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INTRODUCTION


David S. Dockery


MEN AND WOMEN are the highest forms of God’s earthly creation, indeed the crowning work of God’s creative activity. All other aspects of creation have been created for the purpose of serving men and women, whereas men and women are created to serve God and are thus theocentric.


Men and women are complex creatures of God composed of not only a physical body but also an immaterial self, called a soul or spirit, which has been understood in various ways by Christians through the ages. The Bible affirms that humans are more than a material body. We affirm that, in the present life, men and women function as whole persons, though it is a type of conditional unity. We offer this recognition because the material and immaterial aspects interact upon each other in such intricate ways that they are not easily distinguished. Yet, as has been expounded by many in the history of the church, the characteristics of the immaterial (soul/spirit) cannot be attributed only to the physical.


The material and immaterial remain distinct but not separated until death, closely related and interacting with each other. Humans were a unity at creation and will again be a complete unity at glorification, but during the present time, we can affirm a conditional unity brought about by the entrance and effects of sin. The primary reason for the assertion and affirmation regarding the importance of men and women in creation, over against the rest of God’s creation, is related to the biblical teaching that men and women are created in God’s image (Gen. 1:26–27).




CREATED IN THE IMAGE OF GOD


Genesis 1:26–28, along with a more detailed account in Genesis 2:5–25, relates the scriptural story of the direct creation of the first man and first woman. In the other aspects of the creation account in Genesis 1, we read over and over that “God said, ‘Let there be…,’ ” but in the account of the creation of humanity, we read that “God said, ‘Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness’ ” (NKJV).


Indeed, God has created humans in his image and likeness. At first, such an idea might appear to refer to our physical makeup—that we look like God. This idea, however, is not what the Bible means by the terms “image” and “likeness” of God. Men and women, because they are created in the image of God, have rationality, morality, spirituality, and personality. They can relate to God and other humans while rightly exercising dominion over the earth and the animals (Gen 1:26–28). Moreover, Psalm 8:3–8 (HCSB) says,




When I observe Your heavens,


the work of Your fingers,


the moon and the stars,


which You set in place,


what is man that You remember him,


the son of man that You look after him?


You made him little less than God


and crowned him with glory and honor.


You made him lord over the works of Your hands;


You put everything under his feet:


all the sheep and oxen,


as well as animals in the wild,


the birds of the sky,


and the fish of the sea


that pass through the currents of the seas.





At first blush, these verses may appear to suggest the insignificance of humans before the marvelous and majestic heavens. Yet, on closer reflection, the psalmist is overwhelmed by the exalted place God has granted to humankind. Moreover, God cares for his own.


This is true because humans have been created in God’s image and likeness. Nothing in us is separable, distinct, or discoverable as the divine image. Each person individually and the entire race corporately are the image of God. At creation, men and women were granted spiritual comprehension and a conscience. More than innocence, the first man and the first woman were given intelligence as well as positive righteousness and holiness. The image of God needs to be understood in terms of both being and relation. We recognize both a substantive and functional understanding of the image. We can grasp God’s design for humans by reflecting on the fact that the image of God includes ideas of being, substance, relationship, and function, and perhaps more. In Genesis 1:28, we read that humans were designed to function as vice-regents, exercising oversight of and dominion over God’s creation, bringing order and beauty to this world. In addition, we have been given relational capacities, allowing humans to relate to God, to others, to God’s created world, and to ourselves. Other contributors to this volume will expand significantly on these ideas.


For our purposes in this introduction, we can say that no single aspect of human nature or behavior or thought pattern can be isolated as the image of God. We want to affirm that in creation, there is a complete equality between men and women; neither sex is given prominence over the other. Again, this equality is related to the fact that male and female are both created in God’s image. Also, “in Christ,” in our redeemed state, “there is neither male nor female” (Gal. 3:28 KJV). A difference in function between women and men, however, is addressed in Genesis 2:18–25.







SIN AND THE FALL


Even though men and women are created in God’s image, the entrance of sin into the world has had great and negative influences on God’s creation, especially humans created in God’s image. God had created perfect conditions for humanity; everything in this created world was good, and the creation of men and women was very good (Gen. 1:31). As a result of sin, the image of God was not lost or destroyed (Gen. 9:6; James 3:9) but was tainted by sin. The role of exercising dominion (Gen. 1:28) has been drastically disturbed by the effects of sin on humans and the curse on nature (Gen. 3). The ability to live in right relationship with God, with others, with nature, and with ourselves has been marred. All attempts at righteousness fall short in God’s sight (Isa. 64:6; Rom. 3:23). Humans are, ultimately, spiritually dead and alienated from God (Eph. 2:1–3). Therefore, we are unable to reflect properly the divine image and likeness as we were designed and created to do (Rom. 1:18—3:20).


It is necessary to see that the sin of Adam and Eve (Gen. 3) was not just a moral lapse but a deliberate turning away from God and rejection of him. The day that the first man and first woman disobeyed God, they died spiritually—which ultimately brought physical death (Gen. 2:17). The consequences were many (Rom. 1:18—3:20; 5:12–21; Eph. 2:1–3, 11–18). Important among these consequences are the effects upon our wills, the volitional elements of men and women. Sin’s entrance has brought a sinful nature in all humanity. People act in accord with their sinful natures. No one ever acts in a way that is contrary to his or her own inner nature apart from regeneration (Gal. 5:16–25; Eph. 4:17–32).


