


If spiritual maturity centers on becoming more like Jesus, then grasping how Jesus reflects who God is and how we, like Jesus, are created in God’s image seems foundational. Stephen Hiemstra provides a scriptural and accessible introduction to explore these mutually illuminating dynamics for those seeking to explore these central mysteries more fully.




David A. Currie

Professor and Dean

Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary








Meeting intellectuals where they are, this work communicates a dimension in this world that is usually beyond the reach of the natural mind, except through special revelation.
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Knowing God poses a tough question. Is God in Christ more immanent or transcendent?





Hiemstra expresses God’s immanence through fleshy verbs: “Heal … feed … confront … teach … comfort … visit … pray.” God’s transcendence is more slippery because divinity is a difficult concept to those steeped in a materialistic worldview. If that weren’t enough, how do put these attributes together without creating God in our own image?





Hiemstra tackles this task by focusing on the image of God in the person of Jesus.
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The Image of God in the Person of Jesus is the latest of Stephen Hiemstra's books about the image of God and is the best yet. Well-researched, the book is filled with unexpected details that add to the reader's understanding of the gospels, Paul's message, transcendence, postmodernism, etc. in relation to the Church. Undergirding Hiemstra’s scholarly assessment of Jesus as the image of God is his deep well of faith that pours out in the extraordinary prayers that conclude his chapters.
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In his latest book, Image of God in the Person of Jesus, my good friend and author Stephen Hiemstra navigates the complexities of divinity within the context of our human experience. Through reflections on ancient civilizations, biblical narratives, and theological doctrines, Stephen illuminates the enduring significance of God’s transcendence in our lives. Delving into topics such as the Apostle’s Creed, forgiveness of sins, Old Testament prophecies, and the role of Jesus as both human and divine, Stephen invites us to contemplate the mysteries of our faith.





With clarity and depth, Image of God in the Person of Jesus offers a compelling exploration of the intersection between the divine and the human, inspiring Christians to reflect on their spiritual journey with the Lord.
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Stephen Hiemstra, in the Image of God in the Person of Jesus, writes,“there are no paths up the mountain to God because God, having created time and space, stands outside of both. We cannot approach God; he must approach us and he did so in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.” Hiemstra’s scholarly research examines extensive sources, from the Bible to Saint Augustine and even the Greek myth of Narcissus, in this lively study of the second person of the Holy Trinity.
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What captures seeker attention today is the person and work of Christ. In my seventeen trips to the Middle East, my motivation for going was to visit places where Jesus was born, where He taught, and where He performed miracles. He changed the world. Stephen Hiemstra’s work will help you understand and experience more about this Jesus, the person that we call Christ.
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Dr. Hiemstra takes us on a tour of the Biblical passages that reveal the image of God shining through the person of Jesus Christ. Some of the sections will surprise you and cause you to wonder, How does this familiar passage reflect the image of God in Jesus? Yet through the author’s further explanation, you come to appreciate the breadth and profound depth of the image as it glistens in the prophecies, life and teaching of Jesus. However, it doesn’t end there. For as these truths seep into our mind and soul they provide a life-giving perspective that can transform us more and more into this image of our creator.
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Image of God in the Person of Jesus is the last in Stephen Hiemstra's Image of God series and rightfully so. In Jesus we see the culmination of God's plan for humanity, His mercy and saving grace. Stephen's careful and thoughtful approach to the person of Jesus, totally human but at the same time totally divine is compelling for the believer as well as the non-believer. Stephen uses a very logical pathway to present the person of Jesus, from the prophecies in the Old Testament to His resurrection in the New Testament. Make sure you do not skip the Conclusion section where Stephen brings it all together in the topic of the Trinity.





This series lends itself to be used as a personal devotional guide or as a group study. The questions at the end of each chapter help you ensure that you pondered and understood the material presented. But my all time favorite section is the prayer. These prayers are not only profound but they put into words thoughts and doubts I have had and did not know how to express.





May the Lord richly bless you as you delve into this book and learn about who Jesus is and what He has done for you.
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Is there anything less suited to our Postmodern world than the Jesus the first Christian’s encountered—a Divine rescuer, breaking through the bounds of space and time? Jesus the ancient rabbi shepherding his small flock of followers seems easier to believe and less challenging to follow. (but) What if Jesus was actually both these things? And what if this Jesus is the one we actually need? Through deep scholarship, guided prayer and introspective questions Stephen Hiemstra offers us a path back to the Jesus who was and is and will be forever.
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I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. 

