
Chapter 2: Imago Dei 

Thus far to try thee, Adam, I was pleased; 
And find thee knowing, not of beasts alone, 
Which thou has rightly named, but of thyself; 
Expressing well the spirit within thee free, 
My image not imparted to the brute, 
Whose fellowship therefore unmeet for thee, 
Good reason was thou freely should'st dislike: 
And be so minded still. I, ere thou spak'st, 
Knew it not good for Man to be alone; 
And no such company as then thou saw'st 
Intended thee; for trial only brought, 
To see how thou could'st judge of fit and meet. 
What next I bring shall please thee, be assure; 
They likeness, they fit help, they other self 
  Milton, Paradise Lost, 7.437-50 

 
At the very beginning of the biblical narrative, we encounter one of the more 

audacious claims in the Bible: 'God created man in his own image, in the image of God 
he created him; male and female he created them' (Gen 1:27). Many of us have, perhaps, 
grown so comfortable with this verse and the claims that it makes for the nature and 
identity of human persons that we no longer recognize the fabulous nature of this 
assertion.1 At the beginning of a work founded on the belief in an invisible God who 
cannot be depicted by images and who transcends human understanding, God declares 
his intent to image himself in finite, physical, and imperfect human beings. Such a 
juxtaposition of the human and the divine in one theological assertion opens the door to a 
fundamental reorientation of each. Consequently, this statement has been understood by 
many theologians to stand at the very center of a properly Christian concept of what it 
means to be human, and the starting point of theological anthropology.  

Given the central role that that this concept has played, it is surprising to discover 
that the imago dei actually occurs rather infrequently in the Bible. Indeed, after its initial 
use in the creation account, there are only two other direct references to the image in the 
OT (Gen 5:1; 9:6). Although we find a few more references in the NT (1 Cor 11:7; 2 Cor 
3:18; 2 Cor 4:4; Eph 4:24; Col 1:15; Jas 3:9), that still amounts to a relatively small 
number of direct references to a concept that is considered by many to be, 'the most 
distinctive feature of the biblical understanding of man'.2 The relative scarcity of biblical 
material regarding the imago might lead some to wonder if it should continue to play 
such a central role in theological anthropology. A narrow focus on these direct 
references, though, neglects the important ways in which the concept of the imago dei 

                                                 
1 Terms like 'person', 'personhood', and 'personal', as well as related terms like 'self' and 'selfhood', 

are notoriously difficult to define and subject to strong cultural influences (see Charles Taylor, Sources of 
the Self (Cambridge: CUP, 1989); Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian 
Theology of the Imago Dei (Philadelphia: Westminster, 2001); Philip A. Rolnick, Person, Grace, and God 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007). Throughout this chapter, I will be using such terms in a rather loose 
manner to refer to the attributes that we associate with being able to engage in 'meaningful' relationships 
and the beings that we associate with those attributes.  

2 Anthony Hoekema, Created in God's Image (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), p. 11. 



underlies and informs other biblical passages (e.g., Ps 8:4-6). Thus, even when the imago 
dei is not explicitly stated, it is frequently assumed.  

Precisely how we understand the nature of this affirmation, though, has been the 
subject of intense debate throughout the centuries. As we will see, the biblical text is 
sufficiently ambiguous as to allow for a variety of different interpretations. Sorting 
through the biblical and extra-biblical data that informs these discussions can be 
daunting. Interpreters also face the challenges produced their cultural location. All 
cultures have their own concept of what it most fundamentally means to be human. Since 
the imago stands at the center of many Christian conceptions of the human, it invariably 
enters into dialogue with and is significantly influenced by these other anthropologies. 
Indeed, as Edward Curtis has observed, 'the interpretation of the image of God has often 
reflected the Zeitgeist and has followed whatever emphasis happened to be current in 
psychology, or philosophy, or sociology, or theology'.3 Our task, then, is to be aware of 
these challenges even as we strive to gain a better understanding of what it means to 
affirm that human beings are made in the image of God.  

 
 

The Image of God Debate: Consensus and Disagreement 
a. Areas of General Consensus 
 

As we will see, precisely what this assertion means is hotly contested. 
Nonetheless, I think it will be helpful for us to note a few areas on which scholars are in 
general agreement.  

To 'image' God means to 'reflect' God in creation. There is little debate that the 
basic idea of the image denotes that human persons 'reflect' the divine reality in some 
way. The key terms—selem and demut in the OT, and eikon in the NT—all refer to the 
idea that some object reflects or resembles another in some way. This resemblance could 
take different forms—visual (e.g., Ezek 1:5, 10, 13), audible (Isa 13:4), or structural (2 
Kgs 16:10)—and could indicate a resemblance that is a mere 'shadow' of the 
corresponding reality (e.g., Ps 39:6), or a much closer connection in which the image is 
understood to represent the presence of the corresponding reality in some way (e.g., Dan 
3). Throughout, though, the basic idea of the image as a 'reflection' of some other object 
holds. The real debate, as we will see, begins when we try to explain more precisely what 
is reflected, where this is reflected in humanity, and how this reflection actually takes 
place.4  

'Image' and 'likeness' are largely or entirely synonymous. Many patristic and 
medieval exegetes argued that there was an important theological distinction intended by 

                                                 
3C. Clifton Black, 'God's Promise for Humanity in the New Testament', in R. Kendall Soulen and 

Linda Woodhead (eds.), God and Human Dignity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), pp. 179-95 (180). 
4 The two prepositions have also been sources of contention. In Genesis 1:26, the author uses two 

distinct prepositions to talk about being made 'in' (be-) the image and 'in' (ke-) the likeness of God. 
Although a number of interpreters have presented strong arguments in favor of seeing an fundamental 
distinction between these two prepositions in this verse, the fact that they are commonly interchangeable in 
Hebrew and, more importantly, that they are reversed in the parallel text Genesis 5:3, has convinced most 
that they are virtually synonymous here.  



the use of selem and demut in Genesis 1:27-28.5 Contemporary exegetes, however, agree 
that these two terms are largely synonymous and that we should not read any strong 
distinction into their use in this text.6  

The image of God includes all human persons. We also find virtual unanimity on 
the fact that all human persons—regardless of gender, race, or status—are made in the 
image of God. Some theologians in church history have argued that males alone were in 
the image of God, but scholars are now united in rejecting this interpretation.7 The Bible 
clearly affirm that both males and females are in the image of God (Gen 1:27) and uses 
this as the basis for treating all human persons with dignity (Gen 9:6; Jas 3:9). 

Sin has affected the image in some way. This seems amply supported by the 
emphasis throughout the Bible on the pervasively depraved nature of human existence 
(Ps 14:1-3; Rom 3:23) and the consistent testimony of the NT that the image stands in 
need of renewal and restoration (Eph 4:22-24; Col 3:10). Despite this general agreement, 
the precise nature of this impact varies significantly depending on the particular view of 
the image that is in operation.  

The image in the New Testament is a christological concept. The clear testimony 
of the OT is that all human persons are made in the image of God. The NT authors 
continue this tradition (1 Cor 11:7; Jam 3:9), but at the same time the NT also makes a 
fundamental shift in its understanding of the image. In the NT, the focus lies not on 
humans in general as the image of God, but on Jesus Christ as the one who is the true 
eikon of God. Thus, Paul focuses primarily on Jesus Christ as the true image (2 Cor 4:4; 
cf. Heb 1:3), who makes the invisible God visible in creation (Col 1:15). And, as one who 
was without sin (Heb 4:15), Jesus is also the only true and unblemished eikon. Using 
slightly different language, the author of Hebrews expresses a similar concept in 
identifying Christ as the 'exact representation' (carakth.r) of the divine nature. Indeed, in 
the NT the divine intent for human persons from the very beginning was not that they 
might be in the 'image of God', but, surprisingly, that they might be 'conformed to the 
image of his son' (Rom 8:29; cf. 1 Cor 15:49).8 So, for the NT, the imago dei is an 
inherently christological concept. 