This idea is significant when reflecting on our relationship with God. Because of the entrance of sin into the world and our inheritance of Adam’s sinful nature (Rom. 5:12–19), we are constituted as sinners (Rom. 5:19) and are by nature hostile to God and estranged from him (Rom. 8:7; Eph. 2:13). We have wills that do not obey God, spiritual eyes that do not see, and spiritual ears that do not hear because spiritually we are dead to God. While we function as free moral agents, our decisions and actions are always affected by sin. In day-to-day decisions, we have the ability to make free and rational choices, but these choices are always influenced by our sinful nature. In regard to our relationship with God, we do not repent or genuinely turn to God without divine enablement because we are by nature hostile to God.


An awareness of these ideas helps to clarify frequently misunderstood concepts about the nature of sinful humanity. We are depraved, but this does not mean we are as wicked as we can be. Rather the idea of depravity refers to the fact that all aspects of our being are negatively influenced by sin. Men and women still can do and continue to do good and right things as viewed by society, but these thoughts and actions, no matter how benevolent, are sinful if not done for the glory of God. People choose to do good but not the ultimate good, which is the goal of pleasing God and seeking his eternal glory. Thus, depravity involves our total, willful rejection of the will and glory of God.


We are, therefore, totally depraved, but we cannot say that we are totally corrupt. Other factors, such as environment, emotional makeup, heritage, and of course, the continuing effect of our having been created in God’s image, influence the degree of corruption. The degree of wickedness, corruption, and deceitfulness differs from individual to individual and from culture to culture, but certainly, some are more noble than others. Still, sin is inevitable because all in this world are estranged from God, but the biblical answer is that Jesus Christ has regained what was lost in Adam (Rom. 5:12–21).


It is important to note that nothing we have said infers that the soul or spirt is the valuable and Godlike part of humans while the body is what brings the soul down to sin and corruption. Both the material and immaterial aspects are valuable and significant to God. The chapter by Gregg Allison in this book particularly makes the case for the importance of embodiment. We celebrate the wonderful truth that the grace of God has provided our restoration and brought about a right relationship with God, with one another, with nature, and with ourselves.







CULTURAL CONFUSION AND OUR HOPE IN CHRIST


Augustine, in the initial sections of his Confessions, observes that God has made humans for himself, and we are restless until we find rest in him. At this present time, our culture is indeed restless, and confusion abounds regarding questions about what it means to be human, the importance of life, the significance of relationships, the meaning of human sexuality, the understanding of maleness and femaleness, and the looming questions of artificial intelligence and transhumanism. In this book, the authors seek to address these important matters in accordance with its title: Created in the Image of God: Applications and Implications for Our Cultural Confusion. These important issues and questions will be explored from the standpoint of the Christian teaching about creation and the promised eschatological union and fellowship with the triune God for those who have placed their trust in the redemptive work of Jesus Christ.


The confusion in this cultural moment is the result of what some refer to as the human condition, our sinful and restless alienation from God apart from Christ. The overall approach in this book, though distinct and focused in each of the chapters, reflects a consensus understanding that men and women have been created in God’s image, that they have fallen and are influenced by sin, that Christ has provided redemption through his vicarious death and resurrection, and that there is hope in the promise of eternal life in Christ. Christ succeeded where Adam failed (Rom. 5:12–21; 1 Cor. 15), allowing those who trust in him to enjoy and glorify him forever.1


It has been a joy to have the privilege to work with Lauren McAfee, Elizabeth Graham, and Daniel Darling on this important project. Together, we are thankful for the wise, thoughtful, and insightful contributions from John Kilner, Scott Horrell, Ben Mitchell, Jennifer Marshall Patterson, Scott Rae, Gregg Allison, Katie McCoy, Jacob Shatzer, John Stonestreet, and Robert Stewart. We appreciate the assistance from Wang Yong Lee and the overall support and oversight for this project from our friends at Forefront Books.


We pray that the Lord will use this book for good in the lives of many to bring clarity and guidance in the midst of our cultural confusion as we seek, with God’s help, to regain a sense of the marvelous privilege that is ours to be created in the image of God and restored to his likeness in Jesus Christ our Lord.













PART 1 CREATED IN THE IMAGE OF GOD











THE IMAGE OF GOD AND HUMAN DIGNITY RECOVERING A BIBLICAL TREASURE



John F. Kilner


ALL PEOPLE HAVE DIGNITY because they are created in the image of God.1 This theological conviction, with its origins in the Old and New Testaments, has long been a liberating force in the world by inspiring people to respect and protect the dignity of all human beings. Yet misunderstandings of it have at times more than neutralized its liberating power.


Accordingly, explaining how humanity’s existence “in God’s image” can provide an enduring basis for human dignity requires a three-part argument. The first part explains how much is at stake—why a biblically sound understanding of the image of God is crucial. The next part develops a biblical understanding of what it means for people to be in God’s image. The final part highlights some of the many ways that biblically grounded human dignity can be upheld.





MUCH IS AT STAKE: AFFIRMATION, LIBERATION, AND DEVASTATION


Is the image of God concept really that important, and does it really matter that much how accurately one understands it? The answer to both is yes.


