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Introduction

The human relationship with nature has a complex and difficult history. In the last 100 
years this relationship has changed drastically with the onset of environmental challenges 
such as biodiversity loss, climate change, and ecosystem collapses. This has led to 
serious reflection on how we as humans value nature. The current environmental 
movement began as a result of the recognition that the natural world was in trouble. Books 
such as Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring raised awareness of the impact that land 
management practices such as intensive farming and pesticide use were having on the 
natural world.1 Since the beginning of this movement, the conservation and protection of 
nature has played a major role in our current relationship to the natural world. A great deal 
of effort has been put into conservation, including much research, the creation of protected 
areas to conserve wildlife, the restoration of degraded land, and the conservation of many 
rare species. 

Despite these efforts, and many success stories, environmental degradation continues 
unabated. This continual decline has led to rethinking how conservation practices are 
carried out, as well as looking at what these practices are motivated by. The motive to 
conserve nature is often defined by how it is valued. The two most common values 
attributed to the natural world are intrinsic and instrumental. Intrinsic value is the value that 
nature has in and of itself, while instrumental value is based on what benefits we gain from 
it. But there is debate over why nature should be conserved and how it should be valued; 
should it be for instrumental or intrinsic reasons? Looking at this problem through a 
theological lens can lend a fresh perspective for Christians.

In recent years several Christian conservation organisations have emerged, but the 
response of the wider church has been limited. Part of the reason for this has historically 
been poor biblical and theological interpretations of the human and nature relationship, 
leading to a low valuation of nature. Many Christians do not realise the role that creation 
plays in the plans and purposes of God, and therefore do not seek its protection and 
flourishing. But with the current environmental crisis, many Christians are reassessing our 
relationship with God’s creation, leading to a resurgence in theological scholarship in the 
area of ecotheology. This raises the question of whether this new understanding can give 
an answer to the question of how the instrumental and intrinsic values of nature can be 
reconciled. This paper will therefore seek to answer the question: How does a theological 
understanding of the purpose of creation reconcile the instrumental and intrinsic valuations 
of nature?

(Note on terminology: the words nature and creation will both be used, depending on 
context, but I use them to mean the same thing.)
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The valuation of nature in ecological conservation

Why conserve nature? 

The need to conserve nature has not always been recognised in human history. Thinkers 
such as Aristotle presented nature as permanent and unchanging,2 a view that became 
pervasive for a long time and influenced many thinkers including early theologians. It was 
not until later that writers such as George Perkins Marsh in his 1864 book Man and 
Nature, identified the impact humans were having on the natural world and the potential 
consequences this could have on human welfare.3 The 20th century saw an increased 
recognition of the effects that human activity was having on the natural world, a concern 
that led to the current conservation movement. But the reasons that people want to 
conserve nature can be many and varied. Some may see it as a moral obligation, a means 
of protecting important natural resources, or simply for the love and appreciation of the 
natural world. The various attitudes come down to the basic reason for conservation; we 
want to conserve and protect what we value as good. 

The values attributed to nature are usually placed in two categories; instrumental and 
intrinsic. Instrumental values are based on what nature provides, either to benefit people 
or other aspects of the natural world, for instance preserving a particular habitat will benefit 
particular species.4 It is “the value that something has as a means to a desired or valued 
end.”5 Instrumental values are commonly used in concepts such as ecosystem services. 
These are beneficial services we gain from nature which are typically given an economic 
value. Intrinsic value is the value that nature has in and of itself, simply for what it is. 
Whereas instrumental value is often understood in economic terms, intrinsic values have 
more typically been understood in terms of ethics and philosophy. 

These two different ways of valuing nature can be seen in the way that many organisations 
state the reasons for their involvement in conservation. For example the Society for 
Conservation Biology says in the first of five belief statements that “there is intrinsic value 
in the natural diversity of organisms, the complexity of ecological systems, and the 
resilience created by evolutionary processes”. WWF by contrast emphasises the means by 
which nature supports “our economy, our society, indeed our very existence,” giving a 
much more instrumental and anthropocentric rationale for their work. These different views 
can therefore be summarised by the question: should nature be valued for what it is or 
what it does? This is the debate that will be discussed here.