(Matt 15:24)





The postmodern church struggles to understand Jesus. This struggle can be a genuine attempt to know God better, or it can be an insidious attempt to create God in our own image. Is Jesus more immanent (human) or transcendent (divine)? Who is he?





The first book written in the New Testament is likely the Apostle Paul’s Letter to the Church at Thessalonica.5 This implies that in a literary sense the Apostle Paul is the father of the New Testament. Paul only knew the Risen Christ, which implies that for him the divinity of Christ was obvious. The Gospels that record the humanity of Christ were written almost a generation later. The transcendence problem facing postmodern people that fixates on the humanity of Christ is something new.





My recent book, Image and Illumination (2023), focused on Christian anthropology, asking the question: What does it mean to be created in the image of God? Embedded in this question is the metaphysical question: Who is God? The New Testament addresses this question with three pictures of God: The person of Jesus, Jesus' teaching about God the Father in the parables, and the founding of the church on Pentecost by the Holy Spirit. In this book, I focus on the Image of God in the Person of Jesus.





The Transcendence Challenge





Postmodern people live in a materialist world, where the only things thought to exist are those that we can touch, taste, smell, hear, or see. Because God lies outside the physical universe of the materialist, he is defined as nonexistent. The materialist worldview works like an invisible dog fence to restrict our imagination. Postmodern people are transcendence-challenged making it hard to believe that Jesus is both human and divine.





To get beyond this limitation, it is helpful to distinguish three definitions of transcendence.





The first is most generic and includes anything not material—anything immaterial, conceptual, or spiritual—such as God’s self-revelation to Moses: "The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness.” (Exod 34:6) How can you touch mercy? What does grace look like? What about patience, love, and faithfulness? A scientist cannot measure any of these attributes, yet they are as important to life as the nose on your face.





Second, anything outside the natural world—the supernatural, the miraculous—is transcendent.





Finally, anything set apart—holy—is transcendent. The first sentence in the Bible gives two aspects of this class of transcendence: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” (Gen 1:1) Because God created both time and space, he transcends both. Jeffrey Niehaus (2017, 70) observes that “Since God is outside time, he can foreknow exactly what may be future in a human timeline, because for him it is at once future, present, and past” (Rom 8:29).





Old Testament Prophecies





Prophecies of a messiah to come run throughout the Old Testament in both the law and the prophets. In Genesis 3:15 we read: “I will put enmity between you [Satan] and the woman [Eve], and between your offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel." Some read this first mention of a messiah as prophesying spiritual war ending with Satan’s defeat. Later in Job, we read: “For I know that my Redeemer lives, and at the last he will stand upon the earth.” (Job 19:25) A redeemer is, among other things, someone who ransoms prisoners taken as slaves in war. Thus, when Jesus died on the cross to pay the penalty for our sin (e.g. 1 Cor 15:3), he functioned as a redeemer.





The Old Testament prophecy most prominently featured in the New Testament is found in Isaiah 61:1: “The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me, because the LORD has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.” Jesus cited this passage in both his call sermon in Luke 4 and in the Beatitudes introducing the Sermon on the Mount (Matt 5:1–10). This passage is accordingly in view as Jesus ministered to the lost sheep of Israel (Matt 15:24). These prophecies tie Jesus’ ministry to the story of Israel and validate the New Testament claim that Jesus is both human, born in time to a real mother, and divine, able to serve as an acceptable sacrifice for sin.





The Pauline Letters





In Paul’s first letter to the church at Thessalonica, the first mention of Jesus reads: 


“For they themselves report concerning us the kind of reception we had among you, and how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come.” (1 Thess. 1:9–10)


Paul makes three interesting points in this first mention of Jesus: Jesus was raised from the dead, is the son of God, and serves as a deliverer, which is a synonym for redeemer. Critics often question whether the New Testament claims Jesus to be divine. Here being the son of heaven and possessing the ability to forgive sins both sound divine.





If the earliest letter of Paul makes a claim of divinity, it struck a tone and set the theme for things written and experienced later. Like Paul, we only know the Risen Christ.





The Gospels





The Gospels often get more attention than the letters of Paul, but they were likely finalized decades later. Journalist Lee Strobel (2005, 31) reports: “The standard scholarly dating, even in very liberal circles, is Mark in the 80s, Matthew and Luke in the 80s, John in the 90s.” This conclusion may be scholarly error, however, because most authors edit important manuscripts over years before publishing them to the world. Mark, who is thought to have written the first Gospel account, traveled with Paul telling the Jesus story because he served as a scribe to the Apostle Peter and because Paul was himself a late convert, not a disciple. An early draft of his Gospel (often called Q, short for the German word, Quelle, that means source) may have already been in use even when Paul himself was evangelizing and writing letters.





