
LIVING FOR CHRIST IN THE URBAN AGE

Why does God seem to be calling so many people to cities? How should we 
think about and engage with the cities of the world? 

This book not only reveals to us a revolutionary opportunity, but also ex-
plains why God loves cities, how and why we should live in them, and what 
we can do to reach them for his glory. Speaking to practical issues such as 
sex, ethnicity, and raising children in an urban setting, this stirring treatise 
helps us to take seriously the majesty and authority of the risen Christ.

Anyone who wants to follow God more deeply and radically in this new 
generation will benefit from Christ + City. It’s written to show us all—
urbanite or non-urbanite, Christian or skeptic, single or married, city-lover 
or city-hater—a vision for growing spiritually and for joining in God’s global 
movement to bring true, lasting, gospel-centered change.
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“Christ + City gives us a map to empower local churches to engage their 
cities with the love of Christ.”

DARRIN PATRICK, author, Church Planter

“A pastorally sound and culturally engaged response to questions the 
church is now asking in the face of rapid global urbanization.”

STEPHEN T. UM, author, Why Cities Matter

“Covers a broad spectrum of topics with twenty-first century relevance and 
biblical insight.”

DENESH DIVYANATHAN, Founding Pastor, The Crossing Church, Singapore

“Guidance to help people who live, work, serve, and worship in urban com-
munities to honor God’s redemptive purposes for the city.”

PHILIP RYKEN, President, Wheaton College

+

JON M. DENNIS is a founding pastor of Holy Trinity Church in downtown 
Chicago. Since moving to the city with his family in 1998, he has helped 
establish various ministries including Hope for Chicago, the Charles Simeon 
Trust, and the Chicago Partnership for Church Planting. 
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“Thoroughly biblical in its scope and treatment, Jon Dennis’s Christ + City has 
gifted the people of God with a manifesto that will inspire the reader to be a 
part of what God is doing in cities. Incredibly timely, astoundingly pertinent, 
and convincingly prophetic, this is a book you will want to come back to over 
and over again.”

Bryan Loritts, Lead Pastor, Fellowship Memphis; author, A Cross Shaped 
Gospel

“More and more people have zero connection to Christ and his church. And, the 
vast majority of people who would check ‘nothing’ under religion overwhelm-
ingly live in urban areas. Christ + City gives us a map to empower local churches 
who develop disciples who engage their cities with the love of Christ.”

Darrin Patrick, Lead Pastor, The Journey, St. Louis; author, For the 
City and Church Planter

“Jon Dennis provides a pastorally sound and culturally engaged response to 
questions the church is now asking in the face of rapid global urbanization. 
More commendably, he answers these questions with an eye toward the ap-
plication of the gospel to the heart of the ‘urban generation.’ No matter their 
geographic location—city or suburb, high-rise or homestead—Christ + City will 
serve those hoping to broaden their perspective while deepening their com-
mitment to the gospel.”

Stephen T. Um, Senior Minister, Citylife Presbyterian Church, Boston; 
author, Why Cities Matter

“Jon’s book will equip Christian urbanites to reach cities for the gospel. He 
covers a broad spectrum of topics ranging from ambition and sex to ethnic-
ity and children with twenty-first-century relevance and biblical insight. My 
prayer is that this book will lead to gospel clarity, encourage gospel living, fuel 
gospel prayers, and fire up gospel proclamation across the world from Chicago 
to Christchurch.”

Denesh Divyanathan, Founding Pastor, The Crossing Church, Singa-
pore; President, Project Timothy

“Jon Dennis is a pastor, mentor, and visionary leader who has embraced Christ’s 
call to the city. His dynamic ministry in Chicago and his outreach to other 
global cities across several continents give him a deep understanding of the 
opportunity that today’s urban generation has to reach the city for Christ. In 
this pervasively gospel-centered book, Dennis combines the faithful exposi-
tion of central biblical texts with wise pastoral guidance to help people who 
live, work, serve, and worship in urban communities to honor God’s redemp-
tive purposes for the city.”

Philip Ryken, President, Wheaton College
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“Is our view of the city simplistic? Is it overly positive, overly negative? Will our 
proclamation of King Jesus rise to the challenge of our cities? With evident love 
for the Lord and His Word, Jon Dennis skillfully helps us answer these ques-
tions with clear biblical exposition and straightforward applications, which 
spur on godly aspirations and zeal for the gospel. This book is well informed 
theologically and sociologically, yet practical and compelling. Wholeheartedly 
recommended.”

Paul Harrison, Pastor, Rue de Sèvres, Rue des Ternes, Paris, France

“Jon Dennis has crafted a compelling vision for reaching and restoring our cit-
ies. He writes from Scripture, he writes from his heart, and he writes from his 
life. He and his family were already blessing our city day in and day out while 
so many of us were still just thinking about it. Read Christ + City and you will 
be inspired, equipped, and challenged to follow his lead.”

Jon Ferguson, Founding Pastor, Chicago Network Leader, Commu-
nity Christian Church; author, The Big Idea, Exponential: How You and 
Your Friends Can Start a Missional Church Movement, and Discover Your 
Mission Now

“Jon Dennis loves Chicago and the cities of the world—because such are what 
Christ loves. And in Christ + City he calls the church not to an Exodus but to a 
gospel-driven Eisodus back into the city. Pastor Dennis’s years of experience 
since founding Holy Trinity Church and it’s numerous congregations and min-
istries; his profound theological understanding of the church and its ‘ultimate 
urban future’; and his knowledge of the modern city and the writings of the 
urban philosophers and theorists, have given us a book that is radically biblical 
and, therefore, prophetic and visionary. Between these covers lie nothing less 
than the essential strategy for world evangelization.”

R. Kent Hughes, Senior Pastor Emeritus, College Church in Wheaton

“Jon has done a remarkable job of weaving the blessing and benefits of min-
istry in the city. He hits many of the difficulties head on with honesty and 
integrity. This is a great book for all Christians.”

Wayne L. Gordon, founding pastor, Lawndale Community Church; 
President, Christian Community Development Association
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11

INTRODUCTION
Awakening the Urban Generation

The greatest need of our day is for the gospel to enliven first our hearts, 

and then, our cities.

Which is to say that our most urgent calling is a gospel calling. It is 

urban—but it’s not a call for new roads, better housing for the poor, big-

ger church buildings, or politicians with more integrity. It isn’t a call for 

wiser city planning or even racial reconciliation. Our most urgent need 

today is for the gospel to awaken the urban generation.

My logic on this is straightforward:

1. Cities are filled with people whom God loves.
2. The gospel is the only message to save anyone anywhere.
3. Cities now represent more than half the world’s population.
4. Cities are massively underrepresented by gospel-belief.

Don’t get me wrong; I’m not saying we shouldn’t send people with 

the gospel to all the ends of the earth. We should. If God is calling you to 

a faraway place, go. Unreached people everywhere need Christ.

I’m also not saying that rural people or suburbanites don’t need 

Jesus. They do, as much as anyone.

And I’m certainly not saying that somehow, cities will save us. No: 

only Christ saves.

But I am saying that we have an unprecedented urban opportunity.

If the gospel penetrates our cities as never before, I believe we are 

bound to see racial reconciliation, greater compassion for the poor, and 

expanding church facilities (including house churches)—and, yes, even 

politicians with more integrity. I’m also convinced, perhaps counter-

intuitively, that as the gospel comes to cities in an unprecedented way, 

the ends of the earth will hear the gospel more rapidly. Why? Because when 

ethnic groups crowded into our cities are spiritually transformed, they’ll 
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make the effort to take this good news to the people groups nearest to 

them culturally, even though geographically distant.

AN URBAN MANIFESTO

This book is written to help intensify the picture of what it might look 

like for the gospel to penetrate our cities more deeply. I’m convinced that 

people want to know what it really means to follow Christ anywhere—

including in the city. But beneath this lies their deeper desire, namely, 

to glorify Christ. Frequently in the rising rhetoric on urbanization, the 

city, rather than Christ, takes center stage. Our generation needs to grasp 

the importance of Christ for the city. Put differently: Cities exist for Christ, 

not for us.

The method of this book is to take a Scripture-spanning approach 

from Genesis to Revelation. Part 1 begins by looking forward to where 

we’re going globally, and back to the first city. In part 2 we look at God’s 

heart for the city and how a city is changed. Part 3 explores three key 

issues related to urban living, while part 4 points a way forward to keys 

for city change.