Intrinsic values

Intrinsic value was the primary reason for conservation in the later part of the 20th 
century.6 It is a philosophical argument for the preservation of nature, but one issue has 
been the lack of agreement on terminology, concepts and ideas.4 It has been suggest that 
two schools of thought on the philosophical aspect of intrinsic value could help to address 
this.6 The first of these is Moorean intrinsic value (after the philosopher G.E. Moore). In this 
school of thought intrinsic value relates to a state of affairs, that if positive will contribute to 
the overall goodness of the world. Therefore humans as moral agents should favour the 
intrinsically good in order to maximise the goodness of the world.  This approach focuses 
on consequentially correct conduct that will produce beneficial or good outcomes. 
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Alternatively Kantian intrinsic values, (after the enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant), 
attributes value to objects or entities. Therefore intrinsic value can be attributed to non-
human beings. This approach focuses on deontologically correct conduct that will 
“demonstrate due honour and respect to bearers of intrinsic value.” 6  These two concepts 
help us to understand that intrinsic value can be attributed to outcomes and particular 
states of affairs, or to particular beings. This is important practically as it allows for the 
recognition that specific objects and outcomes of conservation are still of great value, even 
if they do not directly affect human wellbeing.7 

Instrumental values - The rise of ecosystem services

In recent years, however, the emphasis has gravitated towards conservation practices that 
do have a positive and direct impact on human wellbeing.8 Instrumental value is given to 
the services provided by ecosystems which directly benefit humans. These ecosystem 
services can be broken down into four groups: Supporting, (for example nutrient cycles, 
biodiversity, soil formation); regulating, (pollination, climate, flood management); 
provisioning (food, fresh water, fuel); and cultural (recreation, education, spiritual). The 
ecosystem service approach has originated from the recognition that human economies, 
livelihoods and wellbeing all depend on nature, and humanity suffers when nature and 
biodiversity are damaged or lost.9 It also recognises that economies are embedded within 
nature and therefore many of the environmental problems seen today are a result of 
institutional and market failures that have failed to recognise this link.9 This instrumental 
approach has also helped many people who would not consider themselves to be 
environmentalists to recognise that protecting nature is important, due to the benefits it 
provides for us.10 

The current debates - Intrinsic v. Instrumental value 

However for all its benefits, the rise of the ecosystem service approach to conservation 
has led to debate. The ecosystem service approach has been accused of conserving that 
which makes economic sense, rather than conserving what is valuable in and of itself. This 
returns us to the earlier question: should nature be valued for what it is or what it does? 

Some argue that protecting nature and making profits are not often compatible, and win-
win solutions where both of these things happen are rare, and therefore ecosystem 
services are limited as a conservation tool.11 It has been argued that ecosystem services 
are too reliant on markets, and fluctuations within markets will determine what is 
conserved, rather than what most needs to be conserved. 

Others argue however, that instrumental values should not be confused with market value 
and conservation decisions do not necessarily need to be made on economic value alone; 
values such as aesthetic, cultural and existence values can be used in place of intrinsic 
value to provide values for all of the natural world.12 

The ecosystem services approach has also been accused of being based on the 
assumption that all of the natural world is beneficial and benevolent to humans. But clearly 
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this is not the case as nature can be detrimental to human health and wellbeing, for 
example threats from wild animals or the spread of diseases.11 This approach would then 
lead to aspects of nature that are not beneficial to humans not being protected or 
conserved. But in response to this, intrinsic value has been accused of not being a good 
basis for conservation when conservation practises conflict with economic development or 
human wellbeing.13 

These debates clearly show that there are benefits and flaws in both approaches to the 
valuation of nature. Rather than choosing one over the other, reconciling the intrinsic and 
instrumental values of nature would have the greatest impact on conservation, as this 
would ensure that nature is valued for what it is in and of itself, and what it does for us.

Therefore how can these two value systems be reconciled? Could looking at this problem 
through a theological lens help to do this? This is the question that will be explored in the 
rest of this paper. But first it will look at how nature has been valued in historical biblical 
interpretation and theological thought.

The valuation of nature in historical biblical interpretation and theological thought 

Historical theological perspectives on the purpose and value of nature have often been 
flawed, often resulting in a low value for it. There is not enough space here to discuss the 
whole history of the biblical interpretation and theology of creation, but two main ideas will 
be examined here; the view that creation was only made for humanity, and the dualistic 
escape view which states that we will one day escape earth for our real home in heaven.