1. Affirmation. The concept of affirmation is important, not because of how many times it appears in the Bible, but because of the particularly significant points in human history where it is affirmed.2 The first affirmation, in Genesis 1, is at the very creation of humanity, where being created in God’s image stands out as a key statement about who human beings are. Extraordinarily, in the space of two verses, there are three statements of the divine intention and action to create humanity in God’s image. This is not an incidental matter but something that readers of the Bible are to notice and remember.3


The image again appears in Genesis at two other pivotal points in human history. At the start of Genesis 5, the fall has occurred, radically affecting humanity. Also, the genealogies are about to begin, specifically identifying humanity. For humanity again to be freshly identified as being in God’s image, at this pivotal point, is particularly significant. Then early in Genesis 9, right after the Flood wipes out virtually all of the human race, and humanity receives a fresh (albeit still fallen) start, humanity’s image-of-God status yet again appears to reiterate what is irremovable from who human beings are. This is the place where God most fundamentally addresses the uniquely destructive action a person can take against another human being—murder. God’s justification for the serious punishment that murder warrants focuses squarely on humanity’s creation in God’s image.


A fourth pivotal point in human history is the coming of Jesus Christ as God incarnate. As we will see shortly, not only does the New Testament identify Christ as God’s image, but humanity’s dignity is also freshly defined in terms of that image. Both Pauline and non-Pauline books of the New Testament reaffirm humanity’s creational association with God’s image (Col. 1; Heb. 1). Accordingly, the vast amount of Christian literature devoted to the topic of God’s image is not surprising.4 The passages in the Bible that address God’s image may not be large in number, but they are huge in significance and warrant careful attention.


2. Liberation. Such strategic affirmation of the image of God in the Bible is not surprising because it makes sense of human dignity and can foster great liberation, especially for the poorest and weakest people in society.5 For example, acknowledging people in need as created in God’s image—and Christian service as conforming to the image of Christ—has long been a powerful impetus to help people in poverty.6 North American Christian leaders, such as Martin Luther King Jr., have demonstrated the power of mobilizing efforts to care for impoverished people by making countercultural appeals to their status as “in God’s image.”7


Meanwhile, from the earliest centuries of the church, Christians have cared for those who are weak because “every stranger in need was a neighbor who bore the image of God.”8 This recognition motivated Christians to refuse to participate in the common practice of infanticide (frequently in the form of abandoning deformed or unwanted infants outdoors).9 In fact, this notion also spurred the early church to go beyond nonparticipation in infanticide to rescuing abandoned infants and caring for them.10 More recently it has inspired Christian efforts to care for people with disabilities and for those with socially stigmatized diseases such as HIV/AIDS.11


Humanity’s creation in God’s image has also inspired initiatives to stop people from oppressing other groups, such as Native Americans, enslaved Africans and their descendants, and women.12 Consider a few representative examples. Regarding Native Americans, what drove Spanish friars to risk their lives for indigenous peoples was “the abiding confidence that they would not encounter any human being… who was not created in the image and likeness of God.”13


The image of God played a similarly significant role in liberating enslaved Africans and their descendants in the United States and elsewhere. According to Abraham Lincoln: “Nothing stamped with the Divine image and likeness was sent into the world to be trodden on and degraded.”14 Surveying the many arguments made against slavery in the decades leading up to the Civil War, pastor-educator Richard Wills concludes, “More than the secular rationale could admit, freedom had a moral quality that grew out of a theological worldview that sought to articulate what it meant to have been created in God’s image…. It was this theological idea that rallied the social resistance against the forces of slavery so all those created in God’s image might be included in ‘We the people.’ ”15


Women have also often discovered that their creation in God’s image is one of the most powerful protections against mistreatment. In the words of African theologian Mercy Amba Oduyoye: “Many women have claimed the biblical affirmation of our being created ‘in the Image of God’ both for the protection of women’s self-worth and self-esteem and to protest dehumanization by others.”16 Accordingly, the Asian Women’s Resource Centre has named its journal In God’s image.17


This liberating influence has always been in danger of being undermined when people have altered what it means to be in God’s image, either consciously or unconsciously, often in order to benefit themselves and to put down others. Some examples will underscore how much is at stake when that happens.


3. Devastation. Surprisingly, the devastation caused by misusing the idea of God’s image ranges as widely as the idea’s liberating effects.18 Typically, the problem has involved people’s tendency to view being in God’s image in terms of ways that people presently are most excellent—most like God and most unlike animals. That has commonly involved equating being in God’s image with abilities or capacities for relationship, reason, righteousness, rulership, and so on. This way of thinking has encouraged such abuses as mistreatment of disabled people, the Nazi Holocaust, exterminations of Native American groups, oppression of enslaved Africans (and their descendants), and oppression of women.


First, consider people with disabilities, particularly mental disabilities.19 Various Christian leaders in the history of the church have considered the image-of-God status of mentally compromised people to be “practically nonexistent.”20 The result has been a degrading of people with disabilities—a denial of their dignity.21 Adolf Hitler recognized that he could use common misunderstandings of what it means to be in God’s image to argue that weaker members are mere “deformities” of God’s image that ought to be “cleansed” from society.22 The problem here was understanding God’s image in terms of something that can be deformed by sin or other causes, as can any human attribute. That understanding logically invited the conclusion that some people can be less in God’s image than others and so warrant less respect and protection.


