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I. INTRODUCTION 

 The concept of the image of God (imago Dei) has been addressed by many theologians 

over the centuries beginning with the early church fathers and on through today. Each one has 

had a different perspective or insight to contribute to the discussion. Thus, the theological 

understanding of this concept has been interpreted and reinterpreted to answer societal questions, 

theological statements or beliefs, and the attitudes of both culture and religion surrounding 

individual worth for successive generations as society and the church grow and develop.  

 

II. THESIS 

 The evolving concept of the image of God (imago Dei) as it relates to humanity and the 

human condition has impacted societal understanding of personal identity and contributed to the 

subsequent devaluing of individuals within American culture. Therefore, this paper will define 

imago Dei as a core doctrine of Christian faith and ultimately explore its impact on modern 

culture and the implications for the individual person in relation to God and to others. It will 

trace the evolving concept of the image of God in humanity by examining the ideas of some 

theologians beginning with the early church fathers, through the Reformation theologians, and 

finishing with modern theological viewpoints. Finally, these perspectives will be used to 

examine and explore the concept of imago Dei and the cultural perception of the value of the 

individual. 
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III. USE OF THE WORD “MAN” 

 This paper will use the word “man” to refer to the entirety of the human race. While 

many in our culture today object to the use of “man” in this context because is deemed exclusive 

and marginalizing to half of humanity, it is necessary to emphasize the Biblical record with 

accuracy and without brining offense. Biblically, throughout Genesis, humanity is referred to 

with the word adam. This term is used for the name of Adam, but it is also linked to the Hebrew 

word for ground. This is key because humanity, mankind, was formed from the dust of the earth 

and inbreathed with the breath of God (Gen. 2:7). Just prior to this we see the formation of 

humanity on the seventh day as a dual expression in male and female together reflecting the 

likeness of God (Gen. 1:27). Finally, in Genesis 5:1-2, we see that God created humanity, male 

and female, and named them adam, or “man.”1 Thus, “man” in Genesis 5:2 “God’s activity of 

choosing a name that would apply to the human race as a whole.”2 

 While this may not seem significant or material to the discussion of humanity and the 

image-bearing discussion, the writer believes it will prove key to the entire discussion as we 

explore the topic. While the writer is not implying or suggesting a ranking of the genders, and it 

is perfectly acceptable to use generic terms (human, humanity, etc.) to refer to the image-bearing 

quality of humanity, there is a core understanding that will only become clear as we further study 

what it means to bear God’s image and the full representation of that concept. Therefore, 

throughout this paper, the writer will use “humanity” and “man” interchangeably to refer to the 

whole human race being inclusive of both genders. 

 

 
1 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 2015), 439, Kindle Edition. 

 
2 Ibid., 439. 
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IV. IMAGO DEI 

Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness. They will 

rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the livestock, all the earth, and the creatures 

that crawl on the earth.” So God created man in His own image; He created him in the 

image of God; He created them male and female. God blessed them, and God said to 

them, “Be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth, and subdue it. Rule the fish of the sea, the birds 

of the sky, and every creature that crawls on the earth.” (Gen. 1:26-28)3 

 

 Genesis 1:27 “presents the basic teaching that the human person is made in the image of 

God, in the imago Dei.”4 This is the key biblical reference and the foundation for all other 

examination of the doctrine of man created in the image of God. The writer included the 

preceding and following verse to provide context for the discussion and the further implications 

of all that is included in being made in the image of God. Thus, it is here we must begin our 

discussion. 

 The first chapter of Genesis outlines the process of creation where mankind is the 

crowning achievement of God’s work and is deemed “very good.” In chapter 2 we see “how God 

fashions [the] man from the earth and breathes life into him” so that he becomes a living being 

(nephesh chai).5 Then God forms the woman from the man to be a companion, helper, and equal. 

Finally, we see in Chapter 3 of Genesis the account of what has become known as the Fall, the 

temptation and failure of man to obey the directives of God. 

 We must first look at two key words in the above passage to fully flesh out an 

understanding of the image of God in man. In Genesis 1:26 God says that He will make man “in 

Our image, according to Our likeness.” In this verse the Hebrew word for image is tselem and 

 
3 All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise noted, are from the Holman Christian Standard Bible 

(Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers, 2009). 