As explicit biographies, the Gospels give us a better picture of the humanity of Jesus. The suffering of Jesus on the cross was not his only suffering. Jesus was picked on by his critics, that is bullied, because of his parentage (Mary and Joseph were not married at his conception), humble background (nursed in a manger, raised in Nazareth), and unworthy disciples (fishermen). Even if he was a gifted child, Jesus’ suffering was real and his life story clearly shows how God can raise the most humble above their afflictions and provide hope.





The Early Church





The Book of Acts provides numerous ancient sermons whose primary content was the story of Jesus. Consider Peter’s sermon on Pentecost:


"Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, a man attested to you by God with mighty works and wonders and signs that God did through him in your midst, as you yourselves know—this Jesus, delivered up according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of lawless men.” (Acts 2:22–23)


What is so striking about this sermon is that it was preached in Jerusalem before an audience of eye-witnesses. No one could dispute the truth of what was said because they themselves had seen it, and three thousand people had a come-to-Jesus moment after this sermon (Acts 2:41).





Christian Spirituality





The unity of immanence and transcendence in Christ shows up in discussions of heart and mind. The Hebrew unity of heart and mind poses a special challenge in today’s world where heart and mind are frequently treated as separate with one or the other being emphasized—a Greek, not a Hebrew, idea. Neglect of the heart leads to a stale, distant faith, while neglect of the mind leads to a superficial faith with little application to daily challenges. The image of a Triune God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—reminds us that heart and mind are best considered together.





Image of God and the Person of Jesus is the third and final book in my Image of God series. The first book, Image of God in the Parables, studies the image of God the Father found in Jesus’ parables. The second book, Image of the Holy Spirit and the Church, focuses on the role of the Holy Spirit and the church. This book is written in a devotional format with a reflection, prayers, and questions for study. Because the questions have been developed to enhance understanding of the reflection, some readers have started their devotions by reviewing the questions.





Soli Deo Gloria




∞





Blessed Lord Jesus,





All praise and honor, power and dominion, truth and justice are yours because you ransomed us through your life, death, and resurrection. Because you first loved us, humanity flowered and our lives have intrinsic value.





We confess that we have followed your example lightly or not at all. We are shattered images undeserving of your love and attention.





Thank you for your love, loving us better than our own mothers and fathers, in spite of our rebellious nature and broken faith.





In the power of your Holy Spirit, break every chain with which Satan binds us, be it traumatic pain, impious griefs, blistering illnesses, or soul-crushing addictions. Come in our hearts and cleanse us of all such sin, transgressions, and iniquities that we might be whole again. Give us hearts and minds for you alone, and Christian friends and a faithful church to aid us in life’s journey.





In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, Amen.




∞





Questions


1. What is the difference between immanence and transcendence? Why do we care?


2. What are three definitions of transcendence? Why is it important that Jesus is divine?


3. What was Jesus’ mission? What Old Testament passage best defined his approach to that mission?


4. What does redemption mean? Why do we care?



















I am the Alpha and the Omega, says the Lord God, 

who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.

(Rev 1:8)


Defining transcendence as immaterial, supernatural, and/or holy allows us to begin exploring the nature of divinity in the Bible. It is hard to discuss a topic when the words employed are unclear or ill-defined. It is even harder to believe something that is far removed from our normal experience, vocabulary, or purview.





Transcendence as a Reflection of Life





The ancient Egyptians helped define our understanding of divinity and life everlasting because their daily life was so miserable. Life expectancy was short because food supplies were unreliable, diseases incurable, and common problems, like intestinal parasites (e.g. Acts 12:23), were extremely painful. Infant mortality was so bad that children were not even named until they were a couple years old. Daily life was so miserable—even for the wealthiest—that the ancient Egyptians obsessed about the after-life.





A contrast can be drawn here to postmoderns for whom food is ever-available, many diseases can be mitigated, and life expectancy is more than double that of ancient times. Daily life for most people is at least tolerable and the wealthy seem to have it easy. In this new context, many people have forgotten about God and only joke about the after-life, displaying little fear of divine judgment. Nevertheless, for the world’s poor the reality of God remains palpable.





