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WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO AFFIRM THAT MAN IS MADE IN THE IMAGE OF GOD?


 
From the Biblical perspective, the definition of what it is to be human is found in the image of God.  Genesis 1:26 provides the organizing principle for defining human experience, because it speaks of our origin and our very constitution as humans.  Calvin argued that Colossians 3:10 and Ephesians 4:24  is a restoration of what we lost in the fall.

From Genesis 1 we see that after intentional deliberation and planning in the Godhead, God created man in God's own image and likeness, male and female. The description is presented in the form of a hendiadys for extra emphasis, and Genesis 5:1 and 9:6 echo this.  Many, after Irenaeus,  have seen a difference  in the  words “image” and “likeness”  the former being ascribed to the  powers of reason and freedom  and the latter to moral righteousness, which was lost in the fall.  While much has been made historically  of the differences in the two words,  Bavinck  states that there is nothing to be gained from such a dichotomization: "…there is no essential material distinction to be made between them".

From the basic biblical data, we can observe  three elements of the imago Dei in God's design for humanity.  Colossians 3:9-10 tells us to “put on the new man, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image (ikon) of its creator."  Here we see a rational aspect. In Ephesians 4:24 the word is not “ikon,” but the idea is the same. "Put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness."  This implies a moral aspect. From the 

seminal passage,  Genesis 1:26-27, the context implies a creative element.
Defining "Image"

In our image-conscious society,  a case can be made that men are actually more image-driven than at any time since the medieval age. Images in our time, as then, are life-orienting and life-enhancing. The word “image” carries with it the idea of graphical representation, but it also is imbued with the idea of insight. In biblical terms, the Word is the express image of God.

God has been referred to by semioticians as the symbolizing God, and posit that the image of God in man enables man to have the power of using and understanding symbolic meaning.
  Historically, “vision”  incorporated the idea of  a sort of interactivity between the very soul and images.
  Most definitions of “image” include the notion of visual representation in accordance with  the purpose behind the representation.
  If we apply such a definition to the image of God, we might deduce that the imago Dei is God’s communication of Himself  to the created world via visual representation (man) for the purpose of eliciting insight  in the viewer into His own Persons. This kind of definition gives special gravity to the fact that this image is like a mirror now darkened and shattered outside of Christ.
An image refers to something (in this case someone) that is signified  in a real sense. Since an image communicates, perhaps  a good way to describe what the “image” of God signifies is to think of what are sometimes called  the “communicable attributes”  of God.

Dimensions and Nature of the Imago Dei

Throughout history, naturalism led many to define the image of God in evolutionary 

terms; Man could progress towards perfection and godlikeness.  Conversely,  Roman Catholic supernaturalism equated the imago Dei with the state of being where a melting union with God was achieved by infused grace and the merit of good works. Rome also differentiates between “image” and “likeness”.  This  view  posits that grace is not only restorative, it is an elevation and completion of nature, and that original righteousness was “superadded”  at creation.  

The view that came out of the Reformation  stands over and against both of these  deficient views. The Reformed view, briefly stated,  is that  the image of God in man is man's conscious propensities and man's true knowledge as a person and is revealed in humankind in man’s whole being. The image of God is obscured, but not destroyed by sin and the moral aspect of the image is only recoverable by regeneration and restoration in Christ. 
The idea of the image of God has typically been framed in two main ways: discussions of the dimensions of the imago Dei and of its nature. Perhaps one of the reasons for a diversity of views is  due  to the fact that the word “nature” is one of the slipperiest concepts in language.

The substantive view of the nature of the imago Dei  has been dominant. This view generally assumes that there are some definite characteristics or qualities: spiritual, physical, psychological, and intellectual, that define "mannishness",  as Francis Schaeffer used to say. 
In the  functional view the image of God consists in what man does, or a function that he performs.  Man images the God who has dominion, deliberates, plans, and orders. 

Some modern theologians  hold to a relational view. They typically do not seek to define what man is, or what sort of nature he has. Man is said to display the image of God when he is engaged in a faith relationship with Christ; Barth proposes such an idea.
  That relationship then becomes the image of God.  From a Reformed perspective, a different aspect is the focus: just as the Triune Creator is a being in  relationship, so are his creatures.

The Broad and the Narrow Sense of the Imago Dei

The image of God has often been spoken of in more than one sense. In the broad sense, man is spoken of as retaining the image of God after the fall. This sense incorporates the attributes of spirituality, rationality, and dominion. In the narrower sense, man had nevertheless lost some aspects of the image of God: knowledge, holiness and righteousness. He only regains these attributes by being in Christ. Ultimately these distinctions seek to do justice to all the biblical data, but several Reformed theologians reject this approach.

