
What We Believe: The Nature of Humans I 

For two weeks we looked at the nature of God, that He is a being who knows Himself 
and expresses Himself to us as a plurality, as more than one.  We started by observing 
that He describes Himself as “us” right at the beginning, in Genesis 1, and we 
concluded by noting that Jesus told His disciples in John 14, “we will come (referring to 
Himself and His Father) and live with” those who love Him.  And He’s already made it 
clear that the Spirit will come to live within them.  So we’ve studied the biblical basis for 
the Trinity, and haven’t even looked at a lot of it - this is solidly affirmed in Scripture, in a 
variety of ways.

Having said that, we’ve hardly touched on the nature of God.  We’ve only said that He 
lives in relationship within Himself and that His love for us causes Him to desire 
relationship with us as well.  We haven’t talked about His holiness, His power, His 
creativity, His wisdom, His relationship with time, His presence and His special 
presence, His glory, His humility, His anger, His jealousy, His justice and judgment, His 
grace and His mercy, or His patience or His joy.  The Scriptures give us great windows 
of insight into the nature of God and what makes Him do the things He does, and we 
will study more of that as time goes on.  But for now, we will just accept that God is 
more complex than we can fully understand and that when He talks to Himself, it’s okay; 
when we talk to ourselves, it’s just not the same thing, especially if ourself talks back.

For these next two sermons in this series, I want to look at the nature of human beings, 
both the up-side of being made in the image of God, and the down-side of the fall, the 
propensity that we all have toward pride.  Let’s start by going back to that passage in 
Genesis where God decided to make the first humans:
! Then God said, “Let us make people in our image, to be like ourselves.  They will 
! be masters over all life -- the fish in the sea, the birds in the sky, and all the 
! livestock, wild animals and small animals.”
! So God created people in His own image; God patterned them after Himself; 
! male and female He created them.  (Gen. 1:26,27)

This passage creates immediate problems for the person who wants to interpret it as it 
was intended to be understood.  The first problem is that the Hebrews did not think of 
God as having an “image” in the sense that there was something physical about God 
that we could “look like”.  The second commandment that Moses gave to the Israelites 
was that they should not make any image for themselves to worship.  That, of course, 
meant that they were not allowed to make an idol or image of God and then worship it.  
As Jesus would teach the woman at the well in John 4, God is Spirit, and must be 
worshiped in spirit and in truth.  How do humans become an image of a spirit, except in 
the sense that we, like God, are spiritual beings?  That’s the first problem.

The second problem is that the words that are used in this passage, the word translated 
“image” and the word translated “likeness” or “pattern” are almost always used to 
describe something that is physical, and therefore visible.  Images were commonly 
made by ancient tribes to represent their gods and often to represent their kings.  These 



images were visible representations of the idea that they had about their god.  For 
example, the god Baal was often represented by an image of a bull, to represent great 
strength and to instill fear in the worshipers.  So, pursuing the idea of being made in 
God’s image has some serious problems attached to it.  We don’t know what that image 
is like - the Bible doesn’t tell us - and we don’t know what aspect of God we carry with 
us as His image.  

One scholar in particular has done some serious work on this Genesis passage and has 
concluded that the current way of translating it is not the best.  He says that a more 
accurate way to translate from Hebrew into English, based on Hebrew grammar and 
evidence from inscriptions, would be, “Let us make human beings AS our image”, rather 
than IN our image.  If that is the preferred way to translate this passage, then it tells us 
that we are here on earth as God’s representatives, a concept that we see in the 
immediate context and in the new covenant.

In the immediate context, we see a connection between being made as God’s image 
and the role of “ruling” over all life - over the fish, the birds, the wild and domestic 
animals.  And after He has made the first man and woman, God gives them this 
instruction:
! Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.  Rule over the fish 
! of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on 
! the ground.  (Gen. 1:28)

So this idea of somehow “representing” God seems to be closely connected with ruling 
over, or managing wisely, God’s creation.  We represent Him by doing something He 
would do - manage the Creation, take care of it.  We don’t run roughshod over it, 
destroying it in the process of getting everything we can out of it for ourselves, but we 
steward it, we manage it, we rule over it, hopefully in wisdom and with a view to what 
will serve the creation well in the long term.  

In the ancient near east, kings were typically thought of as the representatives of the 
gods.  A king ruled under the authority of the gods and, really, in the place of the gods 
who were, presumably, busy with other things - not all of which were good and noble.  
But the biblical view is not that kings represent God, but that we all do; we all have a 
responsibility to live in a way that serves the interests of our Creator.  

I’m not a Hebrew scholar and I have no way to dispute the claims about the 
interpretation of this verse from Genesis 1, but this understanding solves a whole lot of 
problems for the person trying to apply the imago dei, the image of God, to daily life.  