There were many influences that helped shape Hitler’s thinking. One was the government effort in the United States to suppress and exploit Native American people, as portrayed in the novels of Karl May, which Hitler devotedly read.23 One of the greatest champions of such governmental efforts was Harvard professor Oliver Wendell Holmes. Holmes argued that Native Americans were not as fully “God’s image” as the so-called “white man” was, and so it would be appropriate for the “red man” to be “rubbed out.”24 Native Americans in Latin America shared the predicament of Native Americans in the United States to such a degree that the study Racism and the Image of God found image-related misunderstandings to be connected with “the death and enslavement of millions and the imperialistic domination of millions more.”25


Victims of this massive abuse include not only Native Americans but also enslaved Africans and their descendants. According to the research of Christian ethicist Kyle Fedler, slavery was able to gain a strong foothold in the United States “because many theologians, both northern and southern, held that black men and women were not made in the image of God.”26 Long after the Civil War, the idea of African Americans not being in the image of God was promoted by such influential books as Charles Carroll’s The Negro a Beast, or In the Image of God. Carroll explains that because the protection of being in God’s image wasn’t involved, “extermination” of black people was reasonable.27 The Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia at Ferris State University suggests that the teaching of Carroll’s book on the deficiency of God’s image in African Americans did, indeed, turn out to play a significant role in fostering the thousands of lynchings of African Americans between 1882 and 1951.28


Against this backdrop has arisen the so-called “Christian Identity” movement, which developed significant and increasing popularity during the latter half of the twentieth century through such groups as the Ku Klux Klan; Aryan Nations; and the Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the Lord (CSA).29 As CSA puts it, only white people “walk in [God’s] image upon this earth.”30 From such a view, atrocities like Klan lynchings and Aryan Nations’s celebration of racially motivated murders readily follow.31


Demeaning and oppression of women has similarly resulted from misunderstanding what it means to be created in God’s image. Men have supposed that they are the true images of God due to their supposedly superior reasoning and rulership.32 As Yale professor Margaret Farley observes, “Numerous studies have already documented the tendency of Christian theology to… [refuse] to ascribe to women the fullness of the imago Dei.”33 This recurs from Tertullian to Augustine to Aquinas to Calvin and far beyond.34 It is no wonder that Julia O’Faolain and Lauro Martines titled their book about women in the last two millennia Not in God’s Image.35


If being in God’s image is indeed rooted in current human attributes—in anything that can vary among people because it is changeable due to sin—history teaches an important lesson. The idea that humanity is created in God’s image will not just be a source of great liberation, it will continue to invite terrible devastation. It will be fair to say regarding this idea what some have said regarding religion in general: it is “high voltage; it can energize much or electrocute many.”36


Accordingly, looking carefully at what the Bible teaches about humanity in the image of God is important for the preservation and promotion of this concept’s liberating power.







A BIBLICAL UNDERSTANDING OF BEING IN GOD’S IMAGE


1. Christ Is God’s Image. Defining God’s image has more to do with who God is—it is, after all, the image of God—than about who people are. The clearest definitional statements about the image of God in the Bible are those that straightforwardly state that Jesus Christ is the image of God (2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15; cf. Heb. 1:3).


The New Testament reveals that God’s purpose all along has not been for humanity to develop into some sort of generic “God’s image,” but to conform specifically to the image of Christ. “For those whom [God] foreknew [God] also predestined to be conformed to the image of [God’s] Son, in order that he might be the firstborn within a large family” (Rom. 8:29 NRSV). However, since Christ is God’s image, conforming to the model of who Christ is and what Christ does is tantamount to conforming to God’s image. It is the fulfillment of God’s determination in the beginning that people would be created “in” or “according to” God’s image, living and growing in reference to God’s standard for humanity. That image or standard is Christ, whose God-given glory—evidence of being God’s image—was present “before the beginning” (see John 17:5; cf. Jude v. 25).


If today’s discussion took place at a time before the New Testament was available, then it would make sense to begin with an analysis of Genesis. However, that is not our point in history. Since Genesis indicates that people are “in” or “according to” God’s image, we would do well first to obtain as much clarity as the entire Bible provides on what God’s image is. We can then examine what it means for humanity to be “in” or “according to” that image.


When the Bible talks about something being an “image,” that means it (1) has a connection with something else in a way that (2) often also involves a reflection of it. Being the image “of God,” in particular, means having a special connection with God as well as being a substantial reflection of God. Having a special connection is significant, since that means when one mistreats the image, one is mistreating the original. Being a substantial reflection is significant, since that means the image displays attributes (capacities, traits, abilities, and so on) of the original.


“Image” is the most common translation of the Hebrew word tselem, which appears in various biblical passages addressing humanity’s creation in the image of God. Why the Old Testament employed this term for “image” most likely has to do, not with the term’s precision, but with its flexibility and range. In the Old Testament, the range of meaning of tselem extends all the way from the very physical to the completely nonmaterial. As such, it works well in reference to people who have physical form but are more than material.37


The idea that an image signifies a special connection is evident, for example, in Daniel 3, which reports Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar erecting a large tselem in the province of Babylonia. Anyone who spurned the image was to be thrown into a blazing furnace (v. 6)—a threat that Nebuchadnezzar acted on in the case of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego (v. 21). The purpose of this image was to represent the original in a way so closely connected to it that to honor it was to honor the original, and to dishonor it was to dishonor the original.


As in Daniel 3, kings in the ancient Near East would periodically erect an image (tselem) in order to establish their presence as rulers where they were not physically present.38 Evidence exists of this practice in Mesopotamia, the setting of Daniel 3.39 Images representing rulers also occurred in Egypt, as when Pharaoh Ramses II had his image hewn out of rock on the Mediterranean coast, north of Beirut, as a sign of his rule there.40


While images could directly represent human rulers—reminding people of the rulers they represented—images could just as easily have a god as the reference point. This concept of an image representing a god, common in the ancient Near East,41 surfaces in Amos 5:26 (cited in Acts 7:43), where even the house of Israel appears to be worshiping Mesopotamian gods by worshiping their images (tselem).