 
4 Dominic Robinson. Understanding The “Imago Dei”: The Thought of Barth, von Balthasar and 

Moltmann. (Farnham, England: Asgate, 2011), 5, E-book. 

 
5 Ibid., 5. 

 



4 

the Hebrew word for likeness is damut. These words are used here and in Genesis 5:1 and 3 and 

9:6 interchangeably. While they are used as synonyms, “we may recognize a slight difference 

between the two.”6 Tselem is from the root meaning “to cut” and “indicates that man images 

God, that is, is a representation of God.”7 Damut is from the root meaning “to be like” and 

“indicates that the image is also a likeness…[and] together tell us that man is a representation of 

God who is like God in certain respects.”8 Thus we see why the image of God in man is a key 

doctrine for us to contemplate, because “[t]he presupposition of all knowledge of God is man’s 

having been created in the image of God.”9 These two words then will be foundational in our 

historical examination of the development of the doctrine that man is God’s image-bearer as 

some will see them as separate aspects and others will view them synonymously. 

 

V. HISTORICAL SURVEY 

 While we have explained the source for the concept that man is God’s image-bearer, we 

have yet to discuss the make-up of the image of God. “[A] full understanding of man’s likeness 

to God would require a full understanding of who God is in his being and in his actions and a full 

understanding of who man is and what he does.”10 Let us examine how theologians over the 

centuries have attempted to answer the question “What is the image of God?”, or “Who is like 

God?” 

 
6 Anthony Hoekema. Created in God's Image (Grand Rapids, MI: William. B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, 1986), 13. 

 
7 Ibid., 13. 

 
8 Ibid., 13. 

 
9 Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments. (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth Trust, 

2015), 19. 

 
10 Grudem, Systematic Theology, 444, Kindle Edition. 
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Augustine 

 Early in his life, Augustine writes in his work De Diversis Quaestionibus that man has 

the “interior ability…to participate in Wisdom, that is to participate in the life of the true image 

of God.”11 He views the image of God as the second person of the Trinity; Jesus Christ, the 

Word of God. Therefore, he postulates that man is “not in fact the ‘imago’, the image of God as 

though we reflect God in a mirror.”12 Instead, Augustine views man as having a unique 

relationship with God that is not found in the rest of creation. 

 Augustine uses this distinction to present man with “a special dignity” in relationship to 

God and others.13 He connects this with “likeness” (damut) and views this aspect as separate 

from “image” (tselem). This differentiation sits at the core of Augustine’s thought and provides 

us with one of the first clear pictures of humanity as possessing a special and unique dignity 

which is “generic yet also deeply personal to each individual.”14 

 Further, Augustine makes a distinction between God who is immutable and humanity is 

mutable. Thus, though man was created as “very good” by a good God, his very mutability is 

what leads to the Fall. “Through it humanity can be both ignorant of the good and desire that 

which is not good.”15  

 This led Augustine to point out that man’s special relationship with God, even in his 

fallen nature, causes him to “have an ‘appetite’ for ‘blessedness’, made as we are according to 

 
11 Robinson. Understanding The “Imago Dei”, 8, E-book. 

 
12 Ibid., 9. 

 
13 Ibid., 9. 

 
14 Ibid., 9. 

 
15 Ibid., 9. 
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the image of God.”16 Yet, Augustine believed that without the redemptive work of Christ which 

Paul puts forth in the book of Romans man cannot be saved through his own effort. No, 

humanity can only have restored relationship and re-attain the image of God through the grace of 

Christ. “This is the faith we inherit and it is through our faith in Jesus Christ that we have the 

possibility of being saved.”17 

 

Irenaeus 

 Irenaeus was the Bishop Lyons in modern-day Southern France during the second 

century. He is principally known for his work Against Heresies, a theological treatise primarily 

focused on refutation of the Gnostic doctrines permeating the early church. Gnosticism was a 

catch-all name for a wide range of pantheistic sects “whose participants believed that people 

could only be saved through revealed knowledge, or γνῶσις (gnosis),” and held a “negative view 

of the material or physical world.”18 Thus Irenaeus was arguing against a dualistic view which 

claimed that the material world was corrupt and the material substance of man could never be a 

reflection of, or carrier for, the holy image of a spiritual and transcendent God.  

