fits in well with the covenantal structure 
of Protestant theology. In Roman Catholic theology, 
too, the doctrine of the threefold office has played a 
significant role, especially after John Henry Newman 
re-introduced it by the end of the nineteenth century 
and, partly under his influence, it found its way into 
Lumen Gentium (1964).20 Therefore, we can speak of 
an ecumenical theme, the roots of which go back deep 
into the Early Church.21

We have to forgo a biblical-theological elaboration of 
these topics here.22 In the meantime, the applications of 
the doctrine of the threefold office have been numer-
ous. Indeed, the doctrine has allowed theologians “to 
address a wealth of the most varied systematic and 
dogmatic interests.”23 For example, Karl Barth made 
extensive use of it, both in his Christology and in his 
doctrine of sin.24 Also, one has only to consult the 
multitude of catechism commentaries and sermons 
to find a wide range of more practical uses. Even at 
the present, original proposals in this vein are made, 
for example, to employ the concept for clarifying 
the role of theology as it relates to the sciences.25 But 
there are also pitfalls here. The use of the triad can 
become contrived, and it is conceivable that it can 
cause a blind spot in regard to other Old Testament 
functions and roles that find their climax in the 
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actions of Jesus (for example, that of a bridegroom, 
wisdom teacher, servant, and shepherd).26 

Things also quickly go awry when the three offices 
are linked to independent “leadership roles” with 
diverse characteristics.27 The characteristic feature 
of the concept is precisely that it is a single, three-
fold office (munus triplex) and not three offices (tria 
munera). Jesus unites the three in himself into a har-
monious whole. Michael Welker correctly points out 
that the three offices (which can, of course, be spoken 
of in the plural) are perichoretically connected with 
each other; they permeate, determine, and mutually 
influence each other.28 Furthermore, it makes a differ-
ence how one prioritizes the three offices in relation 
to each other and, in connection with this, whether 
one regards them with the pre-Easter Jesus or the 
glorified Jesus in mind (in the first case, one would 
be inclined to start thinking in terms of prophet and 
priest, and in the second case, from the viewpoint of 
his kingship).29

Nonetheless, Cornelis van der Kooi is correct when 
he compares the doctrine of the threefold office with 
electrical wiring that has been installed in a house, 
but has remained unused, hidden behind a cover 
plate. He speaks of a metaphor that has the rich 
potential to bridge the gap between Christ and us.30 
That is exactly what we need when we reflect in this 
article on the question of how the salvation, which 
Christians believe to have in Jesus, can be extended 
into our concrete and complex lives today.31 It is 
striking indeed how emphatically this parallelism 
is present in the doctrine of the munus triplex. For 
example, question and answer 31 of the Heidelberg 
Catechism: “Why is he called ‘Christ,’ meaning 
‘anointed’?” is followed immediately by the question 
“But why are you called a Christian?” The answers 
to both questions are also very much parallel: Jesus 
has told us the truth (“us” being the community of 
believers) as a prophet, has sacrificed himself for us 
as a priest, and still reigns as a king, who “governs 
us by his Word and Spirit, and who guards us and 
keeps us in the freedom he has won for us.”32 In the 
same way, Christians learn, as prophets, to confess 
the truth (here Christologically focused on the name 
of Jesus), to offer themselves “as a living sacrifice of 
thanks” as priests, and to fight against evil as kings. 

We realize that the notion of the threefold office 
should be used with care, since it is not a panacea 
that offers easy solutions to complex problems. With 
that proviso in mind, in the next section, we attempt 

to make these notions fruitful for our attitudes 
toward one of the most urgent problems of our days: 
the global climate crisis.