The other element often present in an image is the way that it provides a reflection of certain attributes of the original. In Old Testament times, images often displayed something about a king. In Daniel 3 the great height and gold surface of the image reflected the king’s grandeur and wealth. Similarly, the image of Ramses II in Egypt (like that of Ashurnasirpal II in Mesopotamia) appears to have been fashioned to look like the ruler, with size or attached words impressing the observer with some of the ruler’s noteworthy attributes. Accordingly, the biblical authors would reasonably have assumed the core ideas of connection and reflection as the reader’s basic understanding of the term.


Not surprisingly, the primary Greek translation of tselem in the Greek Old Testament, eikon—which is also the primary word for “image” in the New Testament—can have as wide a range of meaning as tselem. In the New Testament, eikon most often refers to physical representations, but what an eikon represents is far more than physical in nature.42 Furthermore, the idea that the original is closely connected with or somehow present in the image—already suggested in the term tselem43—becomes even more evident in the term eikon. 44 This renders the latter a particularly appropriate term for talking about Christ’s identity as the image of God.


A good place to begin an investigation of Christ as the image (eikon) of God is Colossians 1:15. There Paul straightforwardly affirms that Christ “is the image of the invisible God” (KJV) signaling both special connection and substantial reflection. The special connection is striking. As the image of the invisible God, Christ gives people the opportunity actually to see God. Moreover, Jesus is a substantial reflection of God—someone who can be seen, in contrast with the “invisible God.” When people look at Christ, they see an expression of all the divine attributes in a way that reveals who God is and models how God intends for people to be in the world.45


The second of the two New Testament verses that explicitly identify Christ as “the image [eikon] of God” is 2 Corinthians 4:4. Here the idea of close connection is also present, again to the ultimate degree in which two are really one. Whereas in verse 4, the focus is on “the glory of Christ, who is the image of God,” verse 6 explains that this glory is the “glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (NKJV). Because Christ is God’s image, God and Christ are so closely associated that the glory of one is essentially the glory of the other. As the image of God, Christ is the expression, revelation, and very presence of God. Yet the close association of glory (doxa) with image suggests that being God’s image involves more than connection. The image reflects the splendor of the very attributes of God. Many of those attributes in Christ provide the standard for who people were always meant to be and still can become if they will conform to Christ (Rom. 8:29).46


One example of such attributes is God’s reason, more commonly spoken of as God’s wisdom. Christ’s wisdom is not merely abstract, but it ultimately provides concrete guidance for godly living. To “learn Christ” is to develop minds that are not futile or darkened (Eph. 4:17–18, 20). A second example is righteousness. When Paul lifts up Christ as God’s image (2 Cor. 4:4), according to which believers are to be transformed (2 Cor. 3:18), it is in terms of a particular manifestation of glory—right standing with God (2 Cor. 3:9).


A third example of Christ’s image-related attributes involves rulership over creation. Following language early in Hebrews 1, which echoes Christ’s image-of-God status, Hebrews 2:8–9 indicates that God’s intentions for people’s rulership since the beginning have not come to fruition—“but we do see Jesus.”47 Christ demonstrates what rulership can be when sin no longer has control. One final example involves relationship. In Romans 8:29, Christ is the firstborn in a loving family. According to Colossians 3:10–11, when Christ serves as the image according to which Christians are renewed, that renewal does away with prioritizing people on the basis of their being Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, slave or free.


2. Setting the Stage. If Christ is God’s image, then how does that help explain who people are? The best way to answer that is to set the stage with several observations regarding how the Bible speaks about people and the image of God:




	people are “in” or “according to” God’s image;


	God’s image is undamaged by sin;


	not only are individuals in God’s image but humanity as a whole is as well;


	God’s image has to do with people as a whole rather than with particular human attributes.





Regarding the first observation, in various parts of the ancient Near East, people considered kings, priests, and monuments to be images of gods or kings, as we have seen. The biblical writings adopt the general concept but adapt it in various ways to fit the biblical message—for example, by applying it to all people.


Another important adaptation of the biblical authors is their preference to not affirm that people are the image of God.48 Rather, these authors insert a preposition indicating that people stand in some relationship with God’s image.49 Whereas Christ simply is the image of God (no preposition; 2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15), people are created “in” or “according to” God’s image. All of the image-related passages in Genesis (1:26, 27; 5:1; 9:6) consistently insert a preposition—and not always the same one—between people and the image. Image-related passages in the New Testament directly or indirectly referring to Genesis (e.g., Col. 3:10; James 3:9) also insert a preposition.


It is not plausible that in each of these passages the author is simply saying that people are God’s image, as if there were no prepositions there and no need to add them.50 In fact, prepositions such as “in” or “according to” make quite a difference. Saying that someone is in the water is quite different from saying that someone is the water. Saying that a violin is (made) according to a paper blueprint is quite different from saying that the violin is a paper blueprint.


The biblical authors use prepositions to distinguish the rest of humanity from Christ. With Christ not overtly in view as a reference point in the Old Testament, the recognition there would simply have been that people are not yet God’s image but are created “according to” 51 the standard of who God is (in order to reflect God’s attributes to God’s glory).52 In the New Testament, it would become clearer that Christ as God’s image is the standard to which people need to conform completely. James 3:9 is particularly significant on this point since it conveys a New Testament author’s summary of how the Genesis idea should be understood—not just as reinterpreted in Christ but in its own right applying to all people. In the words of James, people are made kata (according to) the likeness (image) of God, just as Paul explains that people need further making kata (according to or toward) the image of their Creator (Col. 3:10).