But God will be glorified in His own creature, moulding it in conformity and 

correspondence with His own Son.* For by the Hands of the Father, i.e., by the Son and 

the Spirit, Man is made after the Image of God: man, not a part of man. Now the Soul and 

Spirit may be part of man, but man they cannot be: the Perfect Man being a certain 

mingling and uniting of the soul, receiving the Spirit of the Father: which mixture is 

blended also with that flesh, which is moulded according to the Image of God. For which 

 
16 Robinson. Understanding The “Imago Dei”, 10, E-book. 

 
17 Ibid., 11. 

 
18 Zachary G. Smith, “Gnosticism,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary (Bellingham, 

WA: Lexham Press, 2016), Logos Edition, np. 
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cause the Apostle also saith, We speak wisdom among the Perfect: [1 Cor. 2:6]—calling 

those perfect who have received the Spirit of God19 

 

 Here Irenaeus clearly views man as God-imaged, yet, in his fallen state, as missing 

something vital. This missing piece must be revitalized by the co-mingling of body and soul 

enervated by the power of the Holy Spirit. This displays his strong views against dualism 

through this co-mingling aspect, or union, of man (material flesh) with God (transcendent Spirit) 

to restore the fullness of the image of God in man. “We appreciate the fact that Irenaeus makes a 

distinction between an aspect of the image of God that was retained after the Fall and an aspect 

that was lost through the Fall and is regained through Christ.”20 

 

Thomas Aquinas 

 Thomas Aquinas was a philosopher and theologian immediately preceding the 

Reformation of the Middle Ages and had a significant influence on the theological discussion of 

that time. His theological views, recorded in his Summa Theologica, became the “benchmark of 

orthodox teaching and which the reformers were to object to so strongly.” 21 His stance that the 

image of God is found “primarily in man’s intellect or reason” shifted focus away from the 

exposition of Scripture and into the realm of science and philosophy.22 Even though Aquinas 

“accepted the narrative the medieval inherited from Augustine,”23 this move to a more 

 
19 S. Irenaeus Bishop of Lyons, Five Books of S. Irenaeus against Heresies, trans. John Keble, A Library of 

Fathers of the Holy Catholic Church (Oxford; London; Cambridge: James Parker and Co.; 

Rivingtons, 1872), 460, Logos Edition. 

 
20 Hoekema. Created in God's Image, 35. 

 
21 Robinson. Understanding The “Imago Dei”, 14, E-book. 

 
22 Hoekema. Created in God's Image, 36. 

 
23 Robinson. Understanding The “Imago Dei”, 15, E-book. 
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philosophical approach “tends to downplay if not remove altogether…the biblical view of the 

image: namely, man’s relatedness to God and to others.”24 

 Aquinas believed that the image of God was in man in three stages. First, man has an 

aptitude to understand and love God, and that aptitude is common to all men.25 In the second 

stage, man is regularly, yet imperfectly, knowing and loving God. Finally, the third stage sees 

man perfectly knowing and loving God. “The first stage of the image then is found in all men, 

the second only in the just, and the third only in the blessed.”26 

 Perhaps the chief issues with the approach Aquinas uses is its reliance on and roots in 

Greek philosophy. Platonic thought differentiates between a rational and irrational part of man, 

“declaring that it belongs to the rational part to rule over the irrational part (that is, over the 

passions and the appetites).”27 This is contradictory to Scripture which sees the biggest problem 

that man faces as the struggle between man’s disobedience or obedience to God in his whole 

being (both rational and irrational parts). 

 

Martin Luther 

 The Reformation saw a shift in perspective regarding the God-man relationship. While 

Reformation theology still drew from and relied upon the narrative of the early church fathers 

and scholars to their time. However, it is the relationship between God and man after the Fall 

that came into contention, and we see Martin Luther as the champion of this new way of 

perceiving the relationship. 