The image of God is at least somewhat dynamic. Finally, most thinkers affirm that 
the image is not an entirely static concept; instead, they view it as developing toward 
something—it has a teleological dimension. Thus, as we have seen, Paul portrays the 
image as something that is being 'transformed' (2 Cor 3:18) and 'renewed' (Col 3:10) in 
human persons as they are drawn ever closer to the person of Christ. For many 
theologians, this teleological element is a result of sin. That is, humans were fully in the 
image of God at creation, but that image was lost or marred after the Fall and stands in 

                                                 
5 For, example, Irenaeus viewed the 'image' as the capacity for rationality that distinguishes 

humans from other animals and continues to be exercised by humans after the fall; 'likeness', on the other 
hand, is the 'spirit' created in the human person by the Holy Spirit that places a 'robe of sanctity' on the 
person and allows the human person to have fellowship with God (cf. Against Heresies 2.33.5; 3.23.5; 
4.4.3; see also Aquinas Summa Theologica Iq93a9). 

6 See Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theology of the 
Imago Dei (Philadelphia: Westminster, 2001), pp. 186-89.  

7 This finds classic expression in Milton's Paradise Lost where Eve is said to be 'inferior in the 
mind' and 'outward also her resembling less his image' (footnote).  

8 World Council of Churches, Christian Perspectives on Theological Anthropology: A Faith and 
Order Study Document (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2005), p. 51. 



need of restoration. For other theologians, particularly those in the Eastern Orthodox 
tradition, the teleological dynamic of the image has been there from the beginning. Adam 
and Eve themselves were created with the intention that they would grow toward the 
image, who is Christ. Humans were thus 'predestined to become conformed to the 
likeness of his son' (Rom 8:29) from creation. Either way, theologians largely agree that 
the image of God in humans is a work in progress. It is moving toward its Christological 
goal, its telos.  

 
 

b. The Shape of the Debate 
 
Despite this broad consensus on a number of important issues, the question of the 

imago dei remains contentious. At least four proposals vie for our attention.  
 

The Structural Image 

The most prevalent way of understanding the image of God throughout history 
has been in terms of some capacity or set of capacities constitutive of being human that 
reflects the divine being in some way. The most common of such approaches identifies 
the imago as humanity's capacity for rational thought.9 Thus, humans image a rational 
and wise God in their capacity for rational and wise thought. This was the predominant 
view in the early church and (at least) through the middle ages.10 Though rationality is 
the capacity most often referred to by proponents of the structural approach, a number of 
other capacities have been suggested as denoting the primary distinguishing feature of the 
human person (e.g., symbolic reasoning, self-determination, moral agency, self-
transcendence).11 In every case, the structural view posits that the imago involves 
something essential to the nature of the human person, some capacity or set of capacities 
that characterize what the human person is. 

Proponents of the structural approach typically rely on two key strategies to 
support their argument. The first involves an argument from human uniqueness. On this 
approach, proponents first identify the imago as something that sets human persons apart 
from the rest of creation. According to the creation narratives, only humans are made in 
the image of God. Thus, the imago should be that which makes humans different from 
other animals. The key task, then, is to determine what capacity (or capacities) sets the 
human person apart from other animals. The second approach moves in a vertical rather 

                                                 
9 Thus, according to Irenaeus, the human person is a being 'endowed with reason, and in this 

respect like to God' (Against Heresies 5.6.1). Similarly, Gregory of Nyssa defines the human person as a 
'rational animal' and, thus, identifies reason as the essence of the imago (Of the Making of Man 8.8). And 
Augustine likewise viewed the imago as located in humanity's nature as a 'rational soul' (On Christian 
Doctrine 1.22), defining it as the ability "to use reason and intellect in order to understand and behold God" 
(On the Trinity 14.4.6). This rational approach to the imago was at least partially driven by the common 
Greek conception that reason was that which primarily distinguished human persons from the other animals 
(see esp. Aristotle, De anima 3.3.427a19-427b9).  

10 David Cairns, The Image of God in Man (London: SCM, 1953), p. 112. See for example, 
Thomas Aquinas's treatment of the image in Summa Theologica Iq93a2.  

11 See for example Christopher L. Fisher, 'Animals, Humans and X-Men: Human Uniqueness and 
the Meaning of Personhood', Theology & Science 3.3 (2005), pp. 291-314. 



than a horizontal direction. This argument looks for capacities of the human person that 
have parallels in the divine being. For example, such thinkers argue that God clearly has 
the capacity for rational thought; so, it seems reasonable to conclude that a being who 
images God will also have the capacity for rational thought. This does not necessary 
mean that human rationality is precisely the same as divine rationality; but they contend 
that there is at least an analogical relationship that supports the conclusion.  

Since the structural approach identifies the imago dei as an essential aspect of the 
human person, a part of human nature, proponents of the structural approach typically 
argue that the human person retains the imago dei even after the fall. Those arguing from 
this perspective will contend, for example, that humanity retains the capacity for rational 
thought after the fall, while typically affirming that sinful humans will always exercise 
this creaturely capacity in sinful ways.  

Despite its historical influence most contemporary thinkers have rejected the 
structural approach as an adequate way of understanding the image. The most glaring 
weakness of the approach is its lack of exegetical support. One looks in vain for any clear 
(or even implicit) biblical link between the imago and some essential attribute of the 
human person. Lacking this, it becomes all too easy to identify the imago with the 
reigning cultural conception of what separates humans from other animals. Barth speaks 
for many by concluding, '[I]t is obvious that their authors merely found the concept in the 
text and then proceeded to pure invention in accordance with the requirement of 
contemporary anthropology.'12

Another concern has to do with the way in which this approach often relies on 
identifying that which is unique to human persons, distinguishing them from the rest of 
creation. Such an approach, however, simply will not do for at least two reasons. First, 
although only humans are explicitly said to be in the image of God, other biblical texts 
make it clear that creation as a whole plays a similar imaging role. According to the 
psalmist, 'The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the works of his hand' 
(Ps 19:1). In the NT, Paul declares that 'God's invisible attributes have been clearly seen, 
being understood from what has been made' (Rom 1:19). Regardless of one's position on 
the viability of natural theology, it seems clear that the biblical authors understood that all 
of creation images (i.e. 'reflects') God. It is, of course, entirely possible that there are 
important differences in the way that humans image God in comparison to the rest of 
creation, differences that may explain why humans alone are called imago dei beings in 
the creation narrative; but the fact that imaging God is common to all of creation should 
caution us about assuming too quickly that the imago will sharply distinguish humans 
from the rest of creation.  