There are two New Testament books that comment on the image status of both Christ and people, and they consistently distinguish between Christ, who is God’s image, and people who need transformative growth according to the standard of that image. In Colossians 1, Christ straightforwardly is the image of God (v. 15). However, two chapters later, when people are in view, they are not God’s image but need renewal according to God’s image in Christ (3:10).53 Similarly, according to 2 Corinthians 4:4, Christ is God’s image. Yet, four verses earlier (3:18), when people are in view, they need transformation into the divine image.54


Failing to take seriously the distinction between Christ being God’s image and humanity being in God’s image has contributed to overlooking a second important observation—that sin has damaged people but not God’s image. If people were God’s image, then by damaging people, sin would plausibly damage God’s image. However, if people are created in (i.e., according to the standard of) God’s image, there is no damage done to the standard just because people are at some point damaged.


There is ample discussion and documentation in the Bible regarding the destructive impact of sin on people. Yet, at the same time there is every indication that people remain “in God’s image”—that no harm has been done to this status or to the image on which it is based. People retain a special connection with God (though their relationship with God is badly damaged), and God still intends for people to reflect likenesses to God (though in actuality they largely fail to do so). The image of God is the standard of who people are created to be—embodied in the person of Christ—and that standard is not diminished in any way because of sin.


The image-of-God passages in Genesis 1, 5, and 9 all affirm that people are created in God’s image. Although people subsequent to the fall in Genesis 3 are sinful, there is not the slightest indication of any damage to God’s image. In particular, the rationale for punishing murder in Genesis 9:6 depends on even the worst people continuing to be in God’s image.


The closest New Testament parallel to Genesis 9:6 is James 3:9. That passage similarly grounds a current standard of moral conduct directly in humanity’s creation as being according to the image of God. The point that James is making requires the affirmation that all human beings have the status of being in God’s image. Long after the author of Genesis 9 employed this affirmation to forbid murder, James heard Jesus teach that if murder (angry action) is wrong, so are angry words (Matt. 5:21–22).55 So James appropriately updates the image-of-God teaching of Genesis. In order to explain why his readers are not to curse human beings, he must affirm who even the worst human beings are today. They are specially connected with God by virtue of being made in God’s image.


If God’s image is a crucial basis for human significance, and that basis is damaged, people cannot help but have less respect for the “least lovely” among them, as history has shown.56 It is, therefore, no wonder that the biblical authors never even hint that the image of God has been damaged.


Acknowledging that the biblical writings recognize no damage done to God’s image does not weaken or question the gravity of sin and its devastating effect on the human race and beyond. If anything, sin is all the more heinous because of the way it causes people to contradict who their Creator intends them to be.


Is a damaged image restored then, or are damaged human beings restored? It is important to read the texts carefully and not to read into them ideas that are not there. In Romans 8:29, no language indicates that any sort of image is changing. Rather, God is changing people, and the image of Christ (God’s image, who is Christ57) is that to which people are being conformed. If anything, it is the constancy of that image that provides a sure goal for humanity.


Again in 2 Corinthians 3:18, the image does not change; people do. Here and elsewhere, a different term—glory—signifies what changes. People are transformed “from one degree of glory to another.” Discussions of God’s image often confuse or conflate the terms “glory” and “image,” resulting in the biblically unsound assumption that God’s image can be damaged or lost and then restored, the way that glory can be. Colossians 3:10 conveys an outlook similar to that of the Romans and 2 Corinthians passages. The new humanity that characterizes Christians “is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator” (v. 10 NRSV). The image is not being renewed; people are. The image is the standard or goal according to which people are being renewed.


A third observation to make regarding how the Bible speaks about the image of God concerns who exactly is in God’s image. Is it particular people, humanity as a whole, or both? Genesis 1:26 introduces the creation of humanity using a singular noun, adam, to which verse 27 refers by using both a singular and a plural pronoun. In other words, humanity is both a singular entity and a plurality of members. The members and the entity as a whole are in God’s image. Contemporary readers can easily miss the corporate dimension if they are located in societies like the United States, which emphasize individuals, personal freedom, and autonomy.


At the same time, other passages such as Genesis 9:6 and James 3:9 more directly suggest that particular people do have “image” status with all of the protections that should afford because it is individual people who are at risk for being killed or cursed. Connecting God’s image both to humankind as a whole and to each of the humans who constitute that “kind” guards against destructive overemphasis on individuals or collectives.


A fourth and crucial observation about the biblical image-of-God idea is that being in God’s image has to do with people as entire beings (whether humanity as a whole or its component members are in view). There is no suggestion that being in God’s image is constituted only by particular attributes (e.g., abilities, traits, capacities) that people have or have had. Select attributes (even if Godlike) are not what are in God’s image; persons as a whole are.


In Genesis 1, 5, and 9, each image statement is simply about “humanity” (adam) per se, not a particular aspect of adam, as being in God’s image. James 3:9 (NIV), which states, “With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it, we curse men, who have been made in God’s likeness,” reflects a similar outlook. James identifies those who apparently warrant cursing most—those with the least Godlike attributes—as those who are in God’s image. The understanding that God’s image has to do with people in their entirety, rather than with their most attractive attributes, has been heralded as “a new consensus.”58


Viewing attributes (likenesses to God or differences from animals) as the basis of human worth opens the door to reductionism—focusing only on those characteristics of people that one thinks are most important. Such an outlook in turn can all too easily lead to devaluing those who do not manifest those characteristics sufficiently. From that flows logically (though perhaps unconsciously) the demeaning and oppression of particular groups of people who are seen as not as much in God’s image as others are.59 Defining “being in God’s image” in terms of people’s reason (or other mental or spiritual capacities), righteousness, rulership over creation, or relationship all fall short on this score.60 As Martin Luther King Jr. once observed, “There are no gradations in the image of God.”61