For one thing, we don’t have to try to figure out exactly “how” we are made in God’s 
image, exactly how we look like Him, or think like Him, or behave like He does.  None of 
those things is made clear, either from this passage or from others, and so trying to 
discover the imago dei inside ourselves is a frustrating exercise.  We don’t actually 
know what we’re looking for.



A second benefit is that we don’t have to divide ourselves up into units, some of which 
reflect God and some of which don’t.  We are not “in the image of God” in our spirituality 
or in our ability to love or relate or think or pray - we are, in our whole beings, God’s 
representatives.  And it’s not just a few special spiritual people who are created for this 
purpose.  All humans are made to represent their Creator, to stand in for Him, to fulfill 
the functions that He in His wisdom says are right or appropriate for us to fulfill.  

One more important point about this verse: Genesis 1:27 specifically states that God 
patterned humans after Himself; male and female He created them.  There are two 
important things that tells us:
1. Being female is just as much being “as the image of God” as being male is.  There 

are societies today which try to keep women in a lower place, a subservient role, as if 
women were less important or less worthy than men.  I’d like to challenge that belief 
in every way possible.  But this text, even though the early church fathers tried to 
keep it from saying this, it still says that God created all people as His own image; 
God patterned them after Himself; male and female He created them.

2. The second important thing that follows from this verse is that there is something that 
especially serves God’s purposes when a man and a woman are united.  If God 
made us to image Him and He made us male and female, there is something within 
the Godhead that is, not sexual, but relational, intimate, close and we express that 
closeness, that trust and depth of communication in our marriage relationships ... at 
least, that’s the ideal.

There are some important implications to being made to “image” or represent God in 
this earth.  For one, it is a position of incredible honor and is worthy of respect.  We 
Christians are sometimes criticized for placing ourselves above the rest of the created 
order, for thinking of ourselves as superior to animals and birds, for example, but this is 
a natural outcome for how God has made us.  If we are to be His regents on earth, His 
caretakers of creation, then we have an important role to fulfill, one that does, actually, 
place us over the rest of the created order.  We are in a position to do good or to do 
harm to the things and the creatures God has made.  We are in a position to rule over, 
to subdue, with wisdom or in careless abandon.  There is no other creature that has that 
role on earth and none that is capable of doing so much that is good and honoring to 
God, or evil and dishonoring, disrespecting to Him.  

2. The second aspect of representing God that I want to highlight is that you and I were 
created with an amazing gift ... and responsibility.  God has placed something within 
us that allows us to be the visible representation of who He is and what He wants to 
accomplish.  That is an awesome thing - a humbling and empowering reality that has 
been marred by human beings’ fall into sin.  This distortion of the image that came 
when man and woman decided to “go independent” has been devastating for all of 
creation, but it only hides - it doesn’t destroy - the thing we were created to be and to 
do.  Look at this verse from Genesis 9, where God is in the middle of making a 
covenant with Noah, most of which has to do with Noah and his descendants ruling 
over the creation and using it all for food:



! Everything that lives and moves will be food for you.  Just as I gave you the 
! green plants, I now give you everything.  (9:3) 
- now, here’s the verse:
! You must execute anyone who murders another person, for to kill a person is to 
! kill a living being made in God’s image (or ‘as’ God’s image) (v.6)

So, just as Adam and Eve were made to represent God and to carry out His will on 
earth, so were the rest of us, after the fall, still considered the image of God, still chosen 
to rule over the rest of creation.  Now, humans have some problems with doing that well 
since the fall into sin.  We tend towards exploitation and cruelty and waste, but we still 
have the responsibility - we still bear the image.  The other issue is that the creation 
now resists human efforts to subdue it.  As God said to Adam on the day of his rebellion, 
“By the sweat of your brow shall you eat bread until you return to the soil.” (Gen. 3:19)  
Since that day, it has been a labor, an effort, for humans to produce the food we need.  
But it wasn’t that way at the beginning of creation.

Let’s move forward now and ask what the New Testament teaches us about the image 
of God in humans.  Does anyone know which passage in the letter of James refers to us 
being made in the image of God?  It’s the passage on the use of the tongue:
! ... no one can tame the tongue ... Sometimes it praises our Lord and Father and 
! sometimes it breaks out into curses against those who have been made in the 
! image of God.  And so blessing and cursing come pouring out of the same 
! mouth.  Surely, my brothers and sisters, this is not right!  (James 3:8-10)

James is saying we need to exercise restraint, that we should be reluctant to speak 
harsh words against any other person, because that person is, still, in some way, 
created to represent God, to be His image in this world.  Yes, after the fall, in spite of the 
sin nature being passed down from generation to generation, there is still imago dei in 
us.  We are still a special creation, made with the authority and the ability to rule over 
the rest of God’s creative works.  So, when we are tempted to lash out at someone 
verbally, whether to their face or behind their back, remember that this person is an 
image-bearer and worthy of our respect.  What a concept!