A second reason that this approach is unsatisfactory, however, is the growing 
realization that many of the things we once thought distinguished humans from the rest of 
creation are, in fact, shared with other creatures as well.13 Indeed, it would be relatively 

                                                 
12 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics (London: T. & T. Clark 2004), pp. III/1, 193. 
13 Thus, many recent studies demonstrate that we should understand our differences from other 

animals as being differences of degree (e.g., Anna Case-Winters, 'Rethinking the Image of God', Zygon: 
Journal of Religion & Science 39.4 (2004), pp. 813-26; Wentzel Van Huyssteen, Alone in the World: 
Human Uniqueness in Science and Theology, The Gifford Lectures (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006). This 
does not mean, however, that we need to downplay the differences. Indeed, some have argued that even 
though humans share their capacities with the other animals, the differences in how those capacities are 
developed and expressed in human persons are significant enough to be viewed as differences in kind (e.g., 



easy to work through each of the proposed structural capacities and identify ways in 
which very similar sets of capacities can be found in other animals.14 Again, there may 
still be ways in which humans are importantly different than animals with regard to each 
of these, but this should prevent us from assuming too quickly that certain characteristics 
of human persons are in fact unique in creation.  

Yet another problem has to do with any attempt to define what it means to be 
human in terms of essential capacities or faculties. This will again not work for at least 
two related reasons. First, it is nearly impossible to find a structural capacity that applies 
to all human beings. The capacity for rational thought would not seem to apply to infants, 
many disabled people, or even normally functioning human adults who are temporarily 
unconscious. Of course, we could explain that what we mean by 'capacity for rational 
thought' is that the individual in question would be rational if everything were fully 
developed and functioning properly. This definition only appears to succeed, however, by 
moving to such a high level of abstraction that it provides little, if any, help for 
understanding the concrete realities of human life. Thus, it would seem that any structural 
definition of the imago runs the risk of excluding certain categories of human beings 
from its definition of humanity.  

This leads to the second consequence of this approach. What do we do with 
people who do not seem to exhibit those capacities? As a recent statement by a study 
group of the World Council of Churches warns, we must beware 'the unconscious 
assumption, which pervades many of our cultures, that only a "perfect" person can reflect 
fully the image of God - where "perfect" means to be successful, attractive, young and 
not disabled.'15 Such a conclusion can only have disastrous consequences for our ability 
to appreciate the full personhood and dignity of all human beings.   

Structural approaches can also be criticized for developing their perspective in 
highly individualistic terms. To the extent that the imago is understood as a capacity 
possessed and expressed by individual human persons (e.g. rationality), it fails to 
recognize that the emphasis in Genesis 1:26-28 is on humanity as a collective whole. 
Although we do not need to deny that the imago has application to particular individuals 
(Gen 9:6; Jas 3:9), we should recognize that the emphasis in the creation narratives is on 
humanity as a whole as that which images God.16  

                                                                                                                                                 
Fisher, 'Animals, Humans and X-Men'; Francisco J. Ayala, 'Human Nature: One Evolutionist's View', in 
Warren S. Brown, Nancey Murphy, and H. Newton Maloney (eds.), Whatever Happened to the Soul? 
Scientific and Theological Portraits of Human Nature (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), pp. 31-48). The safest 
conclusion at this point is to emphasize both humanity's commonality with and uniqueness within creation.  

14 While it might be possible to define things like 'self-transcendence' and 'spirituality' in ways that 
would preclude any commonality with other animals, I would argue that this can only be done by subtly 
shifting the discussion from the 'capacities' possessed by the human person to some 'activity' engaged in by 
the person on the basis of those capacities. That is, something like 'spirituality' is distinct to the human 
person not because the human person has a set of spiritual capacities (what would those be anyway?), but 
because the human utilizes normal creaturely capacities while participating in spiritual activities (e.g., 
worship, prayer, ecclesial communion, etc.) (cf. Warren S. Brown, 'Neurobiological Embodiment of 
Spirituality and Soul', in Malcolm Jeeves (ed.), From Cells to Souls - and Beyond: Changing Portraits of 
Human Nature (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), pp. 58-76). 

15 WCC, Christian Perspectives on Theological Anthropology, p. 23. 
16 This is evident in the NT as well with its emphasis on the corporate body of the church being 

brought into unity and conformity with the person of Christ (see Grenz, The Social God, p. 201). 



Finally, the structural approach often emphasizes human capacities in rather 
disembodied ways. Thus, some proponents have argued that the body was not a proper 
part of the image of God, because only the immaterial part of the person, the soul, 
directly images God.17 Yet, once again we must recognize that the biblical narratives 
make no such distinction. Instead, Genesis 1:26-28 simply identifies human persons, 
presumably whole and embodied human persons, as imaging God. Looking to the 
subsequent reference in Genesis 5:1-3, Seth was presumably in the image of his father as 
a whole person as well. This disembodied understanding of the imago is not only without 
biblical support, but it is also inherently reductionistic. Although rationality is an 
important dimension of human life, human persons are certainly more than their rational 
(or volitional, spiritual, etc.) capacities alone. Indeed, human rationality itself cannot be 
understood in isolation from the relationships, cultural practices, biological conditions, 
and affective dimensions of the human person.18 Each of the candidates for a structural 
understanding of the human person likewise struggles from a tendency to reduce the 
human person to one limited, albeit important, dimension.  

For a variety of reasons, then, the structural approach fails to satisfy as an account 
of the image of God.  

 

The Functional Image 

A second approach argues that the imago dei is something that human persons do, 
rather than something that human persons are. The image is a function of the human 
person (or the human community) and not a structure of the human person's being.19 This 
functional understanding rests largely on two arguments. 

The first argument considers the meaning of the imago dei as it was used in other 
cultures of the ancient near east. The idea of a human person being 'in the image' of a 
divine being was hardly unique to Israel. Indeed, it was well known in both Mesopotamia 
and Egypt. In those contexts, 'image of God' referred to the fact that some humans, 
typically a kingly figure, were the official representatives of a divine being. This could 
either be because this person was understood to be an actual incarnation of some divine 
being (Egypt), or simply because he was viewed as a divinely appointed and empowered 
representative (Mesopotamia). In either case, the person served as a divine representative 
specifically for the purpose of exercising dominion. This cultural background is then used 
to provide more specificity to the meaning of the concept in the creation narratives. As 
beings made in the image of God, the human person 'reflects' the divine reality by serving 
as God's representative rulers in the created realm. The main point of differentiation 

                                                 
17 For example, the body is only involved in the image as a 'trace', an effect produced by the 

rational mind, which alone truly images God (Summa Theologica Iq93a6). 
18 Cf. Alasdair C. MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: University of 

Notre Dame Press, 1988); Michael S. Gazzaniga, Nature's Mind: The Biological Roots of Thinking, 
Sexuality, Language and Intelligence (New York: Basic, 1992); and Joseph E. LeDoux, The Emotional 
Brain: The Mysterious Underpinnings of Emotional Life (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996). 

19 This approach can be seen as far back as Aquinas, who made a distinction between the imago as 
an intellectual capacity and the imago as intellectual activity (i.e., knowing God) (Summa Theologica 
Iq93). Nonetheless, this approach did not become prominent until the modern era. 



between the biblical concept and its use in surrounding cultures, then, is that the Bible 
declares all humans to be imago dei.20  

This cultural argument is often buttressed with a second argument, one based on 
the close juxtaposition of 'in our image' and 'let them rule' in Genesis 1:26. According to 
some scholars, the latter phrase should be understood as a definition of the former—i.e., 
the image of God simply is the exercise of dominion. Most scholars recognize, however, 
that mere juxtaposition is insufficient to establish identity. Instead, these thinkers argue 
that a better approach is to understand the latter as a result of the former—i.e., humans 
exercise dominion because they represent God in the world. Regardless, the conclusion 
that these thinkers draw is that there is an intimate relationship between these two 
concepts such that the functional imago comes to be understood as 'representative 
dominion'.21

On the functional approach, the image of God remains in humanity after the fall, 
but only in a twisted sense. Humans continue to serve as God's representative stewards 
over creation, but as sinful beings we have twisted this function so that it becomes 
hierarchical domination and oppression rather than stewardship as a manifestation of 
God's glory.  