I’m not trying to address every single Scripture text on cities; gener-

ally, I’ll take one passage at a time and examine it closely in context. And 

while this book isn’t a “biblical theology of cities”—since the Bible isn’t 

primarily about cities—I do want to provide a deeper understanding of 

the city biblically, theologically, and practically with Christ at the center.

In this book I’m really asking two questions:

1. What would it look like to follow God more deeply and radically in the 
urban generation?

2. How should we think about cities in a God-centered, Christ-exalting 
way?

I hope that this book, by God’s grace, can be a kind of urban mani-

festo, a rallying cry for a new generation of global urban Christians who 

want to give themselves to a radical, gospel-centered, urban Christianity 

that spreads from city to city and to unreached regions beyond. My prayer 

is that gospel influence will grow in places like Paris, New York, Chicago, 

San Jose, Camden—and your city, regardless of its size. In this way we 
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move nearer to Habakkuk’s vision, revealed in a prophetic passage min-

gling judgment and salvation: “The earth will be filled with the knowl-

edge of the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea” (Hab. 2:14).

As cities expand their power and sway, I want to see that very influ-

ence being leveraged for the gospel itself. In the subtitle for his book 

Triumph of the City, Harvard economist Edward L. Glaeser calls cities 

“our greatest invention,” one that makes us “richer, smarter, greener, 

healthier and happier.” I want to see this great invention stirring this 

generation to live for Christ.

At times in these pages you may think I’m writing rather optimisti-

cally. If so, it’s because I believe God raised Jesus from the dead and is 

going to renew all things. You may also decide at times that I’m being 

pessimistic; this is because I take seriously human fallenness, what the 

biblical authors call sin. Both viewpoints come together, I’m convinced, 

in God’s full perspective on humanity and, in particular here, on cities.

WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK?

This book is for anyone who wants to follow God more deeply and radi-

cally in this urban generation. It’s written to show everyone—urbanite 

or non-urbanite, Christian or skeptic, single or married, city-lover or 

city-hater—a vision for growing spiritually at the flickering dawn of the 

urban age.

The main audience is the next generation of urban Christians. 

These are city-dwellers—and some not-yet city-dwellers—whom God is 

now calling to joyfully join a global-urban gospel movement. Some are 

young, eager, new Christians. Others are faithful pastors and leaders.

This audience includes those who are beginning to love the diver-

sity, opportunities, architecture, culture, and food of the urban experi-

ence, even while perhaps hating other parts—the traffic, the busyness, 

the alienation. But more than anything else, they’ve fallen in love with 

the supremacy of Jesus Christ, the Lord and Savior of the city. Their grow-

ing vision is to spread his glory—to magnify the beauty and perfection of 

all his attributes—in cities small and great. They want to see his renew-

ing love sweep with never-before-seen force across urban landscapes 

until these cities more fully reflect the kingdom of God. Their prayer is, 
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“Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven”—or 
as it has recently been recast, “in my city as it is in heaven.”

Recently I received an e-mail from one of these young Christians. 
He’s a young married graphic designer here in Chicago, and for several 
months he had struggled with where God was calling him and his wife 
to live and work. He received a job offer from a reputable and prestigious 
employer in the suburbs. Then he wrote to say that “after a long two 
weeks of prayer and conversation with each other,” he and his wife had 
decided to stay in Chicago. “The opportunity was pretty sweet,” he ac-
knowledged, “but we ultimately felt that it wasn’t in line with our desire 
to be a part of a growing community in the city.”

So I write for this couple—and for others in their generation who 
want to live in, raise children in, build houses in, and seek the welfare of 
the city. This includes my brothers and sisters who are part of God’s re-
markable movement called Holy Trinity Church, here in Chicago. It also 
includes the global leaders, brothers, and sisters in the widespread city-
of-God and city-renewal initiative that the Spirit seems to be stirring up 
in cities around the world, particularly with influence from leaders such 
as Tim Keller. I’ve personally been encouraged by friends and leaders 
in New York, St. Louis, Philadelphia, Washington DC, Austin, L.A., San 
Francisco, Memphis, Paris, Dublin, Singapore, and Nairobi. This group—
enlivened by the gospel—might well be called awakened urbanites.

The second audience, after awakened urbanites, is believers who, 
though they may be living in an area that far outstrips the size of ancient 
cities, do not consider themselves urban. They may find cities to be a 
drain and may be skeptical about any emphasis on cities, but they nev-
ertheless care deeply about God’s global mission. Perhaps they’ll never 
want to live in the city; they may well identify with Emerson’s observa-
tion, “I always seem to suffer from loss of faith on entering cities”;1 they 
might even echo Rousseau’s conclusion that “cities are the abyss of the 
human species.”2 Yet for the sake of God’s kingdom, they’ll openly ap-
preciate a manifesto on the city’s role in God’s purposes. And with a deep 
desire to follow God more fully and radically, they’ll meditate on these 
biblical texts with me.

I want to help both of these audiences—awakened urbanite and self-
perceived non-urbanite—to follow Christ and to center him in the city as 
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we journey together to “the city . . . whose designer and builder is God” 
(Heb. 11:10).

This book’s third audience may be quite difficult to reach but still 
worth targeting. They’re people that Camus saw and felt in Paris decades 
ago when he wrote, “Ah, mon ami, do you know what the solitary creature 
is like as he wanders in big cities?”3 Such wandering urbanites are still 
present, still restless, still feeling displaced at times. Like Camus, they 
draw energy from the city yet do not perceive God’s overarching purpose 
for them in the urban environment. They’re thoughtful, reflective post-
Christians or non-Christians who have rejected the institutional church 
without having seriously or fully grasped the gospel. Still, they search for 
hope and purpose in this world.

If those words describe you, I salute your openness to wrestling with 
God’s Word and hearing something about God’s heart for cities and his 
heart for you.

A fourth and final audience includes people already committed to 
the urban future—those who think urban, who enjoy books like Ed Glae-
ser’s Triumph of the City, Richard Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class, 
and Saskia Sassen’s The Global City4 but would like to dig more deeply 
into the biblical perspective. If you’re in this category, but your vision for 
the urban future is lacking the hope of the resurrection, then may your 
commitment to the city be enriched by the biblical vision presented in 
this book—and may you perhaps be sobered as well, as you consider the 
city’s realism and brutality with a new perspective.

God is taking his followers to a Final City. My hope is that a Christ-
centered view of the city will give all of us “steel in our bones” for the 
journey ahead. May God allow us to share the vision of cities “filled 
with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea” 
(Hab. 2:14).

Whatever your interests, wherever you live, I invite and challenge 
you to follow God deeply at the dawn of the urban age. May God awaken 
the urban generation!
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PART 1

FOUNDATIONS OF CITY 
UNDERSTANDING

Our Direction

And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem . . .

REVELATION 21:2
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1

WHERE ARE WE GOING?

What is the city but the people?

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

They desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one.  
Therefore God . . . has prepared for them a city.

HEBREWS 11:16

The urban generation has arrived. The city is not just here to stay—it’s 

here to swell.

The experts agree: the human condition, which has become in-

creasingly urban in recent decades, will only grow more so in decades 

to come, everywhere around the world.

Picture it: at some point in the past five years, a particular moment 

came when you and I and our fellow earth-inhabitants reached an epic 

milestone. In that instant—with the cry of a newborn child in Beijing, 

or when the feet of some migrant stepped over a boundary into Mumbai 

to start searching for a new home in the city—urban dwellers became a 

majority of the earth’s population for the first time in this planet’s long 

history.1

According to UN calculations and estimates, just forty years ago ur-

banites accounted for less than a third of the world’s people. And in only 

forty more years they’ll be over two-thirds—with the rate still rising.2

Where is our world going?

A GRIPPING QUESTION

A number of years ago, Rebekah was animated for months by that same 

question, scaled down personally: where am I going? And it eventually 

changed the trajectory of her life.
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For her, the question was more specifically, “Is God calling me to the 
city? Is he asking my husband and me to move with our children to join 
in his urban movement?” The question wouldn’t release its grip on them.

Rebekah had lived in cities before—New York and Chicago. Even her 
current location could have been called a city. But she wondered, “Why 
move to a much larger city now, leaving friends, when the kids had good 
schools ahead of them?” Sure, there was a romantic appeal of adventure 
about the idea. And yes, there were others joining a core group to plant a 
new church in a large city. But the question for Rebekah was more personal, 
more critical: “Is God doing something here? Is this his idea?” So Rebekah 
and her husband searched—praying, asking, probing: “God, is this you?”