King, Priest, and Prophet as Key Roles 
in a Time of Climate Change
In his impressive study, Ecologies of Grace, Willis 
Jenkins distinguishes three strategies for relating 
grace (in a Christian sense) and ecology to each 
other: the pursuit of “ecojustice” as a way of sanc-
tifying nature, the role of humans as stewards who 
care for creation, and the development of an ecologi-
cal spirituality in which creation is directly linked 
to God.33 He connects the first strategy with the 
Roman Catholic tradition and elaborates this view 
on the basis of the work of Thomas Aquinas; he sees 
the second as typical of the Reformed tradition as 
illustrated by Karl Barth; and the third represents 
Eastern Orthodox thought in terms of deification 
(theosis), as Jenkins shows from the hand of Maximus 
the Confessor. This results in a complex whole in 
which Jenkins ultimately refrains from attempting 
to realize a synthesis. Up to this point, Christian 
ecotheology had mainly defended itself against the 
accusation that Christianity was largely to blame for 
ecological destruction—ever since this accusation 
was famously raised by the historian Lynn White.34 
Jenkins, however, showed a variety of ways in which 
theology can much more constructively contribute 
to the debate on ecologically beneficial strategies 
and practices. However, the layering in Jenkins’s 
study is also a weakness, in conjunction with its 
somewhat contrived way of linking the various strat-
egies with specific denominations. For example, if 
one regards the work of the Reformed theologian 
Jürgen Moltmann, one discovers a strong emphasis 
on ecological justice and spirituality, and much less 
on stewardship.35 Apparently, it is not so easy to con-
strue a convincing overview of the ways in which the 
grace of God in Christ feeds into ecologically whole-
some strategies and practices.

The advantage of thinking from the perspective 
of the threefold office is that the various ecological 
strategies are interrelated from the outset, without 
each having to be linked to a specific denomina-
tional tradition. For the scheme of the threefold office 
is, in itself, fully ecumenical: it is shared by all the 
main Christian traditions as an insightful model 
that shows who Christ is for us and how we can fol-
low in his footsteps. And, as van der Kooi indicates, 
it is open to ever-new concrete approaches of what 
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Christian life should entail. Let us now see how this 
may work out in more detail.

Our Kingly Role
When we regard Christian action pertaining to 
nature and climate primarily from the perspective of 
the kingly office, the concept of stewardship quickly 
comes to mind. For that traditional metaphor is about 
governing the earth and, as applied to Genesis 1:28 
and Psalm 8:6, even about having “dominion” over 
the works of God’s hands. Both governing and exer-
cising dominion are pre-eminently kingly tasks. 
Of course, in these texts, human beings function as 
“viceroys” under God, and exercising dominion 
is often interpreted in “softer” terms as providing 
responsible care to creation on behalf of its Owner.36 
Yet, in that capacity, humans still have the kingly 
task to rule over nature, to exercise (cultural) power, 
and to guide things in the right direction. The idea is 
that we have been given the earth on loan, as it were, 
and that we are to cultivate and maintain it, as Adam 
took care of the Garden of Eden (Gen. 2:15). While 
this mission was and is carried out in very different 
ways in practice, including ways that unfortunately 
contributed to the exploitation of the earth, the 
notion of human beings as stewards has nevertheless 
inspired numerous believers to at least proceed with 
prudence and care in their dealings with the earth. 
Intrinsically linked to the stewardship metaphor is 
the realization that one day we will have to give an 
account of the way we have carried out our manage-
ment task.37 Applying this insight to climate change 
means that we must use thoughtfulness and com-
monsense to prevent it, and to fight its devastating 
consequences as well as we can.

Although the stewardship metaphor has been 
widely circulated and has even been adopted in sec-
ular circles (in which case our responsibility is not so 
much to the Creator but to future generations or to 
the earth itself), it has also been severely criticized 
recently. Douglas and Jonathan Moo treat it with 
caution, observing that the term 

has been hijacked by groups whose interpreta-
tion of ‘stewardship’ would seem … to contravene 
nearly everything scripture says about who we are 
called to be as God’s people in our relationship to 
the rest of creation.38 