What do you do when a pandemic arises and you have no access to vaccines and modern medicine? The answer today is the same as in ancient times. You pray to God.





The Apostle’s Creed





The most of recorded history, people have accepted the transcendence of God. Consider the Apostle’s Creed written in Greek circa AD 341 and still memorized by many Christians today:





I believe in God, the Father Almighty,


creator of heaven and earth.


I believe in Jesus Christ, his only begotten son, our Lord,


who was conceived by the Holy Spirit


and born of the Virgin Mary.


He suffered under Pontius Pilate,


was crucified, died, and was buried;


He descended to hell. The third day He rose again from the dead.


He ascended to heaven and is seated at the right hand of God the Father Almighty.


From there he will come to judge the living and the dead.


I believe in the Holy Spirit,


the holy Catholic Church,


the communion of saints,


the forgiveness of sins;


the resurrection of the body,


and the life everlasting. Amen.6





While eight of the sixteen statements here focus on Jesus and his life story, even more—all but three (6, 7, and 12)—of these statements require a form of transcendence. Four of the five fundamentals of faith—biblical inerrancy, the divinity of Jesus Christ, his virgin birth, resurrection of Christ, and his return—required for ordination in the Presbyterian church in 1910 and struck from requirement in 1925 (Longfield 1991, 161) require transcendence and come from the Apostle’s Creed.





In striking the fundamentals of the faith in 1925, the church highlighted the newness of transcendency problem that has been a product of Enlightenment thinking since the nineteenth century. The doctrine of biblical inerrancy, which required scripture be literally true, upgraded the earlier concept of biblical infallibility that only required the Bible’s sufficiency in matters of salvation. This upgrade strived to ameliorate the transcendency problem posed by the debate over evolution and creation, but it really only raised the temperature of the debate without dealing the merits.





Forgiveness of Sins





The problem of sin arose in the Garden of Eden when God put only one requirement on Adam:


“And the LORD God commanded the man, saying, You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die." (Gen 2:16–17)


Death was a divine curse for this original sin. “There is none who does good” (Ps 53:1). A divine penalty attached to a divine stipulation. Sin was a rebellion against God himself. Only God himself could reverse the curse and forgive sins (e.g. Mark 2:7).





The costly nature of redemption is discussed when the psalmist writes: “Truly no man can ransom another, or give to God the price of his life, for the ransom of their life is costly and can never suffice, that he should live on forever and never see the pit.” (Ps 49:7–9) But, God himself promises to redeem us (Ps 49:15).





The idea that Jesus died on the cross to redeem us from sin is well-attested in the New Testament (e.g. Matt 1:21; 1 Thess 1:9–10; 1 Cor 15:3)—a doctrine that is often referred to as the atonement. The Apostle Paul explained the atonement as a reversal of Adam’s sin. Adam was sinless until he disobeyed God in the Garden of Eden; Jesus was sinless, and he obeyed God to the point of death on a cross. The resurrection credentialed Jesus as divine, making his sacrifice sufficient to reverse the curse of death brought about by the first Adam’s sin and prophesied in Isaiah 53:12 (Lindsey 1985, 4–6).





This is why Paul could observe that “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins.” (1 Cor 15:17) This syllogism bears repeating. No resurrection; no divinity, no atonement. You are unforgiven and still under law, not Gospel. Claiming the name of a dead, human martyr cannot reverse the divine penalty for sin.





Transcendence is a critical insight in the Gospel presented in the New Testament, and it is reflected in the Apostle’s Creed adopted by the early church. Today’s transcendence problem is not a trivial matter. It lies at the heart of the Gospel as articulated by the Apostle Paul.




∞





Almighty Father,





All praise and honor, power and dominion, truth and justice are yours because you sent Jesus to live among us, to die on the cross, and to be raised from the dead to atone for our sins. Thank you, Jesus!





Forgive our hardened hearts that have relished sin, transgressed your law, and practiced iniquity without bounds. Soften our hearts.





Thank you for first loving us that we might be forgiven and approach you as children approach their good fathers. Do not become impatient with us.





In the power of your Holy Spirit, draw us to yourself: Open our hearts, illumine our thoughts, and strengthen our hands in your service, today and always, that we might rest with you.





In Jesus’ precious name, Amen.




∞





Questions


1. What are three definitions of transcendence?


2. How have life experiences changed our attitude about transcendence?


3. How does the Apostle’s Creed inform our understanding of Jesus and transcendence?


4. What syllogism does the Apostle Paul use to discuss forgiveness of sin?
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