 
24 Hoekema. Created in God's Image, 39. 

 
25 Hoekema. Created in God's Image, 36. 

 
26 Ibid., 36. 

 
27 Ibid., 41. 
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 Luther’s understanding of the God-man relationship originated from the traditional 

training he received as a Roman Catholic priest. The perspective he learned focused on man and 

his ability, by his own effort, to “work [his] way back to God to the extent that an affirmation of 

belief” in Christ’s work on the cross to offer salvation freely and full of grace to humanity was 

compromised.28 Through a thorough reading of the book of Romans, Luther came to understand 

that salvation was a free gift of God’s grace wholly independent of man’s action. “Human beings 

are called simply to accept that as creatures made in his image we have been put right with God 

through the sacrifice of his Son Jesus Christ.”29 This directed Reformation doctrine away from 

the rational and philosophical viewpoint of the God-man relationship and back toward a biblical 

interpretation. 

 Luther rejects the Greek philosophy perpetuated by Augustine and Aquinas. Instead, his 

focus defined man’s identity in light of Christ’s justifying work on the cross. However, he does 

not merely stress the distortion of the image of God in man through the Fall and our eminent 

need for grace to be restored to relationship. He is presenting “an altogether more dynamic view 

of what happens when we are reconstituted in a special relationship with God after the Fall.”30 

According to Luther, man is completely remade in Christ to represent God even though “God’s 

image in us will always be distorted.”31 “It is by our ‘faith’ in this fact of our salvation in Christ 

that we are ‘justified’ while at one and the same time we are still, and always will be, sinners.”32 

 

 
28 Robinson. Understanding The “Imago Dei”, 17, E-book. 

 
29 Ibid., 17. 

 
30 Ibid., 18. 

 
31 Ibid., 18. 

 
32 Ibid., 18. 
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John Calvin 

 A contemporary of Martin Luther, John Calvin brings another perspective from the 

Reformation era. While Luther examines the question of God’s image in man only through 

humanity’s relationship with Christ, Calvin views the soul as man’s reflection of the image of 

God. While holding this view as primary, Calvin also acknowledged that God’s image can be 

found in every aspect of man (material, immaterial, and spiritual). “Looking forward to the 

future, Calvin grants that when the image of God is restored to its fullness in the life to come, it 

will be restored to the body as well as the soul.”33 

 Like Luther (and most theologians), Calvin views the Fall as the epicenter of change in 

the condition of the image of God in man. According to Colossians 3:10 and Ephesians 4:24, 

Calvin concluded that prior to the Fall, man expressed the full image of God in “knowledge, 

righteousness, and holiness;” the image of God in man at this point is perfect.34 After the Fall, 

Calvin considers that the image of God in man is still present though it is marred almost beyond 

recognition though there are still “remnants and traces of the image of God in fallen man.”35 

Where Aquinas and other scholastic theologians believed that the Fall removed something 

additional in man’s nature, Calvin held that even whatever gifts or abilities man retained post-

Fall were “perverted and distorted.”36  

 Also, like Luther, Calvin championed the idea that the image of God in man is renewed, 

not by man’s effort, but by God’s grace and the regenerative work of the Holy Spirit. He viewed 

the restoration of the image as a progressive process. It involves man’s participation in the 

 
33 Hoekema. Created in God's Image, 42. 

 
34 Ibid., 43. 

 
35 Ibid., 44. 

 
36 Ibid., 45-46. 
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progression of his “conformity to Chris [where]… ‘we are so restored that with true piety, 

righteousness, purity, and intelligence we bear God’s image’”37 Thus, Calvin views the 

restoration of God’s image in man as both a work of grace and man’s responsibility and 

participation. 

 

Karl Barth 

 Barth has had a heavy influence on theology across the denominational landscape 

throughout the twentieth century, and he is often called the “father of neo-orthodoxy.”38 Dominic 

Robinson writes that Barth’s theology of the image of God is found “in Jesus Christ in his 

dealings with human beings.”39 He goes on to highlight that God primarily choses to be revealed 

in Christ, and man’s faith response to Christ is secondary to this self-revelation.40 Therefore it’s 

is God’s self-determination that brings salvation. Yet, when Barth tries to include the concept of 

imago Dei into his view of redemption, it seems that he struggles with a fitting narrative. 