Dutch eco-theologian Trees van Montfoort even calls 
the concept “dangerous.”39 This is mainly due to at 
least three interrelated aspects of it.40 First, the idea 
of stewardship places humans above, and to a large 

extent also outside, the rest of creation. According 
to some, this speaks of prideful superiority.41 Others 
emphasize that it turns nature into a commodity, thus 
creating distance between humans and the world.42 
The awareness that we ourselves are part of nature 
and that our fate is thoroughly intertwined with the 
entire creation is not considered. Second, steward-
ship would be an eminently economic function, one 
that revolves around making a profit. The steward 
would be what we call a manager nowadays, that is, 
someone who has to make or keep a business profit-
able. But it is precisely this focus on profits that has 
greatly increased environmental problems, includ-
ing climate change. And third, the steward metaphor 
conceals a purely instrumental attitude toward non-
human creation. Creation apparently exists for us to 
be exploited—the value it has in and of itself remains 
out of the picture. Thus, the stewardship metaphor, 
and especially its focus on our relationship with 
nature and climate, has resolute opponents today. 
Some even believe that the concept urgently needs to 
be retired.43 

At the same time, there are authors who vigorously 
defend its legitimacy and continued usefulness.44 
They suggest that the criticisms can be overcome 
(the steward in the New Testament is, for example, 
not a profit-driven homo economicus, but a manager 
with genuine concern for what has been entrusted 
to him or her). They think it is especially important 
that the metaphor forces us to face our responsibil-
ity from which we cannot just run away, especially 
after all the harm we have done.45 Today, in par-
ticular, it is important that as good stewards we do 
everything that is needed to save nature and climate 
from total collapse. The human species is the only 
one that is capable of doing this and should take this 
task seriously. Thus, Pope Francis’s 2015 encyclical, 
Laudato Si’, explicitly mentions the importance of 
stewardship.46

When we look at this issue from the perspective of 
the threefold office, it seems that a way can be found 
to rise above this stalemate. Could this problem be 
resolved if we were to view the stewardship perspec-
tive as a partial response to climate change, next to 
other equally important ones? In particular, it can be 
seen as a fulfilment (a carrying out) of the Christian’s 
kingly office, in which “I strive with a free conscience 
against sin,” and we then relate the word “sin” to 
my, and our, climate-sins.47 Given the fact that these 
sins typically take the form of injustice toward fellow 
humans and God as Creator, it could then be argued 
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that this translates into a deep concern for environ-
mental justice. In the Old Testament, the king is the 
guarantor of justice (e.g., Psalm 72) and this role 
finds its epitome in Jesus as the just ruler par excel-
lence. So, it is from this kingly perspective that the 
virtue of justice can receive a proper biblical ground-
ing.48 In line with this, stewards must ensure that 
there is equitable management of the land entrusted 
to them so that it can continue to feed all the people 
who depend on it. In actual practice, this might mean 
supporting climate policies that promote mitigation 
efforts such as “contraction and convergence” (con-
traction meaning the reduction of global greenhouse 
gas emissions to a sustainable level, and convergence 
referring to the equal division of the emissions per 
capita across countries), adaptation efforts to reduce 
climate change harms, and the funding of responses 
to loss and damages associated with the ill effects of 
climate change.49

Our Priestly Role
In addtion to this kingly viewpoint, two equally 
important lenses can be polished through which 
other important aspects of a wholesome attitude 
toward climate change can come into view—aspects 
that the stewardship metaphor leaves largely invis-
ible. In particular, we may additionally need images 
and metaphors that express much more strongly the 
unity and interdependence of humans and the rest 
of the created world, as well as the intrinsic involve-
ment of God in nonhuman nature. We can discover 
such images when we look at human nature from 
a priestly perspective. Indeed, various voices today 
argue for human environmental action to be seen as 
priestly action in God’s creation, either instead of or 
in addition to stewardly action. This idea has been 
elaborated especially in Eastern Orthodox thought.50 
But just as the Protestant tradition cannot lay an 
exclusive claim to the steward metaphor, so the 
priestly metaphor can also be found outside Eastern 
Orthodoxy—for example, in the ecumenical notion 
of the priestly anointing of the Christian in line with 
the priestly role of Jesus in the New Testament.