Unlike the structural approach, the functional approach develops its understanding 
of the imago largely on the basis of explicitly exegetical concerns. Indeed, this approach 
enjoys strong support from most contemporary biblical scholars. Nonetheless, the 
functional approach is not without its own critics. The first concern that many have about 
the this approach is its dependence on extra-biblical sources and the corresponding 
assumption that the 'image of God' must mean the same thing in Genesis as it does in 
other ancient texts. We need to be very careful about simply assuming that the ideas and 
practices of the surrounding cultures must provide the interpretive content of biblical 
ideas and practices. Indeed, we must be sensitive to the distinctive culture of ancient 
Israel and, more importantly, distinctive theological framework of the OT, in 
understanding these texts. The fact of the matter is that the OT simply makes no attempt 
to link the image of God to the representative rulership of its kings22 and it clearly 
develops its understanding of the image of God in markedly different ways (e.g., 
extending it to all persons, and not just the kings). We should be careful, then, about 
imposing foreign ideas on the biblical texts. 

At the same time, however, we should recognize that the biblical texts were not 
written in isolation from their cultural context, and our understanding of the terms that 
they use should be informed by that context. The fact that the author of Genesis uses 
words like selem and demut without definition or explanation does point to an 
expectation that the readers would be able to draw on their cultural-linguistic resources to 
understand his meaning and, consequently, that we should be able to do likewise. Thus, 
while being sensitive to ways in which the particular cultural and theological perspectives 

                                                 
20 Grenz, The Social God, p. 270. 
21 Thus VanHuysteen argues, 'in view of the extrabiblical evidence, the theme of the human 

domination of creation in Genesis 1:26, 28 and the wider context of Psalm 8:5, 6, where humanity has been 
installed as royalty who ranks just below God and above all living creatures, it is most natural to accept the 
idea of ruling or dominion as an important aspect of image and likeness, and not as something incidental' 
(Van Huyssteen, Alone in the World, p. 102). 

22 Phyllis Bird, ''Male and Female He Created Them': Gen 1:27b in the Context of the Priestly 
Account of Creation', Harvard Theological Review 74 (1981), pp. 129-59 (140). 



of ancient Israel may have modified and reshaped the concepts they share with their 
broader culture, we can and should utilize these broader contexts in understanding the 
biblical texts.  

A second argument that can be raised against the functional approach is that it 
suffers from an overly narrow focus on the first chapter of Genesis in determining the 
meaning of the imago dei. It thus fails to consider the function of that passage within the 
narrative flow of Genesis and, indeed, the rest of the canon. Even though we should 
recognize the important differences between the two creation accounts, we must also 
understand the significance of their canonical location in immediate proximity to one 
another. The second chapter of Genesis, though it makes no explicit reference to the 
imago dei, continues the Genesis account of humanity's creation and raises a number of 
important themes that should be taken into consideration. For example, in Genesis 2 we 
see human persons exercising some form of 'rule' over creation; entering into meaningful 
relationships with God, one another, and the rest of creation; existing as a being that 
shares a common creaturehood with other animals, and yet standing apart from other 
creatures in important ways; being summoned into a morally accountable position before 
God; and, finally, coming together as male and female as an important part of completing 
what God intended for human persons. Taking the two chapters together forces us to 
realize that although the first chapter declares God's creation of humanity to be good, the 
second indicates that Adam as a individual, male human lacks something that was only 
fulfilled by the creation of another human person, a female, with whom he could enter 
into a meaningful, human relationship. A narrow focus on the first chapter alone, then, 
may cause us to miss something important being expressed in the overall flow of the 
narrative. Similarly, an exclusive focus on the meaning of 'in the image' in Genesis could 
cause us to miss the fundamental reorientation of the concept that we encounter in the 
NT. However we understand the image in Genesis 1:26-28, we must do so in such a way 
that it finds its ultimate fulfillment in Jesus Christ and its final manifestation in the 
eschatological union of Christ and his church. The proper interpretive context of Genesis 
1:27-28, then, is not just Genesis 1 alone, but the entire scope of the narrative that it 
initiates.  

Therefore, although the functional approach to the image contains some real 
insights that we may well want to retain, we must also recognize some important 
limitations.  

 

The Relational Image 

Many theologians have found themselves dissatisfied with either the structural or 
functional approaches.23 They contend that the true meaning of the imago is to be found 
in 'relations'.24 That is, human persons are fundamentally relational beings—related to 

                                                 
23 Although theologians like Calvin and Luther set the stage for a relational understanding of the 

imago, Luther's emphasis on original righteousness and Calvin's continued use of more structural language 
somewhat obscures the fundamentally relational nature of their anthropologies. Consequently, it remained 
for later theologians to develop this approach more clearly.  

24 See, for example, Grenz, The Social God; Kathryn Tanner, 'The Difference Theological 
Anthropology Makes', Theology Today 50.4 (1994), pp. 567-80; Paul K. Jewett and Marguerite Shuster, 
Who We Are: Our Dignity as Human (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996); Ray S. Anderson, 'On Being 



God, to other humans, and to creation—and it is this relationality that truly images a God 
who is himself a relational being. And the fundamentally relational nature of human 
persons is seen most clearly in the male-female differentiation of humanity. By 
constituting human persons as sexually distinct, God created in humanity an essential 
relationality that mirrors the relationality inherent in the Trinity itself. As Barth declares, 
'Man is created by God in correspondence with this relationship and differentiation in 
God Himself: created as a Thou that can be addressed by God but also an I responsible to 
God; in the relationship of man and woman in which man is a Thou to his fellow and 
therefore himself an I in responsibility to this claim'.25

Supporters of the relational imago appeal to at least three exegetical bases for 
their approach. First, some argue for the significance of the divine plural in this context. 
God's reference to himself in the plural, 'Let us', for these thinkers, at least hints at the 
relationality inherent in the three persons of the godhead. Others have modified this 
proposal slightly, arguing that these plural pronouns do not make a direct reference to the 
Trinitarian nature of God, but they do indicate a 'something more' in the unity of the 
divine being, a 'fullness' that transcends mere solitariness.26 Consequently, we would 
expect that any creature created to image that divine reality would do so in a similarly 
relational manner. This argument has not received much support among biblical scholars, 
however, since most view the plurals in this context as a reference to an angelic court 
surrounding God in heaven. God is thus portrayed here as a king declaring his intentions 
to the members of his royal council (see 1 Kgs 2:19-23; Job 1:6-2:6; Ps 82; 89:7; Isa 6:1-
8; Jer 23:18).   

Another exegetical argument put forward in support of this position focuses on 
the juxtaposition of the image of God with the declaration that God would create humans 
to be 'male and female' in Genesis 1:27.27 As Barth famously asked, 'Could anything be 
more obvious than to conclude from this clear indication that the image and likeness of 
the being created by God signifies existence in confrontation, i.e., in this confrontation, in 
the juxtaposition and conjunction of man and man which is that of male and female…?'28 
As with the functional view, however, we must recognize that the mere juxtaposition of 
two concepts can only establish a close relationship; it cannot clarify the nature of the 
relationship. Thus, even though this juxtaposition will press us to consider how human 
sexuality might be related to the imago dei, we cannot simply assume their direct identity.  