One Sunday evening, hearing a message from the book of Jonah 
seemed to seal the deal, letting her know that yes, she was called to go. 
Turning away from that calling would be too costly. She and her hus-
band were to give their lives as Christ-following adventurers, seeking 
the awakening of the urban generation.

It’s a question worth asking for all of us. Where are we headed? And 
what, if anything, does the city have to do with it?

It’s also a worthy question to ask about our culture, in an age that 
manifests an overarching sense of aimlessness. Many people sense a loss 
of direction and purpose. For all their hustle and busyness, they wonder, 
“Are we really going somewhere?” The question confronts them in their 
relationships and their careers, as well as in those moments when they 
look up and wonder about history itself. What exact destination is it all 
moving toward?

THE RISE OF URBAN INFLUENCE

On a practical level at least, it’s hard to ignore the urban aspect of that 
future destination. For while urban areas keep claiming an increasingly 
greater percentage of the population, urban influence and power is ex-
pected to grow at an even faster rate. “The age of nations is over,” an-
nounces international relations expert Parag Khanna; “the new urban age 
has begun.” In an article in Foreign Policy magazine, Khanna writes this:

The 21st century will be dominated not by America or China, Brazil or 
India, but by the city. In an age that appears increasingly unmanage-
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able, cities rather than states are becoming the islands of governance 
on which the future world order will be built.3

Khanna (whose latest book is boldly titled How to Run the World) sees 
the urban scene as the arena where our planet’s destiny is being decided:

Cities . . . are the true daily test of whether we can build a better future 
or are heading toward a dystopian nightmare. . . .

What happens in our cities, simply put, matters more than what 
happens anywhere else.4

PROGRESS OR DECLINE?

So where will our cities lead us? Some are pessimistic about our urban 
future; others hold an idealistic view.

Take urban theorist and author Mike Davis. In his recent book Planet 
of Slums, he notes that in much of the world the expansion rate of slums 
is far greater than the overall urban growth rate, leaving a less-than-
pretty picture:

Thus, the cities of the future, rather than being made out of glass and 
steel as envisioned by earlier generations of urbanists, are instead 
largely constructed out of crude brick, straw, recycled plastic, cement 
blocks, and scrap wood. Instead of cities of light soaring toward heaven, 
much of the twenty-first century urban world squats in squalor, sur-
rounded by pollution, excrement, and decay.5

With the inhabitants of these places possessing little or no hope for 
productive, uplifting jobs as they struggle to survive, Davis sees these 
vast, polluted, crime-filled slums as seething volcanoes waiting to 
erupt in mob violence—“the distinctive battlespace of the twenty-first 
century.”6

Others, however, prefer to see the vast swelling cities as not only our 
future’s biggest reality but also our future’s greatest hope.

To catch a high-spirited plug for city life, it’s hard to beat Ed Glae-
ser’s The Triumph of the City: How Our Greatest Invention Makes Us Richer, 
Smarter, Greener, Healthier, and Happier. In this upbeat and popular 
2011 book, Glaeser—born and raised in Manhattan, and now an urban 
economist at Harvard—views cities past and present as being “engines 
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of innovation” and “the places where their nation’s genius is most fully 

expressed”:

The great prosperity of contemporary London and Bangalore and Tokyo 
comes from their ability to produce new thinking. Wandering these cit-
ies—whether down cobblestone sidewalks or grid-cutting cross streets, 
around roundabouts or under freeways—is to study nothing less than 
human progress.7

Glaeser acknowledges that such “urban splendor” coexists with “urban 

squalor”:

As many of us know from personal experience, sometimes city roads 
are paved to hell. The city may win, but too often its citizens seem to 
lose. . . . For every Fifth Avenue, there’s a Mumbai slum; for every Sor-
bonne, there’s a D.C. high school guarded by metal detectors.

But Glaeser also observes that “cities don’t make people poor; they 

attract poor people. The flow of less advantaged people into cities from 

Rio to Rotterdam demonstrates urban strength, not weakness.”

It’s that urban strength, he says, that’s bringing together all kinds 

of people into a heightened experience of productivity and prosperity: 

“Cities . . . are proximity, density, closeness. They enable us to work and 

play together, and their success depends on the demand for physical 

connection.” Glaeser speaks of “the knowledge that is best produced 

by people in close proximity to other people,” and observes how “cities 

speed innovation by connecting their smart inhabitants to each other” 

while also serving as “gateways between markets and cultures.”

OUR TRUE DESTINATION

So, what are we to make of this urban trajectory?

Perhaps what’s needed, first of all, is the profound and foundational 

understanding from God that yes, we are indeed going somewhere. That’s 

what the Scriptures inform us. It’s a destination that informs all UN pro-

jections as well as all personal life callings; it embraces the cry of the 

newborn urbanite and the journey of the migrant worker.

It’s an eschatological reality, a final and ultimate destination, heav-
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enly and everlasting—yet inescapably connected with everything in the 

here and now.

This linked reality was reflected in the classic ancient work The City 

of God by Augustine, where he so effectively contrasted the earthly and 

the heavenly, while also noting that both “are in this present world com-

mingled, and as it were entangled together.”8

To help us begin thinking about the intersection between Christ 

and city—particularly to reorient ourselves to see Christ positioned as 

central to the city and all things—there’s one place that makes the most 

sense to begin: John’s final vision of all things, a vision we see in the 

book of Revelation. As we meditate there on where we’re going, perhaps 

we should orient ourselves now by where we are going then. As Thomas 

Merton writes in a twentieth-century introduction to The City of God,

This eschatological view of history contemplates with joy the running 
out of the sands of time and looks forward with gladness to the Last Day 
that will make manifest the full glory of the “Whole Christ.”9

A VISION FOR PEOPLE UNDER TRIAL

The book we know as Revelation was written to first-century Christians 

struggling under tremendous persecution. Their particular trials were 

inflicted most likely by Domitian, the Roman ruler who followed Nero. 

Nero’s persecutions were notoriously vicious and capricious—the burn-

ing alive of followers of Christ, and crass sporting events in which Chris-

tians dressed in animal pelts had to face wild predators—but Domitian’s 

torments were more systematic and widespread.

To these followers of Jesus near the end of the first century, John 

wrote his letter. The message is a transcendent vision of the risen and 

ruling Christ at the center of heaven, who will bring not only the judg-

ment of Satan and the fall of “Babylon the Great” but also the arrival of 

an entirely new reality.

For modern readers, Revelation can feel a bit bizarre. It’s a unique 

mix of apocalyptic-prophetic literature similar to portions of the bibli-

cal books of Daniel and Ezekiel, but it also takes the form of an epistle, 

a kind of personal letter. Penned by Jesus’ beloved but exiled disciple 
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John from the island of Patmos, Revelation is intended to provide hope 

for the suffering church.

The lessons of Revelation on following God with faithfulness are 

just as relevant today as they were two thousand years ago. Our urban 

generation needs an enduring picture that transcends the here and 

now—that we might live faithfully within the here and now. Like an-

cient sailors who would often set their sights on a star to help guide 

their ship, John’s vision of a new city in Revelation 21 tells us where all 

history is going.

TEMPORARY CITIES

From his island on Patmos, John writes,

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. And I saw 
the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God. 
(Rev. 21:1–2)

One of the first things John’s vision calls us to realize is that where 

we live now, compared to heaven, is a mere wisp.

A mistake we all make—no matter where we live—is to sacralize our 

homes. Removed as most of us are in this technological modern genera-

tion in the West from the severe suffering of the first century, we can 

become overly content with this world. Our “iEverythings” soften us. But 

John reminds us that all our devices and cities, all our rural farmlands, 

and all we treasure in them, will pass away. The vast cornfields of Iowa; 

the extensive vineyards along the California coast; Washington, DC’s 

monuments and memorials—all will one day be no more. The lights on 

the Eiffel Tower in Paris will one day be permanently extinguished. My 

little neighborhood joint called Pizza Capri will be gone. No more. The 

urbanite’s tiny backyard patch of grass, the suburbanite’s large garden, 

and the farmer’s acres of fields and pastures will all be swept away. John 

even says that the “sea”—a place that in Revelation symbolizes chaos and 

disorder and even rebellion—will be “no more.”

Right at the beginning of our journey into understanding what it 

means to be awakened urbanites, finding our way to the permanent 
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city—as we commit ourselves to follow God more radically—John re-
minds us: it will all be gone one day.