In the Bible, priests know themselves to be intimately 
connected with the community of which they are a 
part. They are one with the people and carry them 
in their hearts (cf. Exodus 39). At the same time, they 
live in union with God. In the New Testament, the 
climax of the priesthood turns out to be Jesus, who 
is perfectly one with God and, at the same time, fully 
human. He shared our existence with all its fragilities 

and limitations, and ultimately sacrificed himself 
for the salvation of the world—a world that also 
includes the nonhuman creation (Col. 1:20).51 Thus, 
there is a twofold movement: Jesus represents God in 
the creation by becoming one with it; conversely, as 
priest, he represents the creation before God by pre-
senting it as reconciled to God. In this way, creation 
becomes sacramental: it bears the traces of Christ 
(also in its suffering!) and is thus connected to God. 
We may even ask ourselves whether we should call 
creation “sacred” in the sense of “sanctified” due to 
this special connection with God.52 

Be that as it may, whoever feels touched (or 
“anointed”) with the Spirit of Jesus will begin to 
share in this twofold movement. This leads, on the 
one hand, to a spirituality in which we realize how 
deeply connected we are with the nonhuman cre-
ation—just think of the countless microbes that 
reside in our bodies from our birth to the grave. We 
are not above nature but are an organic part of it, 
and the fate of the world is our fate.53 So, as small 
and vulnerable beings, we have feelings of respect, 
wonder, and awe as we are encompassed by a multi-
farious creation that sustains our lives in all sorts of 
ways. At the same time, we have the calling to serve 
as priests as well as we can; we are the only species 
capable of consciously doing so. This does not possi-
bly imply that we give our lives for creation, as Jesus 
did, but our sacrifice will at least mean that we act 
with restraint and know the meaning of “enough” 
as we deal with nature. In the New Testament, the 
priestly service takes on the character of “a living sac-
rifice,” with which believers consecrate their lives to 
God (Rom. 12:1). Perhaps in this regard Protestants 
can learn from the Eucharistic (literally thanks-giv-
ing) interpretations that other traditions, such as 
Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox, often give to 
this priestly ministry.54 In that case, the priestly office 
also includes that we, on behalf of the nonhuman cre-
ation, give the thanks that is due to God as creator.

In any case, the priestly anointing brings Christians 
to realize the need of having a much more intimate 
connection with creation than just the managerial 
relation that is suggested by the stewardship meta-
phor. From a priestly point of view, nonhuman 
nature has an irreducible value and significance 
in itself as the so-called “nature psalms,” such as 
Psalm  104, testify. While, as we have seen, the vir-
tue of justice is central to the kingly office—kings are 
called to rule justly (Psalm 72), the priestly office is 
all about love—love for God and people, and also for 
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the entire creation. As that love grows, our relation-
ship with nature and climate is not dictated by purely 
rational considerations but arises from a deeper 
spiritual source. This source also gives our relation-
ship with nature more clout. For we rationally know 
what we need to do and, especially, what not to do 
to counteract the effects of climate change, but often 
the problem is that we simply do not like acting the 
way we should. In the literature, this is called “the 
motivational gap.”55 When our vision of nature and 
climate becomes more integral to our spirituality, it 
will be easier not only to recognize, but also to do, 
the right things.56