3. Creation and Renewal of People in God’s Image. Stating that something is “in God’s image” is actually an abbreviated way of referring to the biblical idea of being “in God’s image and likeness.” Because two terms (“image” and “likeness”) are involved here, some people have mistakenly thought that they refer to two different ideas. However, there is ample biblical and extrabiblical evidence to confirm that there is a single idea (with two aspects) here that falls within the range of meaning of each term. Either term alone is sufficient to refer to this idea. For example, Genesis 1:26 indicates that God intended to create humanity according to the divine “image” (tselem) and “likeness” (demuth). Nevertheless, the author considers tselem alone to be sufficient to describe that standard in Genesis 1:27 and 9:6 and demuth alone sufficient in Genesis 5:1. At the same time, the idea to which either term can refer throughout the Bible does have two aspects, related to connection and reflection.


First, some sort of special connection between God and people is in view here. Understanding who people are is not possible without recognizing this connection. Passages about God’s image do not define “image,” but they do suggest something essential about it. According to Genesis 9:6, for instance, murdering human beings is forbidden not simply because God forbids it but for the deeper reason that people are connected with God in a profoundly significant way: they are created in God’s image. When one destroys a human being, one is affronting God. According to James 3:9, not just murdering but even cursing a person is wrong because a person is in the image of God.62 Cursing people is tantamount to cursing God.


People are not (yet) the image of God. Rather, they are made in the image of God—created to become God’s image. That alone gives people a close connection with God. It identifies them with God. Christ as the standard of what that image entails was not revealed per se until the New Testament. Yet even the Old Testament acknowledged that humanity is profoundly connected with God by virtue of God’s eternal purposes for humanity. It affirmed that people are not just stone statues the way that so many ancient images were—created in the final form of the image they were intended to be. Rather, people are living beings who must grow before they are what the Creator intended them to become. Perceiving this and altering the ancient Near Eastern concept to communicate it is one of the great contributions of the Old Testament.


The primary way that the biblical account adds the aspect of growth is by joining the idea of “likeness” to “image” in a distinctive way. The term “image” indicates the presence of a connection between an image and an original. However, an image may or may not have anything to do with being like (i.e., sharing the traits or other attributes of) the original. Including “likeness” with “image” communicates that the kind of image in view here somehow has to do with likeness to the original.63 It ensures that reflection and connection are a part of the concept.


Whenever the “likeness” term appears in reference to humanity and God’s “likeness-image,” it is explicitly in the context of how God created people to be. There is a verb and a preposition. People are created “in” or “according to” the likeness of God. That is not the case where “likeness” appears elsewhere in the Bible. Elsewhere one thing is simply stated to be a likeness of something else. It is not just created with the intention that it be like it. It simply is like it. By contrast, in Genesis 1:26, God’s intention for humanity is at the heart of what creation in the likeness-image of God entails. Later references to people created in God’s likeness in Genesis 5:1 and James 3:9 not surprisingly mention the same creational intention since that is an important context for understanding the meaning of the term.64


Humanity’s creation, then, in God’s “likeness-image” (often in Scripture simply “image” or “likeness”) means the following. All people are created according to “God’s image,” which the New Testament identifies as Jesus Christ. From before the beginning of creation, God intended that humanity should conform to the divine image, to Christ. So God created humanity well along the way toward that end. Even before the fall, humanity had further to go before becoming a full reflection of Christ, with a transformed spiritual body and imperishability (not able to die).65


However, after the fall people lost most of their ability to reflect God. They, nevertheless, continue to be in God’s image, unique among creation as those whom God intends and will enable to become conformed to the divine image. No image has been damaged, for God’s image is Christ—it is the standard of what God has always intended humanity to become. Even “being in” God’s image has not been damaged, for to be in God’s image is to be created according to that image, accountable to that standard. People are no less accountable simply because they reject God’s standard.


In other words, the tremendous significance of human beings is completely secure, rooted in God’s unwavering intentions rather than in variable, current human capacities. Even with their many limitations, all people have a special connection with God, and all people are created and intended to be a meaningful reflection of God. Christians are a community of people who are on a transformative journey mapped out for humanity by their Creator. They are inspired by a destiny that others do not see and a dignity that others cannot adequately explain.


Being in God’s image is not unrelated to the actual capacities, relationships, and functions that people have. Having those things is what normally flows from being in God’s image but is not what defines it. People who lack those things are not any less “in God’s image” than anyone else because of what it means to be “in” (i.e., “according to”) God’s image. It means that God’s image (revealed to be Christ in the New Testament) provides the standard for their existence and their growth. To whatever extent they fall short of fulfilling that standard and are able to grow, God intends for them—and offers them the means—to grow into more of what actually being God’s image entails.


God provides everyone with the opportunity for transformation according to the image of God that is Christ (i.e., according to the image of Christ). Humanity gains a dignity even now simply by being the recipient of such an amazing offer. God does not want anyone to perish (2 Pet. 3:9). In that sense, God intends for all to reflect God-glorifying attributes.66 God has created all according to the divine image and wants all actually to become God’s image in Christ.67 The offer they receive to be renewed according to (Col. 3:10), conformed to (Rom. 8:29), and thus transformed into (2 Cor. 3:18) God’s image in Christ means that all are loved by God even with their many shortcomings. For all we know, any particular person’s renewal according to God’s image may begin this very day. They should be viewed and treated accordingly.