Image Dei and Glory

Meredith Kline has  given a very helpful perspective in showing from the biblical data that the imago Dei is intrinsically linked with the concept of God’s glory.
  The exposition of the image of God is consistently in terms of investiture with a glory like the Glory of God. Man is the "image and glory of God" (1 Cor 1:7) changed from glory to glory.  This glory is reflected  in a  royal, judicial, ethical, and physical imaging  as man mirrors  God.  C. S. Lewis warned us that the weight of glory should   transform how we relate to others.
  The word used for God’s glory (kabod) is also used of man  in the Old Testament (Job 19:9; Ps  8:5-6; and Ps 21:5-6).

The Imago Dei and Epistemology

Francis Schaeffer saw three interrelated results of the Christian's view of epistemology which flow from the Reformed view of the imago Dei.
 In the areas of communication with God,  communion with others, and creativity in the world,  the image of God solves the problem of how we can “know”. We truly know because God has revealed Himself in and through us.  We are verbalizers, relaters, and creators who, like God, synthesize these attributes in our nature. Along with the rational, spiritual and moral aspects of the imago Dei, Schaeffer and others posit an essential aesthetic aspect.
 

The Renewal and Restoration of the Image of God in Man

We are said in Ephesians to be God's workmanship- His poiema- created to do good works. This can only be possible in  intimate communion with Christ, the express image of the invisible God (Hebrews 1) in whom we abide. As the often quoted Irenaeus said, "Christ became like us so we could become like him.”  We are hid with Christ in God. What God wants to accomplish in the history of the world  and the church, corporately and in individual members, is all bound up in the imago Dei.  Ephesians 4:13 sums it up. The goal of ministry to God and to man is that " ...we attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ."  In God’s economy, the end ultimately determines the means.
God, by restoring His image in man through Christ, is reproducing in His followers the very character of His Son, the perfect image of God. This is life's purpose for the child of God and reflects the same goal as  Colossians 1:28: "That we may present every man as complete in Christ."  Here is the measure of the imago Dei as God intended it to be. We are destined to become conformed to the likeness of the Son of God (Romans 8:29).  That full transformation occurs when we enter his presence (1 John 3:2).  It will be accomplished completely when He will bring "many sons to Glory" (Hebrews 2:10).
Deconstructing the Imago Dei

God is the Master Designer of the universe, and of man. To design means to have purposes and intentions that one plans and executes. God had desired results in mind when he created man and that design can never be thwarted, not even by man himself.  For God to create man in the image of God means that man can never ultimately be autonomous. We are a self, created to act in God’s stead in God’s way, free within boundaries, and responsible. We are living, moving, talking, relating mediations of the essence, will, and work of the sovereign creator God. His mark of ownership is on us. As Caesar's image on a coin determines ownership, so God’s image  compels us to render to God that which is God's. 

In the mode of  “backwards design” and from the biblical data,  arguing from the final estate that God has determined for us, it is possible that an analogous image of God may be  distilled. We were created to the end of glorifying God and enjoying Him forever. The acceptable evidence of this is  conformity to Christ in loving God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength,  and our neighbors as ourselves (Deut 6; Mt 22:37; Mark 12:30; Luke 10:27).  The Scriptures refer to these aspects of God as well. Romans 1:18-20 tells us that God’s invisible attributes may be known because what may be known of God is manifest  in man. God has a heart (1 Sam 13:14; Eze 28:6; Acts 13:22),  a soul and spirit (Lev 26:11, 30; Judg 10:16; Is 42:1; Heb 10:38, cf. John 4:24; 1 Cor 2:10-11; et. al.),  a mind (Lev 24:12; Psalm 115:12; Ro 8:27, 11:34; Phil 2:5; 1 Peter 4:1), and strength (Ex 13:3; 1 Chron 16:11; Ps 20:6, 105:4; et. al.). As in the holistic manner which God has commanded us to love Him, so  God loves God perfectly.  It would be wrong for Him to do otherwise, for He is to be most greatly valued above all.

With this end in view, God created man in such a way that this  objective would be possible in space and time, which He created a priori. God  operationalized  His goal and His standard in terms of assessment evidence at the beginning. Once God established acceptable evidence  that would establish that the desired result would be achieved (i.e. perfect conformity to Christ in righteousness), He  planned experiences and instructions to  insure that His goals would be met, and created us with a mind that could apprehend this revelation.