Our Prophetic Role
In addition to these kingly and priestly perspec-
tives on ecology and climate, we now distinguish a 
third calling, namely the one of prophet. This does 
not stem from a forced attempt to build a nice theo-
logical system. To the contrary, this third perspective 
is very timely and needed next to the other ones. In 
the Bible, prophecy is not necessarily connected to 
the future, as is sometimes thought, but to speaking 
the truth—and then particularly to recognizing and 
affirming what is true in difficult and costly situa-
tions. From a Christological point of view, prophecy 
is “the function by which Christ instructs his people 
in the truth of doctrine legal and evangelical …”57 
The prophetic office thus calls attention to an aspect 
of Jesus’s ministry that is often sadly neglected in tra-
ditional Christologies (and that, for example, is even 
“skipped” in the Apostles’ Creed), namely his teach-
ing as rabbi. We find this teaching in the Sermon on 
the Mount, among other places; here Jesus makes 
the will of God concrete for all kinds of situations in 
life—even where it is far too radical for our liking, 
and where it may hurt. Jesus himself did not seek to 
avoid that pain. In the end, it was his prophetic wit-
ness that cost him his life (John 18:37; 1 Tim. 6:13).

Extended to the current climate discussion, this 
means that in this situation as well Christians are 
looking for the truth, even if the implications of that 
truth turn out to be unpleasant. In the midst of a 
world that is rife with fake news, conspiracy theories, 
and constructed facts, this comes down to having 
a sustained love for what corresponds to reality (as 
the traditional definition of truth goes). This implies 
that Christians are to be critical of any ideological 
bias that adjusts the truth for personal (often self-
ish) interests. Thus, from a prophetic point of view, 
fact checkers serve an important function. And so do 

scientists. We will have to take the results of scientific 
research seriously, not because they necessarily tell 
the truth, but because they come about through the 
best possible test procedures that are available (e.g., 
by exposing them to criticism and evaluation by peer 
review). The skepticism about scientific findings that 
is now prevalent among some groups of orthodox 
Christians is therefore alarming in this context—
even if it may also be somewhat understandable.58 
For example, we have to find our way today through 
a maze of information providers, many of which we 
cannot evaluate ourselves. This certainly applies to 
complex scientific theorizing. In such situations, we 
tend to rely on our intuitions and on people we trust. 
The fact that prominent scientists sometimes link an 
atheistic worldview to their scientific theories does 
not help in this connection.

However, it is precisely to rule out all sorts of biases 
that the best scientific institutions encourage diver-
sity and inclusivity in their ranks so that people 
from various backgrounds can judge, challenge, and 
adjust one another’s ideas and theories. In this way, 
if a high degree of scientific near-consensus emerges 
about the extremely problematic nature of the cur-
rent climate changes, it is irresponsible to rely on 
individual preferences or so-called anecdotal evi-
dence (“I just saw a beautiful bird the other day, so 
things cannot be so bad”) to call such a consensus 
into question. As a Christian, in that case one for-
sakes one’s prophetic office. After all, that prophetic 
office urges us to speak the truth in our present 
complex situation, even if this leads us to forego or 
adjust our air travel, meat consumption, and fossil-
fuel driven forms of production, to mention only the 
most obvious examples. In fact, even if the climate 
problem were less urgent, such adaptations would 
still be highly beneficial.59

A Unified Office
As mentioned above, the doctrine of munus triplex 
deals with one unified office. The kingly, priestly, 
and prophetic perspectives on climate change thus 
complement each other. It would be peculiar if the 
virtues of justice, love, and truth were mutually 
exclusive—the three actually belong together.60 In 
concrete terms, this means that when it comes to 
combating the effects of climate change, the situ-
ation not only calls for a prophetic emphasis on 
truth-telling and a priestly one on self-sacrifice (i.e., 
behavioral change), but also for a “kingly” practice 
of stewardship—that is, responsible management. 
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This includes the pursuit of science in the interest 
of developing new technologies that may help us 
counter the dire effects of the current climate crisis. 
Some climate activists oppose this approach because 
depending on new technology would be a sign of 
hubris and/or might be inspired by the wish to avoid 
the changes in human behavior that the situation 
requires. But both of these considerations are not 
necessarily valid. 