Creation and humanity 

In the early church, the general belief was that nature was made for the use of humanity, 
and this instrumentalist view quickly became the dominant idea.14 Theologians in the early 
church were deeply influenced by ideas from Greek philosophy. For example, Aristotle and 
the Stoics were proponents of the idea that humanity is superior to the rest of creation.15 
Therefore it was easy for theologians such as Origen to apply this idea to scriptures such 
as Genesis 1:28, resulting in his view that human dominion gave humanity permission to 
utilise nature however we wanted, a view that has persisted through most of church 
history.15 However this view finds no basis in the biblical story or in Jewish thought.16

There was also a hierarchical view of nature in Greek philosophy. Thomas Aquinas took 
this view, believing that “the imperfect are for the use of the perfect.”15 In other words, 
plants make use of the earth, animals make use of plants, and humans make use of 
animals. This view was also supported by the Stoic idea that only humans are rational, 
thereby removing any sense of duty of care towards animals, a direct contradiction of the 
Old Testament laws regarding concerns for animal welfare.15 

Later in history, the enlightenment continued to enforce these ideas. During this time, and 
continuing to this day, nature was seen as an object to be studied, rationalised and utilised 
for human purposes, but due to the wrong ideas already present in theology and biblical 
interpretation, this was not questioned by theologians.14 This resulted in a failure to 
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recognise the true purpose and value of nature, leading to the commodification of nature 
with an instrumental value based only on what it provides for us. Very little attention was 
given to the intrinsic value that nature has.

The escape view 

Another theological idea that has shaped our valuation of nature has been the view that 
we are going to escape this world for our real home in heaven, a view that has been 
challenged in recent years by theologians such as NT Wright.17 This view puts a low 
valuation on the natural world because the assumption is that we will one day leave it 
behind. This idea was influenced by Platonic thought on the dualism of reality, creating a 
separation between spirit and matter.14 In this view the spiritual world was what mattered 
most, resulting in a low valuation of the material world. 

This idea was reinforced in early monastic movements, where the ascetic practices of 
monks, denying themselves many earthly things such as food and other possessions so 
they could get closer to God, put the emphasis on moving from earth to heaven, 
disregarding the value of the earth itself.14 Biblical study practices during this time also 
resulted in a neglect of a better understanding of creation. Scripture was interpreted 
mystically or symbolically in an attempt to find the spiritual meaning of the text, resulting in 
the material reality of scripture being neglected or lost altogether.14 

The idea of escaping the world has persisted in other theologies, such as the rapture, a 
theology based on a misreading of 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17.14 Today this view has been 
used as an excuse to not engage with caring for nature since its understanding is that the 
world is going to be destroyed anyway. But this does not line up with the biblical view of 
the renewal of God’s good creation. Indeed, it is God alone who can give the only correct 
valuation of nature, since it was made by him and for him (Colossians 1:16). Therefore 
what is his valuation of it? And can God's valuation of nature reconcile the intrinsic and 
instrumental values that seem at odds to each other? This will be investigated in the next 
section

The theological purpose and valuation of creation 

Both intrinsic and instrumental valuations can be found in the bible. For example Genesis 
2:9 says of the garden of Eden “the Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of the 
ground - trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food.” This presents the idea that 
within God’s creation, he created things that have instrumental value such as the provision 
of food, and things with intrinsic value which are simply good to look at and enjoy. 
Therefore it seems as though there are ideas in scripture that suggest the unity of 
instrumental and intrinsic values within creation. The purpose of creation as being partly 
for the use of humans gives it an instrumental value as previous theologians thought, but 
this needs to be balanced with an intrinsic valuation which can be found in God’s own 
relationship with creation, and his purposes for it.
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The purpose of creation as a temple

Genesis begins the biblical story with the creation of the cosmos and everything in it, and 
makes the assumption “that the earth will be God’s dwelling place.”18 On days 1-3 of 
creation God brings form and order, bringing light and creating sky, dry ground and 
vegetation. Days 4-6 are then spent filling these created spaces with celestial lights and 
living creatures, including humans. This depicts God as the builder of the cosmos, but 
what sort of building is he creating? John Walton writes that in the ancient world temples 
were sacred spaces where deities rested and ruled from, and it is God’s resting in his 
created work on day 7 (Genesis 2:2) that identifies the created cosmos as a temple in 
which God dwells.19 Therefore God created the cosmos with the intent of dwelling in it and 
ruling over it. 