This means that no earthly city is final. Our cities are temporary. This 
is critical for awakened urbanites to grasp, because while it’s right that 
we should work for our city’s good (as we’ll see), we’re to hold on loosely, 
knowing that “the world is passing away” (1 John 2:17). God’s Word re-
minds us that the kingdom of God—although already—is not yet. To use 
Augustine’s language, we live now in the City of Man while seeking the 
City of God, knowing that only cataclysmic change will bring us home.

THE PERMANENT CITY

But comfortingly, all reality will be replaced with a new city.
John writes, “And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down 

out of heaven from God” (Rev. 21:2). The description of the city is pre-
cise—it will be a new Jerusalem. John uses biblical imagery of Jerusalem, 
the famous city of David from the Old Testament, but calls it new.

Throughout the historical books, on into the Psalms, and then in the 
prophetic writings, the city of David symbolized the place of God’s pres-
ence and favor. The psalmist calls Jerusalem, often referred to as Zion, 
the “joy of all the earth” (Ps. 48:2). It’s the place David initially captured 
and where he then reigned for thirty-three years (2 Sam. 5:5). It’s also 
the place where the Messiah, God’s Son, is pictured as reigning over all 
people (Ps. 2:6; 9:11).

Destroyed by the Babylonians in the sixth century BC, and later 
rebuilt to a shadow of its previous glory by Nehemiah and others, the 
picture of Jerusalem in the prophets grows increasingly important and 
eternal—as well as urgent. In Isaiah we read of a trumpet blowing and 
of people once “lost in the land of Assyria” now returning to worship in 
Jerusalem (Isa. 27:13). We see Jerusalem portrayed as a place to dwell 
without weeping (30:19), and as an “immovable tent, whose stakes will 
never be plucked up” (33:20).

Isaiah envisions this beautiful new Jerusalem as awaking from a 
deep slumber:

Awake, awake,
put on your strength, O Zion;
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put on your beautiful garments,
O Jerusalem, the holy city;

for there shall no more come into you
the uncircumcised and the unclean.

Shake yourself from the dust and arise;
be seated, O Jerusalem;

loose the bonds from your neck,
O captive daughter of Zion. (Isa. 52:1–2)

Once awake, Jerusalem should burst with joy:

Break forth together into singing,
you waste places of Jerusalem,

for the Lord has comforted his people;
he has redeemed Jerusalem. (52:9)

Then this awakened and joyful city, freshly created along with a new 
heavens and earth, will become the place where God himself will rejoice:

For behold, I create new heavens
and a new earth,

and the former things shall not be remembered
or come into mind.

But be glad and rejoice forever
in that which I create;

for behold, I create Jerusalem to be a joy,
and her people to be a gladness.

I will rejoice in Jerusalem
and be glad in my people;

no more shall be heard in it the sound of weeping
and the cry of distress. (Isa. 65:17–19)

For a suffering and afflicted ancient Christian—as well as a techno-
logically dazzled modern one—the new Jerusalem is to be a source of joy.

Drawing upon the rich biblical imagery of a new Jerusalem as the 
place of God’s unfettered blessing and joy, John’s vision in Revelation 
speaks of when comfort will come.

In a sense, this City of God follows the trajectory of the person of 
Jesus himself. Our Savior did not simply create a new humanity out of 
existing humanity. He was crucified, dead, and risen. His earthly body 
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was transformed through a resurrection reality. And so, even as Christ 

has died, so the present heavens and earth will pass away, to be replaced 

by a new heaven and earth. It’s as if the entire cosmos follows the Son 

of God through death and into resurrection. And when the new “resur-

rection” body of the heavens and the earth appears, a new city is born, 

cascading down out of heaven.

WHAT WE LONG FOR

Jean-Paul Sartre once expressed well the dilemma of conflicted modern 

man: “That God does not exist, I cannot deny; that my whole being cries 

out for God, I cannot forget.” If we are honest, we do cry out for God. 

John’s Apocalypse presents the arrival of this God we long for. God, who 

is undeniably existent, invites us to an intimacy that is unsurpassed. 

John sees “the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven 

from God”; then, with a carefully chosen image, he adds this description: 

“prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” (Rev. 21:2).

You see, throughout the Scriptures, God speaks of his relationship 

with his people as marital. Why? Because it’s the deepest human inti-

macy possible.

John is again drawing on a rich Old Testament history when he 

speaks of the city as a bride. The prophets—in Ezekiel 16, for instance—

often spoke of Jerusalem as a young girl, seen at a marriageable age as 

one whom God clothed and with whom he made a covenant. In the Old 

Testament imagery, however, God’s bride turns away, commits adultery, 

and spurns her husband’s love.

In Revelation, John describes the new city as one “prepared” as a 

bride adorned. He’s speaking of wedding garments. He’s describing the 

care in preparing for a wedding.

Think of the last wedding you attended. Hours were spent by bride 

and groom preparing. Invitations mailed. Tuxedos chosen. Hair ar-

ranged. All is made ready. Then that moment when the bride enters and 

the crowd rises to their feet. All eyes turn, led by the mother of the bride, 

to see the one who has adorned and prepared herself for this moment. 

She stands there in beauty.

Marriage means intimacy. John wants embattled Christians, those 
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tempted to give up the fight, and distracted followers of Christ, to think 

of—even to long for—the moment when they’ll rise to their feet—and 

meet God face to face.

For the urban generation to follow God more radically and deeply, 

the temporariness of this world and the blazing promise of what’s ahead 

must be etched into our minds. The arrival of God’s new city will bring 

about an indescribably rich intimacy between the Creator of all things 

and the people he has created and redeemed, an intimacy so profound 

that it will exceed the intimacy of even the purest and most powerful 

marriages on earth.

God promises that our eternal encounter with God will be like a wed-

ding feast:

Let us rejoice and exult
and give him the glory,

for the marriage of the Lamb has come,
and his Bride has made herself ready;

it was granted her to clothe herself
with fine linen, bright and pure”—

for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints.
And the angel said to me, “Write this: Blessed are those who are 

invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.” (Rev. 19:7–9)

Heaven will be filled with rejoicing in God and exulting of God. God’s 

people will glorify him, having been prepared for radical celebration and 

intimacy with him. And you’re invited!

Augustine says it this way:

Certainly that city shall have no greater joy than the celebration of the 
grace of Christ, who redeemed us by his blood. There shall be accom-
plished the words of the psalm, “Be still and know that I am God.”10

WHERE GOD LIVES

But we haven’t even touched on one of the most important truths for 

awakened urbanites to take away from John’s vision: God lives in this city.

After the new city comes down from heaven, we read,
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And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling 
place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his 
people, and God himself will be with them as their God.” (Rev. 21:3)

This is what all the imagery of Jerusalem—throughout biblical his-
tory—has been telling us. The new Jerusalem, the final destination of 
God’s people, will also be God’s home. This is a stunning statement. Else-
where the Bible says that even to look on God would cause us to die. When 
Moses asks to see God’s glory, God tells him, “You cannot see my face, 
for man shall not see me and live” (Ex. 33:20). But for suffering disciples 
and awakened urbanites, our nearness to God will surpass even what was 
experienced in the beginning in the garden, when Adam and Eve “heard 
the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden in the cool of the day” 
(Gen. 3:8). Somehow, life in the new city will include not only feasting, 
rejoicing, and exulting, but also dwelling with the holy, almighty Creator.

Hear the proclamation again: “Behold, the dwelling place of God is 
with man.” God will not be above man, not against us, not over us—but 
with us. It’s too much to fathom.

No matter where you live—in the jungles of Sumatra, along the rocky 
shores of New England, or in view of the Golden Gate Bridge—no neigh-
borhood can boast what the new Jerusalem can. Though God exists every-
where and fills all things, in the New Jerusalem he will dwell with his people. 
The journey of the awakened urbanite has its final destination with God.

TOTAL RENEWAL

This should be a comfort to us. Not only will God be present, but suf-
fering—the suffering experienced by John’s first readers and by every-
one since—will be absent. The loud voice John hears announcing God’s 
dwelling place with humanity also declares something else about him:

He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no 
more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, 
for the former things have passed away. (Rev. 21:4)

No matter what city or countryside you travel to—Kuala Lumpur 
or London, Cairo or Caracas, Toronto or Tokyo—there you’ll find death 
and tears.
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The recent book Half the Sky, coauthored by New York Times col-

umnist Nicholas Kristof and his wife, Sheryl WuDunn, focuses on one 

particular horror in today’s world involving both tears and death: the epi-

demic abuse of women. They tell of a young Cambodian girl who became 

a victim of sexual enslavement, modern-day sex trafficking.