A third exegetical arguments looks to the larger context of the creation narratives. 
As we discussed with respect to the functional approach, this narratival argument 
contends that Genesis 1-2 should be read together and allowed to inform the other's 
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portrayal of human creation. Thus, even if we maintain that there is no direct reference to 
relationality in the creation account of Genesis 1, the continuation of the creation story in 
the Genesis narrative moves strongly in that direction. As we move into Genesis 2 we see 
the human person engaging first in a relationship with God (vv. 8-17), then with creation 
(vv. 15, 18-20), and finally with other human persons (vv. 21-25). Indeed, while the first 
creation account presents human persons made in the image of God as 'good', the second 
creation narrative clarifies that this is only true after God creates both male and female 
human persons and they come together in an interpersonal relationship (vv. 18-25). 
Moving on to the account of the fall in Genesis 3 contributes to this account as well, as 
the consequences of sin unfold primarily in terms of its impact on human relationships: 
human-divine (v. 8), human-human (vv. 7, 12, 16), and human-creation (vv. 18-19) 
relationships. The deterioration of these three relationships continues to be a prominent 
theme throughout the biblical narratives and suggests that relationality does in fact lie at 
the core of what it means to be imago dei beings.  

These exegetical concerns are often supported by at least two additional 
theological arguments. First, regardless of whether one sees the divine plural as a 
reference to the Trinity, most relational theologians argue that the interpersonal nature of 
the triune God clearly supports the idea that human persons reflect God in their essential 
relationality. Barth thus relates the divine image to 'the differentiation and relationship, 
the loving co-existence and co-operation, the I and Thou, which first take place in God 
Himself'.29And second, many theologians argue that the Christological imago of the NT 
requires such a relational interpretation. If Jesus Christ is the true manifestation of what it 
means to be made in the image of God, then we must recognize the importance of at least 
three factors: (1) the fundamental significance of Jesus' relationship with the Father and 
the Spirit clearly displayed throughout his life (see esp. John 1:1-18, 32-33; 5:17-29; 14-
16); (2) the emphasis that Jesus placed on interpersonal relationships in his earthly 
ministry (e.g., the Twelve; Mary, Martha, and Lazarus; etc.); and (3) the fact that the 
result of Jesus' ministry was the constitution of a 'new man' comprised of human persons 
brought together in relationship as members of his body (1 Cor. 12:12-31; Eph 2:15; Col 
3:10).  

With respect to the status of the image after the fall, those affirming a more 
relational approach have tended to argue that the image was completely lost at the fall. 
Since the fall into sin has separated human persons from God such that they are alienated 
from him and in need of reconciliation, and since the imago dei is manifest primarily in 
the human person's relationship with God, it stands to reason that the imago dei ceased 
once humanity's relationship with God was severed.  

Having said all of this, though, the relational approach has its own critics. The 
most common critique is that the relational approach lacks exegetical foundation. Karl 
Barth's exegesis in particular has come under severe criticism. Thus, James Barr 
famously derided Barth's exegesis as 'particularly ill-judged and irresponsible'. 30 At 
times this criticism goes so far as to claim that the relational approach is entirely without 
exegetical basis. As we have seen, though, proponents of the relational approach are 
actually quite concerned to establish an exegetical basis for their understanding. The fact 
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that many biblical scholars find these exegetical arguments unconvincing should not 
prevent us from recognizing their exegetical endeavors. Indeed, the disagreements often 
reflect a fundamental difference on the nature of the exegetical task (e.g., the role of the 
NT in interpreting the OT, the legitimacy of theological interpretation, etc.) more than 
any exegetical ineptitude on the part of relational thinkers.31  

A related concern is that what exegetical support the relational approach does 
enjoy is actually driven by an anachronistic tendency to read modern conceptual 
categories into the biblical text. Phyllis Bird thus criticizes Barth for advancing 'an 
interpretation characterized by the distinctly modern concept of an 'I-Thou' 
relationship'.32 Given the propensity that theologians have long had for reading their own 
cultural conceptions of the human into particular formulations of the imago dei, we 
would be well advised to take the criticism to heart and monitor our own formulations 
carefully. Nonetheless, any such criticism should be careful not to reject the relational 
interpretation simply because of the prominence of relationality in modern thought. 
Although its cultural popularity should give us pause, its adequacy as an interpretation of 
a biblical text should be weighed on its own merits.  

Finally, biblical scholars tend to be deeply suspicious of any attempt to interpret 
Genesis 1 through a broader theological and canonical framework. For many, the idea 
that Genesis 1 and 2 were written independently and only later brought together as part of 
one work means that Genesis 1 should be interpreted without reference to Genesis 2. 
Regardless of the compositional history of Genesis 1 and 2, however, I have argued that 
since these two narratives are now located within the same work, we must read them 
together as part of the same story of creation, albeit told from different perspectives. 
Biblical scholars are also highly suspicious of attempts to read later theological 
formulations (e.g., Christ as the image of God) into earlier texts, particularly if that 
involves reading NT meanings into OT documents. We should certainly be sensitive to 
this argument and avoid understanding the image of God in Genesis 1-2 in ways that 
would have been meaningless to the original readers. If the NT authors unveil a new 
understanding of an OT concept that, while consistent with the OT meaning, transcends it 
in new and important ways, we certainly need to that that into account.  

It would seem, then, that despite criticisms about the exegetically unfounded 
nature of the relational imago, it remains a viable candidate for understanding this 
important concept.  

 

The Multifaceted Image 

Our last approach to understanding the imago dei has been developed by thinkers 
who contend that the image of God is a multifaceted concept that cannot be restricted to 
one set of categories. These scholars argue that the important criticisms leveled against 
the other three approaches suggest that none of them is sufficient to serve as an adequate 
explanation of the imago. Instead, we should appeal to all three in developing a robust 
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view of the imago. As Stanley Grenz argued, the lack of unanimity we have observed 
regarding the meaning of the imago Dei suggests that we should be cautious about 
viewing it from 'too narrow a perspective'.33   

This approach frequently points out that the creation narratives apply the imago 
dei to the entire human person, not one aspect alone. Thus, God simply declares his 
intention to create "man" in his image. No hint can be found here that this involves only 
certain capacities, functions, or relationships; only that the human person as a whole 
reflects God in creation. Similarly, when demut is used to describe the relationship 
between Seth and Adam (Gen. 5:3), the picture is clearly that of Seth as a whole person 
reflecting the likeness of his father. Thus, theologians affirming a multifaceted 
understanding of the imago argue that the creation narratives do not focus on one aspect 
alone, but simply declare the whole human person to be imago dei. Consequently, our 
understanding of what the imago is should address all the various aspects of the human 
person. 

Similarly, what is reflected about God in the imago dei is also multifaceted. 
Rather than focusing on a single facet of the divine nature, these thinkers contend that 
humans image a variety of different things about God. Echoing Paul in Romans 1:20, this 
approach portrays the human as imaging in creation many of God's attributes or 
characteristics.  

While affirming the multifaceted nature of the imago, some theologians draw a 
distinction between broader and narrower aspects of the image.34 For these thinkers, the 
image of God has a broad, structural sense that refers to any and all of humanity's 
capacities that have an analogical parallel to the divine being (e.g., capacities for 
rationality, will, love, etc.). In the narrower sense, however, the image of God is properly 
displayed when these capacities are rightly used to reflect the glory of God. In its fullest 
sense, however, the image of God is displayed when human persons corporately utilize 
their God-given capacities in their proper function. Like the patristic distinction between 
the image and likeness, this approach typically argues that after the fall the imago dei in 
its narrower sense was completely lost, but the image in its broader sense remains.  