Of course, there is something else going on in the New Testament.  There is one who 
comes to earth to reveal to us the true image of God, to correct our false ideas and to 
repair the broken image, and that is Jesus.  Let’s look at Colossians 1:
! Christ is the visible image of the invisible God.  He existed before God made 
! anything at all and is supreme over all creation.  Christ is the one through whom 
! God created everything in heaven and earth.  He made the things we can see 
! and the things we can’t see - kings, kingdoms, rulers and authorities.  Every-
! thing has been created through Him and for Him.  He existed before everything 
! else began, and He holds all creation together.  (Col. 1:15-17)

Notice again the authority, the ruling position, of the One who is the image of God.  
Christ has made all things and all things have been made for Him.  He is described in 
verse 15 as “supreme over all creation”.  



This has implications for us.  We have been unable to rule the created order as God 
would desire ever since the fall and now He has come to restore what has been lost.  
There are two ideas in the New Testament that bear on this.
1. One is the idea in Romans 8:21: “All creation anticipates the day when it will join 

God’s children in glorious freedom from death and decay.”  Earlier Paul had written 
that creation is under a curse and here in verse 21 we are told that this curse will 
finally be broken when death and decay are also defeated.  This doesn’t happen until 
the end of time as we know it and the beginning of the new heaven and the new earth 
- but it’s coming.

2. The second idea is the more immediate call from the New Testament letters for us to 
put off the old self, the fallen nature, and embrace, put on, the new self which Christ 
has created within us, according to Paul in Colossians 3:10.  Let me read from further 
on:

! Since God chose you to be the holy people whom He loves, you must clothe 
! yourselves with tenderhearted mercy, kindness, humility, gentleness, and 
! patience ... the most important piece of clothing you must wear is love. (3:12,14)

And a few verses later, we read this:
! Whatever you do or say, let it be as a representative of the Lord Jesus, all the 
! while giving thanks through Him to God the Father (17)

Here we are given hope, that, through the renewing work of Jesus in us, we can once 
more represent, or be the image of, God in a more fruitful way than we could have on 
our own.

Okay, this may have felt like it was all over the map because we have covered a lot of 
ground in discussing the image of God in us, but I think we can bring some important 
conclusions and applications out of this study.

1. The first thing to look at is the principle of authority that has been given to humans, 
not to run roughshod over creation, but to represent the Creator in the way we 
manage it.  We have authority, we have been given the mandate to rule and to 
subdue the rest of creation, but to do so in the right way, in a way that highlights the 
wisdom and power of the One who created in the first place.  How do we do that?  I 
can’t give you a quick and simple answer, but I do want to point to an amazing 
resource that we have right in our area - the Brooksdale Environmental Centre in 
South Surrey which is run by A Rocha Canada, a Christian environmental group who 
uses the centre to do environmental education, sustainable agriculture and 
conservation biology.  They are active around the world in the issues surrounding our 
God-given responsibility to manage creation well, and they are accessible to us if we 
can cross over the Golden Ears Bridge and take the time to learn from them.  I’ve put 
their address and contact information on the screen - or look up A Rocha on Google. 

2. The second thing we need to get our heads around is that all those people we jump 
to criticize or that we wish to avoid are also image-bearers.  In the Scripture, we are 
encouraged to give respect to those who are created in God’s image, simply because 



God made them to image or represent Him.  There are no “ordinary people”, but only 
people who are created by God, loved by God, people for whom God has sacrificed 
and for whom others have prayed.  These mortals that surround us have also been 
created with a purpose, and even though many have rejected God’s purpose for their 
lives, they are still creatures with amazing potential and significant authority on this 
earth.  So don’t patronize them, don’t dismiss them, don’t undermine them or slander 
them.  It’s part of the culture that we live in to think it’s funny to put people down or to 
mock their weaknesses, but that doesn’t do justice to what the Creator intends for 
each person.  So, just before you let loose on someone, or let loose about someone, 
remember what God thinks about them and choose words that give hope and that 
honor the image of God in that person.  

3. My third application from this study is to ask you to resist the dehumanization that is 
taking place in our world.  Our society has already determined that babies in the 
womb don’t have a life worth saving and are in the process of finding “solutions” for 
people who are old and failing in their health.  There are many others who are and 
who will be at risk in a culture that has no moral foundation, no conviction about the 
value of each human life.  So, in your conversations with people, listen for ideas that 
would diminish further the value of human life, that would seem to say that we are 
created in the image of ape instead of the image of God ... and argue for something 
greater.