Robinson, writes that Barth struggles to fit this doctrine “into his cohesive theological system in 

which Christ appears to have completed the will of the Father in restoring us to himself,” and, 

instead, he focuses on the interrelationship of the Trinity as the blueprint for our relationship 

with God and others.41  

 Simply stated, Barth finds the doctrine of imago Dei in the relationship of man to God 

and man to others. Anthony Hoekema writes that Barth sees the image of God reflected in the 

 
37 Hoekema. Created in God's Image, 47. 

 
38 Ibid., 49. 

 
39 Robinson, Understanding The “Imago Dei”, 29, E-book. 

 
40 Ibid., 29. 

 
41 Ibid., 29. 
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conflict relationship of “I-thou” between man and women and between man and God. Therefore, 

the image of God is not a similitude (likeness, image) of being but of relation. “God created man 

for covenantal fellowship with himself and for fellowship with others.”42  

 According to Hoekema, Barth also seems to struggle with the impact of the Fall on man; 

the image of God found in our relational fellowship is an “essential and unlosable aspect of 

human existence.”43 Barth further asserts that the Fall is truly the beginning of God’s fellowship 

with man, and denying a state of perfected relationship or a “fellowship of integrity” between 

man and God.44 Thus, Hoekema directs our attention to the fact that Barth struggles with the 

concept that the image of God can be restored in man. Rather the image of God is “purely 

relation and therefore purely formal: the capacity for confrontation and encounter.”45 So here we 

see that Barth bring a concept of “being” in the realm of action—for Barth, we are relationally 

expected to “image” God in fellowship with God and others. 

 

VI. STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION 

 From the historical development of the doctrine of the image of God, we see two main 

themes in understanding the concept. There is a structural aspect to God’s image in man and 

there is a functional aspect. Man is the image of God and man does the image of God. In Genesis 

1:26-28, God does not clearly spell out that of which His likeness in man consists. Man’s 

likeness to God, however, can be understood from those key words tselem (image) and damut 

(likeness). In man’s image and likeness, he reflects and represents God. 

 
42 Hoekema. Created in God's Image, 50. 

 
43 Ibid., 50. 

 
44 Ibid., 51. 

 
45 Ibid., 52. 
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 As a reflection of God, man displays God’s characteristics as a mirror reflects an image 

of what is before it. Hoekema writes that this means “in man God is to become visible on 

earth.”46 The unique aspect of God’s image in man made him suitable beyond all the rest of 

creation for displaying, or reflecting, the glory of God in the earth. This is interesting considering 

the Ten Commandments since God forbade man to create an image (or idol) of God—God had 

already created His perfect image, by His own hand, in humanity. This uniqueness means that 

when man is fully functioning as God intended at creation, others should be able to see God. 

 Man also represents God on earth. Not only in our natural, material existence does man 

represent God, but in conscious volition and action man presents again and again God. In right 

relationship with God, man operates out of God’s will and under His authority to bring His 

domain into being upon the earth and among individuals. “In us people should be able to 

encounter God, to hear his word, and to experience his love.”47 

 Therefore, man’s structure as the image bearer of God, man’s whole person including the 

physical aspects and the immaterial aspects, is the very thing that provides the support for man’s 

function as the image of God in creation. It is only because man exists as God’s image that man 

can operate and function as God’s representative. Man’s form, his likeness to and from God, 

makes room for and supports man’s function in extending God’s will. However, it is only from a 

state of restoration to original design and intent at creation that man can fully function as God 

designed and intended. Thus, identity and value are found in this very concept of God’s image 

bearers. Man has intrinsic value even in a fallen state, for though man is marred by sin, Christ’s 

 
46 Hoekema. Created in God's Image, 67. 

 
47 Ibid., 68. 
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redemptive work and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit restores man to right relationship and 

right functioning with God and others. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION 

 So, “human identity is dependent upon God, and God‘s way of being shapes that identity 

holistically.”48 God shaped man and determined his value because He imbued man with His very 

likeness. The shape and action of man is like unto God’s without being God. The progressive 

understanding of man’s identity, his image-quality as God’s image bearer, developed and 

improved as theologians wrestled with this doctrine. Though the Fall and sin have marred the 

likeness and distorted its original shape and intent in man, as man developed relationship with 

God, first under the Law and then through full restoration in Christ, man was able to once again 

realize his identity as a reflection and representation of God. 

 

 

 

 
48 Ryan Peterson, “The Imago Dei as Human Identity: A Theological Interpretation,” PhD diss., Wheaton 

College, 2010, 285, In Digital Theological Library. 
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