At first glance this seems like an easy solution to the problem of understanding 
the image of God. Since the Bible does not give us an explicit definition of the image, 
and since we have multiple competing proposals for its best explanation, we should just 
agree with all of them. Nonetheless, a few concerns come to mind. 

The most obvious problem would seem to be that of including the structural 
approach within its framework despite the rather strong objections we raised about that 
approach earlier—especially its lack of exegetical support and susceptibility to cultural 
concepts of humanity. Given these concerns, the multifaceted approach is faced with two 
options. It could offer a defense of the structural imago that would address these 
concerns, or it could drop the structural approach entirely and developed an 
understanding of the imago that only incorporates the functional and relational 
approaches. Since the former does not seem very promising, the latter needs to be 
pursued more clearly.  

The multifaceted approach also struggles to explain how the relational and 
functional concepts might be related to one another. These two ideas are generally 
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understood in a way that makes problematic any attempt to develop them together as a 
single, coherent theory. It might seem that one could bring the two together by 
reconstituting relationality as a function—i.e, 'relating'. Any such attempt, though, 
immediately loses the strength of the functional approach, its exegetical basis. The 
functional concept of the image of God operative in the ancient near east was not an 
empty cipher that one can fill with whatever function seems most appropriate. To 
reconstitute the meaning of the functional imago in relational terms would be to justify 
criticisms that the relational approach anachronistically reads modern categories back 
into the ancient text. Any multifaceted approach, then, needs to provide an explanation of 
how it can hold these seemingly disparate theories together, while allowing each to retain 
its own significance. 

 
 

c. The Current State of the Debate 
 

As it currently stands, then, the debate over the image of God has led to consensus 
on a number of important issues, but the fundamental nature of the imago dei in its 
original intention and in its significance for understanding humanity remains a contested 
issue. While the structural approach remains influential at the popular level, it has been 
rejected by most contemporary thinkers. For some it still serves in a secondary way as an 
expression either of the capacities necessary for the imago or as an expression of 
creation's common witness to the glory of God, but most have abandoned the structural 
approach as a core aspect of the imago dei. The functional and relational approaches, on 
the other hand, retain high levels of support. Indeed, there is a significant divide between 
biblical scholars and theologians at precisely this point. The general consensus among 
contemporary biblical scholars is that the image of God in Genesis 1, should be 
understood in a primarily functional sense;35 most theologians, on the other hand, argue 
for a relational approach. To a large degree, this difference is generated by the unresolved 
hermeneutical question of the proper context within which to understand Genesis 1:26-
28. Finally, the multifaceted approach, while enjoying some level of support and growing 
in popularity, has not yet demonstrated that it is sufficiently coherent to serve as an 
adequate proposal.   

So, the nature of the imago dei remains an important and unresolved issue in 
contemporary theology. In the next section we will try to find some way of working 
through these issues and coming to a better understanding of what the imago dei is and 
how it should inform our understanding of human persons.  

 
 

A Way Forward: Representation, Presence, and Covenant in the Image of God 
 
The difficulty presented in the contemporary debate is that we find good 

arguments for and against both the relational and functional approaches to understanding 
the image of God. We cannot easily set aside the exegetical considerations supporting the 
functional approach, and we cannot simply dismiss the broader hermeneutical and 
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theological issues raised by proponents of the relational approach. It would seem, then, 
that our best approach would be to retain both, yet it has not been easy to find a way of 
negotiating the differences between them. As Nathan MacDonald observes, 'Agreement, 
almost consensus, amongst both sets of scholars cannot disguise the chasm that divides 
the two. Unfortunately there appears to be little scope for communications across lines 
firmly drawn'. 36 The task of this section will be to suggest one way of negotiating this 
tension.  

 
 
a. The Image as Representational Presence 
 

We can begin by fleshing out the concept of representation further. As we 
discussed earlier, the core concept of the functional imago is that the human person 
represents God in creation and that this core concept is importantly related to humanity's 
dominion over creation.37 What remains to be explained, however, is precisely what it is 
about the imago that warrants the conclusion that representation grounds human 
rulership. Since most acknowledge that the declaration of human dominion ('let them 
rule') provides a consequence rather than a definition of the image, the functional 
approach leaves us wondering about the precise nature of the representational function 
itself 

The concept of representation actually involves a range of ideas. For example, 
let's consider a number of ways that one can represent a country. On a pretty basic level, 
we can say that a map represents a country, but it does so by merely drawing us a picture 
of the country's shape. A country's currency, on the other hand, involves the country more 
directly. I can buy something with a dollar bill, which has no intrinsic value, only because 
the shop owner understands that the dollar bill actually represents the country's broader 
financial resources. Unlike a map, a country's currency represents the country in a way 
that entails the country's participation. This participative function stands out even more 
clearly when we consider a nation's flag. While still symbolic, a nation's participation in 
its flag is so close that it is viewed as actually being 'present' where its flag is present. 
Thus, to defile or disrespect a nation's flag is to defile or disrespect the nation itself. 
Finally, the representative presence of the country stands out most starkly in the 
representative function of the nation's ruler. The entire nation is not 'actually' present in 
the person of its ruler. Nonetheless, the presence of the nation in the personal 
representation of its ruler is at its highest level. From this example, then, we can see that 
representation is a concept that spans a whole range of ideas: from the more abstract and 
symbolic to the more concrete and personal. 

The kind of representation involved in the imago dei functions at the more 
concrete/relational end of this spectrum. In the ancient near east, a divine image was 
understood to be far more than a merely symbolic depiction of the divine reality. Instead, 
an image was identified with a particular manifestation of the divine being's presence and 
sovereign authority. The image stood in 'spiritual union' with the reality it imaged.38 The 
physical image of a king (e.g. a statue) not a mere symbol of the king, but it was actually 
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a manifestation of the king's presence. Similarly, an idol was understood to represent 
some divine being so closely that the presence of the divine was manifested through it.  
If we apply this relationship-as-presence to the imago dei, it becomes more clear how the 
imago is grounds the dominical aspect of the image. Because the image actually involves 
the presence of the one imaged, the image carries with it the authority and dominion of 
the one imaged as well.  

Our concept of the imago dei as it relates to human persons, then, should retain 
this emphasis on a representation that affirms the presence of the divine reality in the 
symbol (i.e., the human person), while at the same time affirming a real difference 
between them. Some have argued that this explains the prohibition against creating 
likenesses of God in the second commandment (Exod 20:4). Although a different term 
for likeness is used here (temunah), it may well be that the imago dei provides the 
implicit framework for the command. Since God has already created human persons to 
serve as his image, and consequently as the ones through whom his presence is properly 
manifest in creation, any attempt to create additional images or likeness of him is invalid.  