UPHOLDING HUMAN DIGNITY


The implications for how best to view and act toward people are extensive. As we noted at the outset, these implications are not merely theoretical but have been lived out in history. They are the evidence of the inspirational potential of the idea that all people are in God’s image. People matter precisely because they are in the image of God.


Human existence itself has great significance on these very grounds. Many people use some term such as “dignity” to describe the special significance that comes from being in God’s image.68 This is not the dignity that varies according to circumstances but the dignity that necessarily accompanies being human. To reflect that distinction, some people refer to the latter form of dignity as “natural” or “inherent.” The danger of such language is that it can imply that dignity is intrinsic to humanity without any necessary reference to God. Such is not the case with the dignity resulting from creation in God’s image. This dignity is literally God-given.69


People receive dignity as a gift of God’s grace. However, it does not come without requirements. So in that sense, it has an element of loan as well as gift to it. There is something that must in some sense be accounted for or repaid (though not in kind).70 Being created in God’s image has great benefits, but it comes with God’s great expectations. The dignity of all who are in God’s image neither depends on particular human attributes nor diminishes due to sin. Human limitations cannot weaken it. This dignity is as unshakable as God.


Just as humanity is not merely a collection of separate people but is also an interrelated whole, so humanity’s status as created in God’s image has implications for the whole together. God has a connection with humanity as a whole, just as God intends divine attributes to be reflected in humanity corporately and not just in particular people. For example, God intends justice to be a hallmark of human society, as it is of God’s own character. Just treatment of all requires taking account of personal and societal relationships in which people live, rather than merely viewing people as individuals. Where there is injustice, freedom from that oppression is what humanity’s status in God’s image mandates.


While people never warrant less than what justice requires, they frequently warrant more, namely, love. Love is God’s ultimate intention for relationships of people with one another and with the natural world as well. Love involves giving more than the required minimum and entails more than utilitarian maximizing of social benefit. It generates true solidarity, fellowship, interdependence, inclusive community, and unified mission. Again, the reason that people warrant love is not that people are so lovable in themselves, but that love is the appropriate way to treat those in God’s image—whether they be friend or enemy.


There are many arenas where treating people correctly as created in God’s image is particularly important in light of historical abuses.71 The existence of all humanity in God’s image offers a potent rallying cry for respecting and protecting even the weakest and most marginalized of human beings. God would have people attend to the needs of those who are impoverished, for example, precisely because they are in God’s image. Similarly, people with special needs due to disabilities warrant special care and welcome. They have an image-based dignity that does not waver, regardless of their ability or potential ability.72


Slavery is a particularly outrageous example of making unwarranted distinctions among people. It is a violation of how God intends one person in the divine image to behave toward another and is thus an offense against God. Affirming humanity’s creation in God’s image is a powerful way to mobilize the church to oppose racism in word and deed. With due appreciation for the extent of evil involved in racism, Christians will not be satisfied with bandaging the wounded but will insist on transforming the social practices and structures that perpetuate racism. The same goes for overcoming the oppression of women. People, male and female alike, are created in God’s image—not because women and men have all the same attributes but because of God’s connection with them and the divine reflection God intends them to be.


The implications for pastoral care, counseling, and evangelism are immense. Even the weakest person—morally, emotionally, spiritually—has a special connection with the God of the universe. Moreover, God intends for that person increasingly to become a meaningful reflection of God en route to a glorious eternal life as the image of God in Christ. People’s existence as created in God’s image can give them meaning and hope even in the depth of despair. The special connection and intended reflection that constitute being in God’s image are God’s enduring promise to them that so much more is possible if they are willing to let God break the power that sin has over them.


In light of the huge potential for a biblically sound understanding of God’s image to uphold human dignity in many arenas, Christian education can and should play a major role here.73 Christian education upholds human dignity by equipping people both to grow in their reflection of God and to appreciate their connection with God.


As explained above, God’s creation of humanity in his image entails that God intends for people increasingly to reflect all the attributes of God that people are created to reflect, as modeled in Christ’s humanity. For example, effective education can foster better knowledge (reason), stewardship (rulership), and relationships. It can encourage the pursuit not only of personal righteousness but also of societal righteousness (justice). After all, being in God’s image and intended to reflect his attributes is as true of humanity as a whole as it is of every member of humanity.


At the same time, being in the image of God is as much about connection as it is about reflection. Christian education also upholds human dignity by equipping people to appreciate their connection with God, with substantial implications for how they relate to others as well as how they see themselves. The Bible itself is explicit that, since every person is created according to God’s image, we cannot kill or curse anyone. In other words, we are not to jeopardize human life or dignity in any way. The Genesis 1 context of the introduction of the image of God concept in the Bible suggests that any living being who is human (as opposed to a plant or another kind of creature) is created in God’s image. That means every human, from conception to death, falls into this category, so their lives and dignity are to be respected and protected.74 Moreover, recall that humanity as a whole and not just individual people are created according to God’s image. That means, where particular people or societal structures have violated the life and dignity of certain groups, there is an obligation for them to stop and normally to provide restitution.


Creation in God’s image also has profound implications for how people should see themselves. There is no firmer foundation for a person’s sense of self-worth than to know that they have a special connection with God, created in order to reflect God’s attributes to the world. Nevertheless, as great a blessing as it is to be created according to God’s image—according to Christ—it is essential that people understand it to be a responsibility as well. Yes, our dignity ought to be respected. But whether or not it is, we must respect and protect the dignity of every other person because of who God has made them to be. They have a special connection with God and are intended to be a meaningful reflection of God. What profound dignity is that!
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