But the intention was not to do this alone. The creation of humanity in Genesis 1:26-28: “in 
our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea, over the livestock 
and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground,” means 
that God intends to rule over his creation through an image bearing humanity who will rule 
creation as God himself would. God gives the human in the garden the command “to work 
it and take care of it” (2:15). This is humanity being given the task to work and protect 
God’s created world as God himself would do, because God intends to use creation as his 
dwelling place and temple. The Hebrew word for work or serve as used in 2:15 is “abad”, 
and the word “shamar” means to keep, guard or protect. The other places where these 
words are used together is in relation to the priests serving in the tabernacle and temple 
(Numbers 3:7-8; 8:25-26; Ezekiel 44:14). The priests were to serve and worship in the 
temple, and protect it from uncleanliness, reflecting Adam’s priestly role in the garden.20 
This provides us with the value that God himself has for the natural world, and he intends 
to use it as a dwelling place for himself and all that he has made.

Creation’s purpose for people

But as well as keeping creation as God’s temple, creation also seems to have been made 
for the benefit of humans. God says to Noah in Genesis 9:3 “everything that lives and 
moves about will be food for you. Just as I gave you the green plants, I now give you 
everything.” This is clearly permission to utilise earth's natural resources. John Walton 
points out that “the refrain ‘it was good’ expressed the functional readiness of the cosmos 
for human beings.”19 In other words, Genesis 1 establishes the function and purpose of 
creation rather than just the existence of the material. The establishment of seasons and 
weather as well as land that can produce food on days 1 to 3, means that God has created 
a world where his image bearers can use what he has made to live and flourish while they 
tend his cosmic temple.19 As well as making a place for himself to dwell, God has also 
created a world that has instrumental value to meet the needs of humanity. 

A quick scan of the bible highlights some ecosystem services that can be gained from the 
land. The provision of water for example, is frequently mentioned as a means of giving life 
to the land and producing crops. “He waters the mountains from his upper chambers; the 
land is satisfied by the fruit of his work. He makes grass grow for the cattle, and plants for 
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people to cultivate - bringing forth food from the earth” (Psalm 104:13-14). From this 
passage it is clear that it was well understood that water brought about life and food for 
both people and animals, but that ultimately it was God who provided it for the benefit of all 
he has made. 

It was also well understood that only good soil would produce good food and produce, as 
Jesus himself demonstrates in his parable of the sower: “still other seed fell on good soil, 
where it produced a crop” (Matthew 13:8). Even though the science of soil was not 
understood at the time, it was still understood that good soil was important to maintain 
good food production. God’s instruction to rest the land in the sabbath year (Leviticus 25:1-
7), would have helped to improve soil quality, another example of his provision of natural 
resources for people to use, and instructions on how to manage them in a sustainable 
way.

Creation’s purpose for other species

As well as provision for people, nature and its resources are also for the use of other 
species, meaning that creation has instrumental value for all life. This is reflected in how 
God provides habitats for other animals. Job 38-41 is a prime example of how God 
provides for all life on earth, and not just humans; for example, “who let the wild donkey go 
free? Who untied its ropes? I gave it the wasteland as its home, the salt flats as its habitat” 
(Job 39:5-6). 

But humans also need to recognise both the intrinsic and instrumental value of individual 
species. Adam was given this task when he names the animals in Genesis 2:19-20. 
Naming things in the ancient world was about giving things identities, roles and functions, 
so naming is an important part of an object's existence and worth.19 Adams naming the 
animals is not about having power over them, but is rather a recognition of their value. 
“Adam acknowledges the animal's place in the world. He takes an interest in them and 
distinguishes each from others, recognising the similarities and differences that belong to 
them by virtue of their creation by God.”21 In other words, he is not naming them based 
only on their usefulness to him but because they are God’s handiwork and therefore 
deserving of value and recognition.21 The value that individual species have is both 
intrinsic, due to their identity as God’s handiwork, and also instrumental, as they have 
specific roles and functions that they play for us, for other species and within ecosystems. 

God’s ownership of creation

Despite creation having instrumental value for Israel in the Old Testament, they were 
constantly reminded that ultimately it still belonged to God who has his own relationship 
with it, further emphasising its intrinsic value. This was reflected in the firstfruit offerings 
that were to be brought to the temple. For example Exodus 23:19 says “bring the best of 
the firstfruits of your soil to the house of the Lord your God.” Offerings were always 
foodstuffs such as grain, animals, oil etc, and this was a constant reminder for Israel that 
the land and all it produced belonged to God, who took the firstfruits of the land for himself, 
but through his generosity gave the rest of the produce of the land to the people. 
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This ownership of creation is also reflected in God’s lament at its destruction. Jeremiah 
12:10 says “many shepherds will ruin my vineyard and trample down my field; they will 
turn my pleasant field into a desolate wasteland.” This clearly indicates that God thinks of 
these places as his own, and he laments when humanity fails to tend and nurture them. 