For love’s sake, God has set eternity in the heart of man (Ecc 3:11; Ro 9:23), and eternity has been prepared for man (1 Cor 2:9). We were therefore created with the capacity to bear and partake of God’s  glory  (Ps 8:5; Ro 5:2; 1 Thess 2:12; 2 Thess 2:4;  1 Peter 5:10). From Jeremiah 31:33 and Hebrews 10:16,  we see that  like the Ark of the Covenant, we were created to be repositories of the very word of the Lord,  written on our hearts to the end of knowing God.  God created us to share Himself and His life with us (Luke 23:43; John 17:24, 1 Thess. 4:17). 
        In the end as in the beginning, we see man as vice-regent of the earth.  By nature, man was created to have the ability to rule.  Kingly power and authority and dominion will be a part of the final estate, where a scepter and a sword (Rev 2:26-27; Ps 149:6) are given. We were ultimately created to experience  immortal blessedness: no death, sorrow, crying, nor pain, eating freely of the tree of life (Rev 3:21, 21:4, 22:2). The lost are eternally separated from God.  Our glorified bodies  shall sit with Him in His throne and receive a crown of glory that never fades away (1 Pet 5:4), a crown of life (Rev 2:10) that knows no end, and a crown of righteousness (1 Tim 4:8); therefore it is in accord with our created end to be able to bear these gifts. We are vessels for glory  (2 Cor 4:7) and a dwelling place for God, our bodies the temple of God,  so constructed from dust in humility and contrition (Isaiah 66:1-2) with this capacity.  As God made the first man, He  fashions each man according to his purposes (Ps 119:73; Ex 4:11-12; Ps 139:14-15).

Without the image of God the thought of adoption  to sonship as children  who become heirs would not attain (1 John 3:1-2). In biblical terms, one does not adopt  to sonship that which is unlike oneself.  As the sons of the Great King  we are to  bear a true familial resemblance. Therefore we are told to be perfect and holy, as the Father in heaven is. As children by regeneration and adoption (Romans 8:17), we inherit the kingdom. We become sons “in Christ.” 

In a sense, Christ’s identification with us  in the incarnation would have required a mutability in  God if man was not made in God’s image.  The Word became flesh in order for God  to perfectly communicate Himself and so words and images are the very basis for human learning.  We are transformed by the renewing of our minds in Christ (Ro 12:2). Because of the societal nature of the  Trinity, in the imago Dei we are made to relate and incorporate, and give and receive.  We will receive our feeding by the Lamb (Rev 7:17; Rev 21:3) who leads us  in the Light  into the fountains of living waters  (Rev 7:17) which speak of God Himself, who will fully and freely communicate himself.  From this glorious presence will arise unspeakable joy and praise (Psalm 16:11).  Then as now we live and move and have our being in Him (Acts 17:28).

The image of God impacts every area of our life now, and all that is not done in faith is sin (Romans 14:23). In the area of ecology we are to exercise godly dominion. As the stewarding image represents the presence of the Lord, we work, rule, and rest in His stead and are accountable to Him.  In human concerns we see there is no basis for racism, rather the dignity of all people of all ages and gender is bound up in the imago Dei.  Our sexuality is defined in how we image God, as we were created male and female, so all other arrangements are an abomination.  All human life is precious (Ex 4:11; Ps 139:13-14).  We were created to be children and a  people of God, even the Bride of Christ, to love  God and others as we are the beloved of God. These roles are God centered; if we forsake God we forsake our own humanity.

From an evangelistic and apologetic stance, man can never escape the imago Dei; it is the point of contact we all have with the truth. The God shaped void of Pascal is the broken imago Dei.  As the image of God, all men are able to  understand the revelation of God; indeed they cannot escape it because they are it ontologically.  Sin is an attempt to hijack one’s ontological essence.  Man  is not judged on  his response to  unrevealed truth but  on the basis of  the received revelation, and the fact that all  men bear the very image of God is the principle behind this. Therefore Paul  can conclude, “all are without excuse” in Romans 1:20.  Even people who have not heard of Christ know of God.  Romans 2:15 declares that  men’s consciences bear witness against them.  God  wills that the way the untold millions who are lost will be reached is that those who constitute the restored image of God must, by the power of the indwelling Spirit of God, communicate the truth  to other as agents of redemption.  The imago Dei  which all men hold as common ground makes Spirit-empowered evangelism possible and non-optional.       

In affirming the imago Dei, we are to  be becoming what we are made to be.  We are to intimately know and love God, incorporating His very word and glory in our lives. Placed in Christ , we become the righteousness of God, our life God–breathed. We are to be creative, immortal, holy stewards who are also children and heirs. The promise of Romans 8:29 will be fulfilled  due to  that indelible mark God placed on us all: the ability and capacity to apprehend, believe, and receive God as our portion forever. We purpose that all peoples partake of this joy.
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