Srey Rath is a self-confident Cambodian teenager whose black hair tum-
bles over a round, light brown face. She is in a crowded street market, 
standing beside a pushcart and telling her story calmly, with detach-
ment. The only hint of anxiety or trauma is the way she often pushes 
her hair from in front of her black eyes, perhaps a nervous tic. . . .

Rath is short and small-boned, pretty, vibrant, and bubbly, a wisp 
of a girl whose negligible stature contrasts with an outsized and outgo-
ing personality. . . . But Rath’s attractiveness and winning personality 
are perilous bounties for a rural Cambodian girl. . . .

When Rath was fifteen, her family ran out of money, so she de-
cided to go work as a dishwasher in Thailand for two months to help 
pay the bills.11

As the girl’s story unfolds, she is handed to a gangster known as “the 

boss,” who takes her to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, where he runs a brothel. 

When she refuses to “work,” he and others rape her, then tell her she 

must work to pay off the debt before she will be freed. While they punch 

her, she is told, “You have to serve the customers. If not, we will beat you 

to death. Do you want that?”

Eventually, Rath is forced to swallow a pill that the gangsters refer to 

as “the happy drug,” which “made her head shake and induced lethargy, 

happiness, and compliance.” Kept naked so she would not escape, Rath 

nevertheless eventually found a way to flee.

I share this story because, in the day of renewal, God will put an end 

to such abuse.

The awakened urbanite has a hope that is not merely personal, but 

social. Who could not long for such a day? Kristof and WuDunn write,

The global statistics on the abuse of girls are numbing. It appears that 
more girls have been killed in the last fifty years, precisely because 
they were girls, than men were killed in all the battles of the twentieth 
century. More girls are killed in this routine “gendercide” in any one 
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decade than people were slaughtered in all the genocides of the twen-
tieth century.12

Freedom from tragedies of this kind and of every kind is part of what 

the new city brings. It’s a place entirely liberated from the horror of abuse 

and every other horror.

This is important to grasp. Neither our urban idealism nor any kind 

of cooperative human effort can ever produce this city.

One of the central promises of the gospel is that a day is coming 

when the piercing ache of death will be removed. Our hope for this is 

what allows Paul to say in triumph:

Death is swallowed up in victory.
O death, where is your victory?
O death, where is your sting? (1 Cor. 15:54–55)

The arrival of the new city means a reversal. Pain, death, suffering, 

and abuse will all be removed, and God will make all things right. Mourn-

ing, crying, and pain—along with the squalor of slums with their pollu-

tion, excrement, and decay—will no longer exist, for the voice from the 

throne assures us, “the former things have passed away” (Rev. 21:4). It’s 

not just the first heavens and the first earth that pass away—it’s every-

thing associated with them that is stained by death. The pain of a mother 

finding out her child has tumors will pass away. The sting of a disrespect-

ful and domineering husband will be removed. The disappointment in 

not achieving a vocational dream will be reworked by God’s grace. The 

pain of lovelessness or rejection. Of Alzheimer’s, or jealousy, or hatred, 

or envy—these things will pass away.

Even more profound than the removal of everything negative is the 

fact that all these things will actually be replaced. John writes,

And he who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all 
things new.” (Rev. 21:5)

Not just some things new, but all things.

We sometimes joke that Chicago has two seasons, winter and con-

struction. John is saying that in the new city, all things—every bridge, 

Christ+City.536878.WEB.indd   31 2/20/13   1:24 PM



FOUNDATIONS OF CITY UNDERSTANDING

32

building, road—all is newly constructed and finished. You will be new. 

Your body will be new. Everyone around you will be new. Nothing will be 

outside the circle of “all things new.”

No one will be in the new city unless that person is changed by the 

gospel and made new as well. Those who dwell in the new city always 

know that Christ on the cross has paid the penalty for their sin, and so 

they join in singing to him with all heaven’s worshipers,

Worthy are you . . .

for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God

from every tribe and language and people and nation. (Rev. 5:9)

If you’ve been bought by the blood of Jesus, you’re in—you’re there 

in the new city, though you’ve been sexually immoral, or a murderer, or 

a liar, or a coward, or faithless, or an idolater. All those ransomed by the 

blood of Christ will be there.

As for the unrepentant others—their place, Jesus affirms, “is in the 

lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death” (Rev. 

21:8). God’s Word pictures two final destinations: one in keeping with 

Jesus’ prolific teachings on hell, the other in his eternal presence. Those 

who reject Christ’s teachings and his work for our salvation must fear 

hell’s judgment.13

YOUR VISION

Let me close this chapter with a question: What dream, or vision, are you 

living? John has given us a powerful vision of the future, an urban vision 

of God. What’s yours?

If we’re honest, many North Americans are living only the American 

dream: grow up, make money, get married, raise children, buy a house, 

have a yard. It’s a nice dream—but not God’s dream. It can never be the 

ultimate destination for your life. In fact, the American dream—without 

the cleansing blood of Jesus—actually ends up in the lake of fire.

God has a different destiny for you. His vision for your life is that you 

join in the global urban movement of God toward the final city, the New 

Jerusalem. Where the current world is going globally, sociologically, and 
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historically is matched by where the church is going eschatologically: 

toward a city.

Let the truth saturate your mind and heart: God is preparing a re-

newed city to replace all of existing reality. And if you are in Christ, your 

future is gloriously urban. The heavenly city is the final reality; “the is-

land of governance on which the future world order will be built” is the 

city that comes down out of heaven.

So my invitation to you in this book is simple. Join in where God is 

moving. Whether your city is large or small, or even if God doesn’t lead 

you to live in a city, you can still view cities as strategically and missio-

logically important, as people everywhere are drawn to them. Ray Bakke 

says it this way:

The numbers are staggering—but so is the kaleidoscopic complexity of 
the cities. The city is like an escalator moving in the wrong direction—
like a gigantic magnet, sucking people from jungles and from islands 
and from tribal groups.14

That is what’s happening demographically.

So even if you don’t live in the city, grasp the fact that cities have a 

massive strategic importance in the twenty-first century.

But again, more important than grasping this is your call to join 

God’s urban movement personally and eschatologically—and, as neces-

sary, to repent. Throw your idols and trophies before the One seated upon 

the throne, and turn to him. Grasp the destiny of what he’s building—the 

new city—and put all your hopes there, and not in the American dream.

Take your part in the apocalyptic vision, as revealed to John and to 

us. A new reality, a new intimacy, a new dwelling place. All things new.

May this be the vision for your life and mine, and for all of Christ’s 

church in every city throughout the world.

A CLOSING PRAYER

Father in heaven,

We would like to follow you more radically and deeply. We admit that 

often our view of the cities of the world with their glass and steel or their crude 

bricks and recycled plastic seem more real to us than the extravagant vision 
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which is ahead. We repent of this. Help us to see the weary temporariness of 
this world; etch the blazing promise of what’s ahead into our vision. Help us 
to see Christ at the center of the city to come.

Father, forgive us that often our dreams and our visions are for this world, 
not the next. We admit that we get consumed with and driven by our own 
dreams and visions—for our lives, our vocations, our careers, our marriages, 
our children. Thank you that one day you will wipe away every tear—all suf-
fering. We look forward to that day. Thank you for showing us what John 
saw—the apocalyptic vision—and letting us know where you’re taking us.

We pray that we would follow you with confidence and excitement, 
knowing these promises are true and safe and trustworthy—that they’re as 
good as done, that even as Christ has risen from the dead, so one day a new 
city will appear.

We ask that you make clear your calling for us to be part of that great, 
global, urban future of your church.

In Christ’s name we pray,
Amen.
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AMBITION AND 
THE FIRST CITY

We live in the age of the city. The city is everything to us— 
it consumes us, and for that reason we glorify it.

NIGERIAN SCHOLAR ONOOKOME OKOME

He has shown strength with his arm;  
he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts.