Understanding representation as involving the presence of the one represented in 
a way sufficient to ground the exercise of authority helps the functional approach connect 
with the christological reorientation of the idea that takes place in the NT. The NT 
authors certainly understood the incarnation to involve the real presence of God in and 
through the humanity of Jesus Christ. Thus, that Christ is 'the image of the invisible God' 
(Col. 1:15) communicates more than that he 'reflects' or 'makes visible' the invisible 
qualities of God, though he certainly does that as well. Instead, the emphasis of the NT is 
on the presence of the divine in the incarnation. Thus, Jesus declares, 'the Father is in me, 
and I in the Father' (Jn 10:38), a thought echoed by Paul in his statement, 'in Christ all the 
fullness of deity lives in bodily form' (Col 2:9). Thus, Christ is not the true image simply 
in virtue of the fact that he reflects God's attributes quantitatively better than the rest of 
creation, as though even a purified human nature could ever adequately reflect the 
qualities and attributes of an infinite God; rather, Christ is the true image because he is 
the true 'representative' of God, the one in whom the real presence of God is manifest in 
creation.  

Once the concept of representation is fleshed out a bit more, then, we see that the 
functional imago portrays Genesis 1:26-28 as a declaration that human persons as a 
unique locus of the manifestation of God's glorious divine presence in creation. It is in 
virtue of this representative manifestation of divine presence, consequently, that 
humanity exercises dominion in and over creation. In this sense, the image of God is a 
task, something that the human person performs in creation. As significant as this is for 
understanding the image of God, the relational approach offers a number of important 
insights as well.  
 
 
b. The Image as Personal Presence. 
 

In the previous section, we saw that our understanding of the functional approach 
could be deepened by reflecting more on the nature of 'representation', discovering that 
the imago is best understood through the motif of representational presence. The 
relational approach to the image will cause us to reflect on this notion a little more by 



pressing us to think about what we mean by 'presence'. In the creation accounts, and 
throughout the rest of the biblical narratives, God's manifests his presence as a personal 
presence.  

The manifestation of God's presence as a personal presence is seen immediately 
in the creation accounts as God encounters humanity by engaging, even constituting, 
them as personal beings.39 In both creation accounts, God initiates the Creator/creature 
and brings humanity into existence. Yet, the narratives are clear that the relationship is 
not simply the cause-and-effect of the Creator/creature relationship, but is, in fact, a 
relationship in which there is personal engagement and dialog. Each narrative marks the 
human out as the creature to whom God speaks, expresses his desire, and expects a 
response. God thus initiates the kind of relationship that we associate with persons—a 
relationship that involves 'an encounter between two or more partners who are different, 
who have some independence and autonomy in the relation and who may therefore 
engage with each other on the basis of freedom rather than coercion'.40 God manifests 
himself to humanity as a personal being by creating and constituting humans as personal 
beings. 

The significance of the personal for humanity unfolds even more clearly in the 
second narrative. Although the human is created in personal relationship to God at the 
beginning of the story, God still looks at the individual human person and declares that 'it 
is not good for him to be alone' (Gen 2:18). This stands in marked contrast to the earlier 
'it was very good' (Gen 1:31) and comes as a bit of a surprise since Adam was not in fact 
'alone'; indeed, he was already engaged in a personal relationship with God himself. 
Nonetheless, God declares the divine/human relationship to be lacking something 
necessary for humanity.  

Likewise, the relationship of humans to other creatures cannot provide everything 
that the human needs. In 2:19-20 the human is brought into relation with all of the other 
created animals, but none of them were deemed appropriate for Adam. The text does not 
indicate the nature of the lack, however, stating only that no other creature was a 'suitable 
helper' for Adam. In the OT, ezer ('helper') refers primarily to someone (often God) who 
protects and/or aids another in some way.41 The specific nature of the assistance depends 
on the context of the term's use (e.g., providing military assistance, helping the poor, 
etc.). Although the text is not explicit, Adam's need for an ezer suggests that Adam faces 
a task that cannot accomplish alone and that other creatures are not suitable to help him 
accomplish. The nature of the task and the assistance required, await further clarification. 
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The narrative thus far has established the solitary human person needs an ezer to 
satisfy his being and that this not a role that can be filled by God or by other creatures. 
We thus move on to the third relationship, that between the male and female. Faced with 
the lack of a suitable ezer that would enable Adam to perform his task, Adam is 
confronted with one who is fully human (vv. 21-23), of the same nature as Adam (i.e., 
'flesh of my flesh"), but who is still different from him. And, as with the divine/human 
relationship, this too is constituted by address and response. Although the woman does 
not speak in the narrative, the meeting of man and woman, the man's response to her, and 
the depiction of relationship and intimacy in the concluding verse, all clearly support that 
this is a personal relationship. Here again we see 'the call and response, the gift and return 
of dialogue' that characterizes personal relations.42 It would seem, then, that what the 
solitary human individual could not accomplish alone was the coming together in 
personal relationship of beings who are both distinct from one another and yet of the 
same nature as the other. For this, Adam required an ezer and his ezer could not be found 
in God, who is not of the same nature as Adam, or other creatures, who were not 
constituted as personal beings. The climax of the creation account, then, is not the bare 
fact of humanity's creation, or humanity's status as rulers/caretakers of creation. Instead, 
the narrative culminates with the advent of human personal relationship, with the coming 
together of the two who are same-yet-different in personal relationship (2:24-25).  

Having argued that personal relationship lies at the heart of the creation 
narratives, we are still left wondering why human-to-human personal relationship is so 
vital for understanding the imago dei? If it were merely personal relationship that was the 
issue, would not the divine/human relationship have sufficed? I argued above that the 
functional interpretation was best understood as representational presence. As we have 
seen in the creation narratives, however, God's presence with human persons is a personal 
presence that constitutes personal relationships.  The image of God, then, is best 
understood not simply as a manifestation of God's presence, but a manifestation of his 
personal presence. Consequently, the problem of the individual human derives from the 
fact that the individual human is incapable of manifesting God's presence, his personal 
presence, in creation. The creation of humanity as male and female, then, serves to 
constitute the interpersonal relationality in which God has chosen to manifest himself.43

 
 
c. The Image as Covenantal Presence 
 

Thus far, I have argued that the imago dei should be understood as something that 
the human person does, a task that the human persons perform. It would actually be more 
properly to say that the imago dei is something that God does (i.e., manifests himself) in 
and through human persons, a task in which human persons are called to participate. In 
this sense, the imago dei is a gift given to humanity by God through the divine summons 
and the creation of human persons as male and female so that they might manifest his 
personal presence in creation. In this way, the functional and relational come together as 
a task that is always already a gift. As important as both of these elements are, however, 
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we still need to add one further item to our understanding of the image of God—the 
imago dei as covenantal narrative. 

As Karl Barth quite rightly pointed out, Genesis 1 is the 'prologue' to a much 
larger narrative.44 Human persons are introduced in this prologue as the divine image-
bearers with the hint that the nature of this image-bearing is to manifest God's presence in 
creation. In the following chapter the imago dei unfolds through God's covenantal 
relationship with humanity and with humanity's interpersonal relationality with one 
another. This story continues with the devastating impact of sin on human persons and 
creation as a whole. Though sin shatters the shalom of creation, God continues to 
manifest his personal presence in and through his relationship with human persons and 
their relationship with one another as witnessed in the history of his relationships with 
Israel and the Church.45 Thus, although we can say in one sense that God continues to 
manifest his presence through all human persons as his image-bearers, there is another 
and vitally important sense in which God's presence is most clearly evidenced in his 
covenantal relationship with his people. It is in the context of this covenantal relationship 
that God manifests himself as the 'I am' who continues his covenantal relationship with 
humanity despite their rejection of him. Rather than something 'possessed' by human 
persons as a part of their essential being, then, the image of God is shown to be 
something that unfolds over time as God manifests himself in and through the narrative 
of his covenantal relationship with humanity. As Michael Horton argues,  

 
We will therefore look for an answer to the question, 'What is it to be 
human?' not in ontological definitions of inner states or essences, much 
less in terms of contrasts with the nonhuman creation, but in terms of the 
unique commission given to human beings in the biblical narrative. For the 
biblical writers at least, 'What is it to be human?' is ultimately a narrative-
ethical rather than a metaphysical-ontological question.46

 
This narrative climaxes with the coming of the one who truly manifests the 

personal presence of God, Jesus Christ, and the initiation of a community of image-
bearers who are being transformed and renewed into the likeness of the Messiah. This 
narrative, of course, remains incomplete as we await its eschatological culmination. Thus, 
as Stanley Grenz has argued, our understanding of the imago dei must be forged from this 
'entire salvation-historical narrative, climaxing in the new humanity and the 
eschatological community'.47 The human person as a divine image-bearer has a narratival 
history  and, consequently, 'a temporal direction',48 the entirety of which must be brought 
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to bear on our understanding of what it means to serves as God's representatives through 
whom God's personal presence is manifest in creation.  