The ultimate purpose of creation

The ultimate demonstration of God’s value for creation is that he became part of it through 
the incarnation. Through his death and resurrection, Jesus made a way for all of creation 
to one day be transformed into a new creation of incorruptibility.22 This is also Paul's 
understanding when he writes in Romans 8:21 that “the creation itself will be liberated from 
its bondage to decay.” God’s renewal and restoration of creation (Matthew 19:28; Acts 
3:21), is the greatest demonstration of the intrinsic value he holds for it, and that he 
intends us to dwell with him in it. This is a very different view from the escapist mentality 
we looked at above, and shows us that it was not just created for our own use, but to be 
the dwelling place of God himself to live with all he has made. 

Therefore in this section we have seen through a theological lens that creation has both 
instrumental and intrinsic value. This means that we should not emphasise one over the 
other but should hold both equally. 

Reconciling intrinsic and instrumental values

From the investigation above, it can be seen that creation has instrumental value because 
of God’s provision of it for our use. But this is clearly curtailed by the intrinsic values God 
places on creation, that it is good in and of itself, regardless of what it provides for us. God 
also intends it as provision for all the other creatures that he has made, meaning we need 
to consider their needs as well as our own. Therefore we can use nature's resources but 
we cannot do as we want, but need his wisdom in how we are to use it, which clearly 
means that we cannot exploit nature's instrumental assets unchecked. The two value 
systems of instrumental and intrinsic are therefore complementary to each other and need 
to be used together. This can be seen in the following passage from theologian Ian 
McFarland:
 

“Talk about the wholeness of creation must affirm the integrity of every creature in God’s sight, such 
that (1) no creature exists merely for the sake of some other one (as though its value were reducible to 
another’s flourishing), since (2) each has its own inherent value before God as something meant to 
flourish in its own right, though (3) each is so constituted that it cannot flourish in isolation from other 
creatures.” 23

Point 1 in this passage demonstrates that all creatures are intrinsically good objects or 
entities, as we saw in Kantian intrinsic values in an earlier section. This means that all 
creatures are valuable in and of themselves and therefore their value is not based on what 
they provide for any other creature.

In point 2 we see that each creature is intended to flourish in its own way, and reach the 
potential for which God purposed it. This is what we saw in the Moorean intrinsic value 
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approach, which states that intrinsic value relates to a state of affairs and should produce 
good outcomes and contribute to the overall goodness of the world. 

But in point 3 we see that even though every creature has its own inherent value, they can 
not reach their true flourishing in isolation from the rest of creation. In other words, all 
creatures need other creatures to survive and need to utilise the instrumental value of 
other creatures and the rest of the natural world. 

Therefore, creation and each living thing within it is intrinsically good, and this is meant to 
have good and beneficial outcomes of flourishing for all. But creatures cannot flourish to 
reach this beneficial end without the use of other creatures, and therefore must not live in 
isolation but in unity. So in order to hold both the intrinsic and instrumental values of 
creation equally, we need to constantly remember that we are only one species within the 
community of creation on God’s earth, and that we cannot use resources unchecked but 
must instead rely on the wisdom of God to whom everything belongs.

Conclusion

The rise of ecosystem services has led to debates over the valuation of nature, with 
intrinsic and instrumental valuations often being pitted against each other, with little 
reconciliation between the two. Here I have attempted to answer the question, how does a 
theological understanding of the purpose of creation reconcile the instrumental and 
intrinsic valuations of nature? Looking first at the arguments for instrumental and intrinsic 
valuation, it was clear that there are good reasons for both; instrumental value identifies 
our reliance on nature and its economic value, while intrinsic value is important for 
identifying the value something has in and of itself. 

But historical theological perspectives have often overlooked the intrinsic value of creation, 
seeing it only as something for humanity to use for our own gain or something to escape 
from. A closer examination of the bible and theological thought has shown that this is an 
inadequate view, and that God holds both instrumental and intrinsic value for his creation. 
But we need to use both equally. Instrumental and intrinsic values are reconciled by the 
fact that intrinsic value can be used to put boundaries in place and curtail the exploitation 
of the instrumental uses of nature. And this balance is essential to the continued efforts to 
conserve and protect God’s good creation.
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