MARY, MOTHER OF JESUS, IN LUKE 1:51

It would have been the tallest building in the Western hemisphere and 
one of the most distinctively elegant skyscrapers in the world. Ris-
ing above the confluence of the Chicago River and Lake Michigan, the 
Chicago Spire was to be a slender, spiraling, gracefully tapering shaft 
soaring skyward—all the while “redefining the form of the American sky-
scraper.”1 With its trimness and intricately achieved spiral (each floor 
was rotated slightly from the one beneath), many compared it to a gigan-
tic upthrust drill bit boring a hole in the heavens. But no drill bit could 
ever boast of such beauty—the tower’s perfect tapering would make it 
an aesthetic triumph.

The Chicago Spire was to reach up more than a third of a mile, 150 
stories high. It would overshadow the Chicago skyline, ascending forty-
eight stories higher than the Empire State Building in Manhattan, and 
in Chicago, forty stories higher than the Sears Tower (now the Willis 
Tower), fifty higher than the John Hancock Center, and fifty-four higher 
than the Trump Tower. Entirely residential, it would contain almost 
1,200 dwellings. At the top, a two-story, 10,000-square-foot penthouse 
would be the world’s loftiest home.

This was an international project, designed by Spanish architectural 

Christ+City.536878.WEB.indd   35 2/20/13   1:24 PM



FOUNDATIONS OF CITY UNDERSTANDING

36

superstar Santiago Calatrava and pushed toward actualization by Irish 

developer Garrett Kelleher. But it would also be distinctively Chicagoan, 

an icon of what the city is all about: bold aspiration and confidence, mag-

nificent muscle and might, and clean, daring artistry.

When the planned project was announced, it quickly won support 

from the city government and enthusiasm from ordinary Chicagoans. 

Construction began in the summer of 2007 on the massive underground 

supporting structure for the spire. Then suddenly, worldwide economic 

turmoil the following year put the brakes on the project. New York, 

Dubai, Nanjing, Jakarta, and cities across the world at the time put their 

building plans on hold.2

The initial construction schedule called for completion in 2012. 

But drive by the site now, and instead of staring up at a soaring, shim-

mering tower parting the clouds, you look down into a 76-foot hole in 

the ground.

WHY ARE WE HERE?

Chicago, home of the world’s first skyscraper, has always been a city 

reaching up, making a name for itself, a city that builds and rebuilds 

and invents and reinvents. That’s been true of cities throughout history. 

People come to be part of that dynamic as they seek to make their mark. 

The general idea is that together, in this energetic and creative and re-

sourceful environment, we can accomplish more—for ourselves indi-

vidually, but also together.

Urban studies theorist Richard Florida, author of The Rise of the Cre-

ative Class and Cities and the Creative Class, has specialized in tracing 

the connection between human creativity and urban existence. Florida 

proposes that the most successful cities long-term are those able to at-

tract talent by creating contexts that support imaginative and innovative 

urbanites—artists, “bohemians,” and others.3 He states, “Creativity has 

come to be the most highly prized commodity in our economy—and yet 

it is not a ‘commodity.’”4

Of course, a great deal gets accomplished through the inspiration 

and vigor that drives today’s cities. Every city has its monuments to 

human strength and ingenuity. But there are also plenty of endeavors 
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large and small that end in frustration, like the Chicago Spire. What is 

rarely examined is what lies beneath our creativity, ingenuity, and ambi-

tion. As we think about the city, eventually we have to ask, “Why are we 

here? When we come to the city . . . why do we come?”

A provocative answer is suggested by Boris Johnson, the mayor of 

London. In an interview with New York magazine, he acknowledged 

how people come to the city for such things as opportunities, relation-

ships, and wealth. “But above all,” he noted, “talented people seek cities 

for fame. They can’t get famous in the . . . village.” He admitted, “That’s 

what’s driving me. That’s the awful fact.”

Johnson continued,

A city, by the sheer concentration of people, provides the most amazing 
opportunity to get that affirmation—which is what it’s about. The rea-
son that so many ideas are produced in cities is not just that people are 
cross-fertilizing; it’s because they want to beat each other. They want 
to become more famous than the other person.5

How far off the mark is the mayor’s explanation? Would it actually 

be true for a significant number of urbanites today?

And how might God view humanity’s pursuit of urban fame?

THE FIRST URBAN STORY

We saw in the previous chapter how the book of Revelation brings an 

urban climax to the story of mankind that had started so long ago in a 

garden. We saw that all of humanity is going either to the new city com-

ing down out of heaven from God, or to a lake that burns with fire and 

sulfur. This urban ending for God’s ransomed people can seem surpris-

ing to us, but the city theme actually arises early in the Bible’s pages.

Genesis opens with God mightily speaking all things into being: “Let 

there be light!”—and so it is! He creates mankind and places them in that 

garden. Continuing to read, we quickly encounter the fall of mankind, 

followed by Cain’s killing of his brother Abel, and then the explosive 

spread of mankind’s corruption. Then comes the destruction of human-

ity through a catastrophic flood, through which only Noah and his fam-

ily are saved—and there’s a new beginning.
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We come then, in chapters 10 and 11, to a listing of the tribes and 

nations descended from Noah and his sons, and an account of how they 

spread far and wide.

Dropped into the middle of this “table of nations,” nestled in the 

opening verses of Genesis 11, is the remarkable story of the Tower of 

Babel. It’s a story of human creativity in the first “global city,” and of 

God’s ability to reveal the misdirected ambition beneath that creativity.

The story also marks a turning point in Scripture. Immediately after 

these events at Babel, God sets in motion his plan to bless “all the fam-

ilies of the earth” through Abram (later called Abraham), a man from 

whom Jesus Christ would eventually descend and bring this promise to 

fulfillment (Gen. 12:3; Matt. 1:2–16; Gal. 3:16).

Occupying such a strategic placement, the extraordinary account of 

Babel sounds forth its momentous message—one that we can’t afford to 

miss as we seek God’s view of the city.

The story begins:

Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. And as 
people migrated from the east, they found a plain in the land of Shinar 
and settled there. (Gen. 11:1–2)

Intrigue builds already. Shinar is a name destined to become linked 

in Scripture with Babylon, the archetypal anti-God city (see Daniel 1:2).

Meanwhile, in the minds and hearts of these pioneers on the plains 

of Shinar, a plan takes shape:

And they said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks, and burn them 
thoroughly.” And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar. Then 
they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower . . .” (Gen. 11:3–4)

Archaeology reveals to us the ancient Near Eastern structures known 

as ziggurats—multistory towers of tiered squares constructed of sun-

dried or fire-burned bricks made from straw and mud and sealed with 

bitumen (think of tar or asphalt). A temple or shrine crowned the highest 

square, with long-ramped stairways leading up to it. It was intended to 

penetrate the heavens with its grandeur and prominence, thereby con-

necting earth to heaven.6 It made the statement, “We do commerce with 
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the gods!” This is almost certainly the design being pursued here by Shi-
nar’s architects and structural engineers.

This building project they conspire to complete is huge, encompass-
ing not only “a tower” but also “a city.” And their collective motive, we 
quickly discover, is even larger, something vast and deep:

Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the heav-
ens, and let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be dispersed over the 
face of the whole earth. (11:4)

Prideful ambition is driving this thing. We might call it the Human 
Achievement Project, and it’s being pursued in separation from God and 
his will in at least two ways.

First, these people want somehow to avoid being dispersed through-
out the world, very likely in opposition to God’s prior command for hu-
manity to “fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28; 9:1).7 Rather than dispersing, they 
wanted to be together in one place. God intended this planet to be widely 
inhabited, but they weren’t so sure they wanted to be a part of that.

Second, and more basic, the builders want to make a name for them-
selves rather than exalt God’s name, the One who created heaven and 
earth. Their construction project is not primarily about harnessing tech-
nology to better serve mankind and meet its needs for shelter and com-
munity. It’s about making a name, not making a building; it’s all about 
fame. Calvin puts it starkly:

Here we see their motive in this undertaking. Whatever else might hap-
pen, they wanted their names to be immortalized on earth. So they built 
as if they were opposing God’s will. Ambition not only harms men but 
stands in proud opposition to God. To erect a citadel was not in itself 
so great a crime. But to raise an eternal monument to themselves that 
might endure throughout all ages showed headstrong pride as well as 
contempt for God.8

What they hope to build is something lofty enough and impressive 
enough that it can’t escape lasting attention. It would seem like a mira-
cle—with themselves esteemed as the miracle workers. “This,” writes Cal-
vin, “is the perpetual infatuation of the world. . . . [to] neglect heaven, and 
seek immortality on earth, where everything is fading and transient.”9
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From a modern perspective, there’s something a bit humorous 

about these people in Shinar wanting to touch the heavens with a tower 

built from mud-bricks and tar. Our technology today is immeasurably 

advanced, our resources vastly multiplied, and the size and scope of 

our projects enormously expanded. What hasn’t changed is the human 

heart and our natural tendency toward self-exaltation, to use everything 

around us as a kind of lever to lift up who we are.