From a Christian point of view, developing new 
technologies is not necessarily hubristic but can be 
understood as part of the “cultural mandate” to “till 
and keep” the earth (Gen. 2:15). And the need for 
technological interventions should not be contrasted 
with that for behavioral changes. Perhaps the pend-
ing climate disaster can be avoided only when we 
make drastic behavioral changes and adopt beneficial 
technological developments. In any case, rejecting 
technological innovations to combat climate change 
as shallow “techno-fix,” and constant suspicion of 
technology, are counterproductive.61 But the reverse 
is also true: we should not use an appeal to kingly 
stewardship in order to avoid priestly self-sacrifice 
and prophetic critique. If we don’t curb our consum-
erist lifestyles, technological innovation will not be 
able to help us since we will continue to transgress 
planetary boundaries. In fact, it is this down-to-earth, 
both-and perspective that seems to be the most ben-
eficial in our polarized situation.

Needless to say, the application of the threefold 
office scheme to today’s climate predicament will 
not give an answer to all kinds of specific ques-
tions. It will not tell us, for example, whether or not 
we should organize a highway blockade in order to 
hold a government or company accountable for fur-
thering climate destruction. But we can let it shape 
us in learning the virtues that are needed to arrive 
at best possible assessments and policies in regard 
to climate change.62 The kingly, priestly, and pro-
phetic aspects of our calling should not be played 
off against each other but should mutually reinforce 
and strengthen each other. For reaching this goal, 
we depend on a sustained exposure to the gospel 
of Jesus Christ, “our chief prophet and teacher … 
our only high priest … and our eternal king.”63 It is 
this constant shaping and molding into the image of 
Christ that is unique and constitutive for the life of 
Christians and which should feed into their attitudes 
vis-à-vis climate change, even when that leads them 
toward close cooperation with others.64 

Concluding Reflections
Does the good news of the salvation in Jesus Christ, 
which is at the heart of the Christian faith, make a 
significant difference in the midst of the challenges 
that are associated with climate change? This is the 
question that Ernst Conradie asks himself in a recent 
essay about climate change and God’s acts of sal-
vation.65 Historically, the prospects for a positive 
answer are slim, Conradie admits. For things have 
gone wrong all too often. Nevertheless, he tries to 
answer the question constructively, as he considers 
the potential of each of the three traditional models 
of reconciliation: reconciliation as victory, reconcilia-
tion through satisfaction, and reconciliation as moral 
inspiration. Conradie’s conclusion is a sober one: at 
the very least, much solid work will need to be done 
if these models are to have practical value in the fight 
against climate change.66 

The same undoubtedly applies to the attempt to 
meaningfully relate the concept of the threefold min-
istry of Christ to the climate crisis. Yet, that is where 
it has to begin—with honest reflection on the ques-
tion of who Jesus Christ is for us.67 For Christians, he 
is not one more inspiring figure from a distant past, 
but he is still what he has always been: the prophet 
who reveals the painful truth about our lives, the 
priest who heals our broken relationships with the 
love-offering of his life, and the king who protects 
us and reigns in righteousness. We gradually learn 
to reflect this attitude in our lives and in our actions 
in the climate crisis. This, if anything, is what it 
means to “do what Jesus did.” It is far from easy or 
self-evident. Among other things, it means that we 
cannot bury our heads in the sand, with the idea that 
God is going to create a new earth anyhow. On the 
contrary, the eschatological completion of Jesus’s 
work of salvation will, in fact, motivate us to com-
mit ourselves to participating in Christ’s threefold 
office for the sake of “the beauty of the earth.”68 As 
Francis Schaeffer put it in 1970 (back then in gen-
dered language):

On the basis of the fact that there is going to be total 
redemption in the future, not only of man but of 
all creation, the Christian who believes in the Bible 
should be the man who—with God’s help and in 
the power of the Holy Spirit—is treating nature 
now in the direction of the way nature will be then. 
It will not be perfect, but it must be substantial, or 
we have missed our calling … we should exhibit 
a substantial healing here and now, between man 
and nature and nature and itself, as far as Chris-
tians can bring it to pass.69
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Thus, what Christians should do is not a speculative 
derivative of “what Jesus would do,” but a function 
of what Jesus actually did do and still does.70
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