The image of God, then, is best understood when we bring together all three of 
these elements. First, the image of God is the task in which human persons serve as God's 
representatives by manifesting his presence in creation. Second, the image of God 
involves God creating and constituting humans as personal beings through whom he can 
manifest himself personally in creation. And, third, the image of God involves the 
continual unfolding of God's personal being as he manifests himself in and through his 
covenantal relationships with his people, Israel and the Church. Putting these three 
elements together, then, the image of God can be understood as God manifesting his 
personal presence in creation through his covenantal relationships with human persons, 
whom he has constituted as personal beings to serve as his representatives in creation 
and to whom he remains faithful despite their sinful rejection of him.  

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Despite a long history of understanding the imago dei as referring to an attribute, 
capacity, or structure of the human person, we have seen that there are good reasons for 
understanding it instead as a function whereby God manifests his personal, covenantal 
presence in and through human persons. Thus, the affirmation that human persons are 
created in the image of God should not be understood primarily as an attempt to define 
what it means to be human. Rather, the imago dei serves to place human persons in a 
particular theological and narratival context. As such, the imago dei stands at the center 
of any adequate theological anthropology and will have important consequences for how 
we approach other anthropological issues. It may be helpful, then, to summarize some of 
the key anthropological implications of this approach to the imago before we move on to 
the next chapters. 

1. Jesus Christ is the revelation of true humanity. The starting point of any 
anthropology informed by the imago dei must, of course, be the centrality of the person 
and work of Jesus Christ. While a robust anthropology will certainly view the human 
person from a variety of angles, using a number of number conceptual tools, the 
fundamental perspective of a Christian anthropology must always be the reality manifest 
in him. Although many have affirmed the centrality of Christ for Christian living—i.e., 
the imitatio Christi—a consistently christocentric anthropology should press beyond this 
and consider as well the ways in which Christology should inform our understanding of 
the entire human person.49

2. Human persons are part of and yet unique within creation. Although I have 
argued that we should reject the structural understanding of the imago, it nonetheless 
provided us with a good opportunity to reflect on the fact that human persons are 
fundamentally a part of creation. While we should not downplay the ways in which 
human persons are also unique within creation, we must avoid the temptation to 
overemphasize our uniqueness. Human persons are created beings and share most, if not 
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all, of their creaturely capacities with other animals. Indeed, the biblical narratives make 
no attempt to single out particular structural capacities that are unique to the human 
person, a silence that modern science confirms. We do not need to downplay this in order 
to affirm the uniqueness and dignity of the human person as well. However, if Jesus 
Christ is the revelation of true humanity, we do not learn about what it is to be human at 
the most fundamental level through a comparison with other animals. It is certainly 
helpful to do this and we should not deny the valuable contributions that have been made 
through such studies, but this creaturely perspective will always be limited in establishing 
what it means to be truly and fully human.  

3. Human persons are mysterious beings. There are depths to humanity that will 
always escape our attempts to understand and define the human essence. This is so for at 
least three reasons. First, since human persons image an infinite, transcendent, and 
mysterious God, there will always be something at the core of the human person that 
evades our grasp. Second, to the extent that the image of God involves the narrative of 
God's covenantal relationality with humanity, a narrative that is yet incomplete, the 
nature of the human person will remain hidden in the yet-to-be ending of that story. And 
third, there seems to be something about personal beings and personal relationship that 
requires such resistance to epistemological closure. As many thinkers have pointed out, 
being personal and being involved in personal relationships involves some level of 
freedom. If the 'other' could be secured and fully understood, the 'other' would cease to be 
personal, but would instead be an object of possession. For all of these reasons, although 
the imago dei must serve as an essential starting point for theological anthropology, it 
will in no way provide an explanation of the human person that finally solves the 'riddle' 
of humanity.50  

4. Human persons are relational beings. As we have seen, human persons are 
always already involved in several key relationships. Human persons are called into 
personal being through the divine address and express that personal being through 
relationships with other human persons and other creatures. Thus, the human person is 
surrounded and in many ways constituted by these various relationships. This 
fundamental relationality is witnessed as well in the creation of the 'new man' in Christ as 
an ecclesial community. An adequate theological anthropology, then, must understand 
the human person as an ecclesial being constituted in and for relationship.51  

5. Human persons are responsible beings. In the divine address, human persons 
are constituted as personal beings and, consequently, as beings with the opportunity and 
responsibility to respond. Our anthropology, then, must account for this basic 
responsibility. Since personal relationship cannot exist without some level of freedom to 
relate, this entails that we see the human person as having whatever kind of freedom is 
necessary to support personal relationship and responsibility. We must also recognize that 
the divine address that personalizes the human being is not a mere word of greeting, but a 
summons that makes a moral demand. The capacity and opportunity to respond to the 
divine address entails, therefore, that the human person is a morally responsible being. 
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Human persons are capable of making (or not making) morally significant decisions for 
which they can and will be held responsible.  

6. Human persons are embodied beings. We must also affirm that the creation of 
human beings as imago dei emphasizes that humans are embodied beings. As we have 
seen, the imago dei is not something applied to the 'inner', 'immaterial', or 'spiritual' 
dimensions of the human person. On the contrary, the imago encompasses the embodied 
human person as a whole. I image God as a physical being with all of its related 
capacities, incapacities, and needs.52 Indeed, it would seem that it is only as embodied 
beings that we can function as God's representatives in a physical world, and many will 
argue that it is only as embodied beings that humans can stand in vital relationships with 
one another. Any anthropology that neglects the embodied reality of human life, then, 
must be rejected. 

7. Human persons are broken. Finally, our consideration of the imago dei has also 
led us to recognize that humanity as we now know it is broken. Everything about human 
persons and human existence since the fall stands under the pervasive influence of sin. 
Any adequate anthropology must address the fact that real humanity as we actually see 
and experience it is corrupted by sin. Consequently, we cannot arrive at an understanding 
of true humanity—humanity as God intended it to be and which God is restoring in and 
through the person of Jesus Christ—through empirical observations of humanity as it 
actually is. Once again, then, we are led back to the person and work of Jesus Christ, the 
righteous one, as the only adequate starting point for a valid theological anthropology.  

Together, affirmations must serve as the building blocks for our understanding of 
the human person. As we work through the rest of these chapters, we will continually 
return to the core truth that human persons are imago dei beings. Any attempt to answer 
questions about human sexuality, volitionality, or ontology, among other things, begins 
here.  
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