As a small example, think of a phrase at a dinner party that sub-

tly lets everyone know what you’ve accomplished or what you’re like. 

Researchers at Harvard University recently reported that “talking about 

ourselves .  .  . triggers the same sensation of pleasure in the brain as 

food or money.”10 By nature we draw attention to ourselves; we’re glory-

hounds. Self-infatuation and the desire for greatness are alive and well, 

as epidemic as ever. By our attitudes and words and actions, we our-

selves make the same declaration that resounded in Shinar: “Let us make 

a name for ourselves.”

The concept of name in the Scriptures has to do with reputation, 

character, honor, recognition, distinction. Interestingly, just a few 

verses later, God gives Abram his promise to “make your name great,” 

just as he later does with David (Gen. 12:2; 2 Sam. 7:9)—but this is on 

God’s own terms, and in a way that brings him glory. God often in Scrip-

ture makes it clear that he alone will receive glory, that he is making a 

name for himself—“an everlasting name” (Isa. 63:12; see Ex. 14:17–18; 

Neh. 9:10; Dan. 9:15).

Throughout Scripture, the Lord’s name is interchangeable with his 

repute, his glory. So the builders in Shinar are essentially saying, “Let’s 

build who we are for all the world to see. Let’s make ourselves renowned 

and celebrated. We have no need for God.” This is why these aspiring 

urbanites have come to Babel.

Upon reflection, we might wonder, So what’s really wrong with that? 

Why not let these tower builders have their fame? After all, didn’t this 

project arise out of their own inventiveness and resourcefulness? And 

wouldn’t it be their own sweat and muscles that would bring this thing 

into existence? Why not give them due credit for it?

But let’s hear now from God in this story.
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WHAT GOD SEES

It’s clear to us what these people are doing, and why. Now the narrative 

brings God on the scene.

And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which the chil-
dren of man had built. (Gen. 11:5)

There is intended irony here. What seemed so immense in the peo-

ple’s imagination is actually so miniscule to the mind of God who reigns 

over all things that he must descend!11 Isaiah reminds us that God “sits 

above the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers” 

(Isa. 40:22). To God, the workers at Shinar—like our skyscraping cranes 

today—look smaller than insects.

The Lord’s “coming down” to Babel is anthropomorphic language, 

helping us understand God’s response by using the terminology of 

human actions and characteristics. This figure of speech depicts him in 

his heavenly vantage point stooping or crouching down to examine the 

scene at Shinar. It’s almost as if what they’re building there is so small, 

God has to hunker down on hands and knees to inspect it closer.

God’s cosmic vision is something we often see in Scripture, as in 

these Psalms:

. . . he looked down from his holy height;
from heaven the Lord looked at the earth. (Ps. 102:19)
The Lord looks down from heaven;
he sees all the children of man. (Ps. 33:13)
The Lord looks down from heaven on the children of man,
to see if there are any who understand, who seek after God. (Ps. 14:2)

In the Babel story, the particular language “the Lord came down” 

speaks also of a contrast in direction—the people aspire upward, build 

upward, reach upward, but God is coming down. The people are craving 

to ascend; but God descends, in his attention and concern.

And what does he look down and see?

Again notice that both city and tower are mentioned. It’s not just the 

“Shinar Spire” that’s getting a divine examination here, but the urban 

center around it as well. Both city and tower had already taken shape 
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enough to be recognizable for what they were designed to be. Before 

intervening, God seems to have waited until the work was quite ad-

vanced—perhaps for the reason, as Calvin observes, that “he might give 

the more decisive evidence of his judgment.”12

And now the Lord speaks:

And the Lord said, “Behold, they are one people, and they have all 
one language, and this is only the beginning of what they will do. And 
nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them.” 
(Gen. 11:6)

There’s a tone of humor in his voice. God isn’t worried. As Calvin sur-

mises, “There seems to me to be . . . a suppressed irony” in these words, 

as if it might take some trouble on God’s part to deal with this situation.13 

“This is only the beginning,” God says—of their arrogance and ambition, 

their basic human assumption that they’re so full of brains and ability, 

there’s no such thing as impossibilities. Into their own minds and their 

children’s minds they will drill the maxim: you can do it!—always with a 

view toward making an ever-greater name for themselves. This prideful 

ambition is addicting and endless; there never comes a point where they 

finally say, “We’re famous enough now; we can relax.”

God decides to give the builders a reminder of who’s really in 

charge—which is the real issue here. God, all-powerful, is in control of 

all things.

The divine speech continues:

Come, let us go down and there confuse their language, so that they 
may not understand one another’s speech.” (11:7)

The plural way that this is expressed echoes the words of Genesis 

1:26: “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.” We’re hearing 

from the three Persons of the Trinity, and this connection to God’s ear-

lier statement reminds us of a basic truth: What fame could be greater, 

what identity could be more meaningful, than the simple glorious fact 

of being created in the image of God?

Here again the theme of God’s downward movement recurs, em-

phasizing all the more his gracious condescension to humanity. And in 
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so descending, what God chooses to do here is to diversify the people’s 
tongues. At one time all human beings everywhere “had one language 
and the same words” (Gen. 11:1), but that reality was now forever de-
funct, splintered in a single moment.

The resulting confusion among the people leads to their scattering, 
and the narrative stresses God’s responsibility for this:

So the Lord dispersed them from there over the face of all the earth. 
(11:8)

The break-up that these people feared and tried to prevent (11:4) 
happens anyway, reminding us that “no wisdom, no understanding, no 
counsel can avail against the Lord” (Prov. 21:30). Yes, God is in con-
trol. His demonstration of that fact is doubly emphasized in the story’s 
conclusion:

. . . and they left off building the city. Therefore its name was called 
Babel, because there the Lord confused the language of all the earth. 
And from there the Lord dispersed them over the face of all the 
earth. (Gen. 11:8–9)

With fitting irony, the narrative details the lasting name for this 
place: Babel, meaning “confusion”—not at all the illustrious “name” 
which the builders had wanted to be remembered and celebrated forever. 
Yes, they got their name. Notice that it’s the city, rather than the tower 
alone, that bears this name. In the Old Testament, Babel will come to 
equal Babylon, the one city in Scripture that most symbolizes the world’s 
arrogant and wicked opposition to God.

Babel is the solitary name to endure from this episode, the only 
name known of all these people who so boldly asserted, “Come . . . let us 
make a name for ourselves” (Gen. 11:4).

WHY DO WE COME?

This story raises a question and a warning for the urban generation. Why 
do we come to our cities? What are we working to achieve? Some come to 
cities to study, whether it’s finance or film or culinary arts school. Others 
come for relationship.
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Babel tells us that God cares why we come. God cares deeply about 
the aspirations of the human heart. Babel reminds us that the most 
important project of all is not the sum total of our human building or 
straining, but our humility and dependence.

It would be easy to assume from Genesis 11 that God is against the 
city. But God is not anti-urban. God is anti-pride. One Bible scholar puts 
it this way:

In and of itself, the construction of cities does not cause the Lord’s 
displeasure; for example, Israel celebrates holy Jerusalem. Rather, God 
censures the human pride and security that people attach to cities 
(Gen. 4:12–14, 17).14

The confusion at Babel is more than the confusion of languages; it is 
the confusion of aims of life, confusion of how we please God.

The Babelites, in their longing for a humanly constructed, human-glo-
rifying city, earn for themselves the ignominious name “Confusion.”15

This story presents a truth that we easily forget: All cities exist for 
God—his name, his purposes, his glory.

A CONTEXT OF CONTRAST

As we’ve mentioned, Babel’s ambition in Genesis 11 is followed by the 
adventure and faith of Abram in Genesis 12—and the contrast between 
the two is interesting and intense.

While chapter 11 shows basic human pride driving mankind away 
from God in a project that ends in failure, chapter 12 introduces the 
Divine Achievement Project—initiated by God, and incapable of being 
overturned. God calls Abram to follow, and he does.

In Genesis 11 we observe the cursing and scattering of the ambi-
tious many; in Genesis 12, from among all the people listed, we find the 
choosing of just one man for God’s purposes—Abraham.

Forgetting God, the people in chapter 11 declare, “Let us make a 
name for ourselves.” In chapter 12, God himself promises Abraham, “I 
will bless you and make your name great” (Gen. 12:2).

While ignoring God, the people in Genesis 11 labor to erect a city 
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and tower as monuments to themselves. In Genesis 12, Abraham builds 

as well; we read twice that this consummate man of faith “built an altar 

to the Lord,” and in worship he “called upon the name of the Lord” (Gen. 

12:7–8). God’s name is at the center of Abraham’s life; Babel is at the 

center of the lives of the people of Shinar.

So at the collapse of the first urban generation, as God sends Abra-

ham on his mission with the word “Go,” this man shines with the one 

quality that pleases God: faith. In the New Testament, we learn more 

about both the man and the mission. We observe Abraham’s trust:

By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to a place that he 
was to receive as an inheritance. And he went out, not knowing where 
he was going. By faith he went to live in the land of promise, as in a 
foreign land, living in tents . . . (Heb. 11:8–9)

Abraham is the model for following God, no matter what generation 

we’re in. He looks forward, and Hebrews tells us of the hoped-for desti-

nation that motivated him: “For he was looking forward to the city that 

has foundations, whose designer and builder is God” (11:10). God sent 

Abraham on a journey whose ultimate destination was the eternal city, 

the new city coming down out of heaven from God.

CITY OF MAN AND CITY OF GOD

Augustine began writing his monumental book The City of God precisely 

sixteen centuries ago. A short while earlier, in AD 410, the unthinkable 

had happened: Rome, the Eternal City, capital of an enduring empire, had 

been sacked by barbarians. The Roman empire, for centuries the greatest 

power on earth, was now collapsing all around. How could Rome, the 

glory of civilization, come to this? Many Romans blamed the decline on 

the weakness engendered by the rising influence of Christians and the 

neglect of Rome’s ancient pagan gods.

Augustine set out to philosophically refute that notion. In his book, 

he wrote of two cities in conflict—the impermanent City of Man, con-

fined to the cares and pleasures of earthly life, and the City of God, dedi-

cated to eternal realities. Their lasting conflict, Augustine writes, was 

born out of opposite loves:
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. . . two cities have been formed by two loves: the earthly by the love of 
self, even to the contempt of God; the heavenly by the love of God, even 
to the contempt of self. The former, in a word, glories in itself, the latter 
in the Lord. For the one seeks glory from men; but the greatest glory of 
the other is God, the witness of conscience. The one lifts up its head in 
its own glory; the other says to its God, “Thou art my glory, and the lifter 
up of mine head” [Ps. 3:3].16

Babel and Abraham show us these two loves. Abraham’s life is one 
of following God, wherever he leads, to the Eternal City. Babel shows the 
folly of seeking only the earthly city, in contempt of God. As we meditate 
on following God in the urban generation, it’s critical that we grasp the 
existence of both planes, these two contradictory directions, these two 
passionate pursuits opposed to each other. It’s impossible to follow both 
at once, or to lift up both together. Love of ourselves and love of our name 
will always clash with the love of God and of his purposes.

Babel shows us well the model of self-love, self-glory, and contempt 
of God. It also clearly demonstrates that every ambition without humil-
ity, all self-centeredness without grace, and every Human Achievement 
Project separated from God’s glory always ends in failure. We may view 
our pursuits—whether parenting or film-writing, fashion or plumbing—
as majestic and grand and powerful in their scope and perception, but to 
God they’re timid and tepid—and ultimately inconsequential, if opposed 
to him. All our human ambitions ultimately can be overruled by the God 
who sees our hearts. It’s his actions that are final and definitive. In the 
end, only his purposes endure.

The City of Man is fragile and ultimately failing; it is shaken, scat-
tered, overthrown. But there’s another city, established by God for those 
who trust him, which is far more powerful and truly enduring.

This book of Augustine’s “is global and all-encompassing,” and in its 
day represented “nothing less than the beginnings of a new philosophy 
of history”; its point is clear: everything “is relentlessly moving toward 
the grand climax when God will judge the world and establish a new 
order.”17 That grand climax, that ultimate new order, is the City of God 
that Augustine wrote about, the descending heavenly city that John’s 
eyes saw in Revelation, and the permanent city that an awakened Abra-
ham trusted God for, even as he lived in tents.
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GOD CAME DOWN

As we seek to follow God during the rise of the urban generation, we, 

like Abraham, need God to come down. No matter what empire we build, 

what careers we embark on, what seas we sail, what people we love, noth-

ing will raise us into the heavens and out of this world. Only the gospel, 

meeting the city’s greatest need, does that. The Son of God left the eternal 

city to call us, just as God called Abraham. To the urban generation Jesus 

says, “Follow!”

Since the time of Babel, countless more proud monuments to 

human ambition have been raised—not just edifices and municipalities, 

but also organizations and systems and social networks and scientific 

inventions and works of art, and much more. A great many of these have 

already disintegrated into dust and disarray, long ago forgotten; the rest 

will ultimately follow.

Whether we’re building ourselves, our portfolios, our careers, or our 

relationships, the story of Babel points a finger to our heart and ambi-

tion and says, Why? Where is our real sense of security and safety, our 

meaning and fulfillment? What is our protection? Where is our power 

and confidence and strength? Only in ourselves?

In his great and majestic hymn “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” Mar-

tin Luther says,

Did we in our own strength confide,
our striving would be losing,

were not the right man on our side,
the Man of God’s own choosing.

The Man of God’s own choosing, according to Luther and God’s 

Word, is not Abraham, but Christ. To strive while trusting in our own 

strength ultimately brings only failure, never success.

The Babel story confirms for us that God is not disengaged from the 

work of this world or from our cities or from human ambition. While we 

attempt to reach up, he comes down. He sees all and controls all, and he 

intervenes whenever and wherever and however he chooses. He “came 

down” decisively in the permanent, everlasting person of Jesus. He still 

comes down with unlimited ability to disperse and scatter whatever we 
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try to construct apart from him. Yet he also remains above—seated in 

the heavens, all-powerful and all-knowing—and with steadfast love that 

endures forever.

No spire, no city is ultimately safe, but “the name of the Lord is a 

strong tower; the righteous man runs into it and is safe” (Prov. 18:10). 

The tower we long for, that structure which can reach the heavens, is 

already built.

Man reaches up, in vain; but God, in his grace, reaches down. The Bible 

teaches that heaven has come down to us most wonderfully and assur-

edly in the person of Jesus Christ, to bring us back up to heaven. That 

is what the gospel tells us. And that, in fact, is what Revelation 21 is all 

about, as we glimpsed in the last chapter. Because of what Christ has 

done on the cross—paying the penalty for our sin, for our prideful am-

bition and our willful ignoring of God—we have open access to the very 

throne of God in the heavens. Because the human city reaching up will 

always fail, therefore in Christ the new city comes down.

And so we discover a truly worthy name to lift up, for “God has highly 

exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name” 

(Phil. 2:9). The name of Jesus Christ is worthy of all glory, since “there is 

salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given 

among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

The cross of Christ towers infinitely higher than Babel ever could.

As we learn to follow God in this urban generation, his is the name 

we lift up and exalt, not that of Nimrod or Abraham, or our own name, 

but only the eternal and matchless name of our Lord Jesus Christ. And as 

he walks with us in these very streets, through the presence of his Spirit 

. . . our cities, which exist for him, become a lever to lift up his name.

A CLOSING PRAYER

Our Father in heaven,

Your steadfast love, O Lord, extends to the heavens, your faithfulness to 

the clouds; your name is a mighty tower, a refuge for your people. You alone 

are our rock and salvation. We lift our hands up to you in praise. Who is like 

you, O Lord?

We thank you that, even as you dispersed the first urbanites in judg-
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ment, by your Spirit, through the cross of Christ, you are calling people back 
to yourself.

Jesus Christ, we praise you for coming down and walking among us; 
dying that we might be raised again with you.

Spirit, we praise you for opening our eyes to the truth.
Cleanse us from our selfish ambitions; forgive us for when we want to 

make a name for ourselves; your name, O Lord, is a name to be revered, wor-
shiped, and honored above every name. We praise you, in Christ’s name,

Amen.
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exists to see the supremacy of Jesus Christ  

radiate to the great cities of the world.  
For more information, go to 

Christandcity.com
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