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2
In God’s Image

THEOLOGICAL THEME: God created us in His image to rule wisely over the 
world, to relate to Him and others, and to follow the rhythm of work and rest.

When my wife and I were expecting our first child, we spent a good deal of time and 
money in preparation. We cleared out a room and gave the walls a fresh coat of paint. 
We shopped for things we’d never heard of before, things like bumbo chairs and 
aspirators. We bought a crib, a supply of diapers and wipes, and made sure everything 
was ready for the new addition to our family. Then the moment arrived. The first time 
I held our son in my arms, the only words I could find to express my feelings toward 
him were these: Everything I have is yours. 

I wonder if these same words express the Creator’s heart at the beginning of time. “Let 
Us make man in Our image,” He said (Gen. 1:26), and after creating human beings, 
He made a wondrous declaration over His children in Genesis 1:28-30, communicating 
the special value held by humans in His sight: “Everything I have created is yours!” 

What comes to mind when you think of humanity being made “in the 
image of God”? 

What does this truth teach us about the distinctiveness of human beings 
in comparison with the rest of God’s creation?
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In this session, we will explore the biblical truth that 
God created humans in His image with the purpose 
of glorifying Him and enjoying Him forever. The 
way we reflect God is by ruling wisely over the world, 
relating rightly to Him and to others, and reflecting 
His goodness in our rhythms of work and rest. 

1.  We reflect God in how we 
rule wisely over the world 
(Gen. 1:26-31). 

After God created the world and everything in it, He created the first human beings 
and commanded them to rule over the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and all the 
creatures of the land. His command for humans to fill and to subdue the earth is an 
invitation to bear His image, to reflect Him by doing what He has just done in creating 
the heavens and the earth. Take a look: 

26 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.” 

27 So God created man in His own image; 
He created him in the image of God; 
He created them male and female. 

28 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.” 29 God also said, “Look, I have given you every seed-bearing plant on the 
surface of the entire earth and every tree whose fruit contains seed. This food will be for 
you, 30 for all the wildlife of the earth, for every bird of the sky, and for every creature 
that crawls on the earth—everything having the breath of life in it. I have given every 
green plant for food.” And it was so. 31 God saw all that He had made, and it was very 
good. Evening came and then morning: the sixth day.

Fill the earth, subdue it, and rule over it. “This world is for you!” God said. In this 
passage, we see that God is the Ruler and that bearing His image means we too must 
rule. But to reflect Him properly, we must rule wisely. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“The most distinctive feature 
of the biblical understanding 
of man is the teaching that 
man has been created in the 
image of God.” 1 

–Anthony Hoekema  
(1913-1988) 
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What are some areas of authority you have been given? 

How can we make sure our exercising authority over creation brings 
order and peace, not chaos and distress?

When was the last time you thought of fish, birds, 
and even worms as living creatures that God has 
entrusted to your care? God intends for humanity 
to take care of the creation He has given us. 

Unfortunately, because of our sinfulness (we’ll 
address the fall of humankind in the next session), 
we tend either to worship creation or to abuse it. 
The same holds true for the spheres of authority 
we have been given. We disobey God whenever 
we abuse our authority or whenever we abandon 
our authority. The image of God is seen most 
clearly in us when we are exercising our authority in 
loving and wise ways.

Consider a sphere of influence in which you have authority. Do you struggle 
more with abusing authority or with abandoning authority? Why?

How have you experienced someone else abusing or abandoning their 
authority over you?

 Voices from  
the Church
“Human dominion over the 
rest of creation is to be an 
exercise of kingship that 
reflects God’s own kingship. 
The image of God is not a 
license for arrogant abuse, 
but a pattern that commits 
us to humble reflection of the 
character of God.” 2 

–Christopher Wright 
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2.  We reflect God in how we relate to Him and others 
(Gen. 2:4-9,16-25).

In Genesis 2, we see that another 
way we reflect God is through our 
relationships—both with Him and 
with others. Here we see God not just 
displaying His power by commanding, 
“Let there be human beings,” as He did 
with all the other elements of creation, 
but He displayed His closeness toward 
humanity in fashioning the first people. 
He began by forming Adam from the 
dirt, shaping him, and breathing life into 
his nostrils. 

4 These are the records of the heavens and the earth, concerning their creation at the 
time that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens. 5 No shrub of the field had yet 
grown on the land, and no plant of the field had yet sprouted, for the Lord God had not 
made it rain on the land, and there was no man to work the ground. 6 But water would 
come out of the ground and water the entire surface of the land. 7 Then the Lord God 
formed the man out of the dust from the ground and breathed the breath of life into his 
nostrils, and the man became a living being. 

8 The Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there He placed the man 
He had formed. 9 The Lord God caused to grow out of the ground every tree pleasing in 
appearance and good for food, including the tree of life in the middle of the garden, as 
well as the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

To bear God’s image means to have a relationship with Him. We are not merely spoken 
into existence by God’s power but are formed by His hands to hold His very breath. We 
were created not just by power but by intimacy—for the purpose of relationship. The 
account in Genesis 2 shows how powerful a scene this was, when God’s face was toward 
us, when He breathed into the first man the breath of life. Just as a mirror best reflects 
an image when the mirror is in perfect “relationship” with, or directly in front of, the 
object that it’s imaging, we reflect God best—we image Him best—when we are in close 
relationship with Him. 
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In what ways can your life 
demonstrate the priority of your 
relationship with God? 

What are some signs that your 
relationship with God is not 
your priority?

To bear God’s image doesn’t point only to the 
relationship we have with God; we also have 
relationships with each other. God created us “male 
and female.” The God who exists in community—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—
created human beings to live in community as well. Genesis 2 continues: 

16 And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree of the 
garden, 17 but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for 
on the day you eat from it, you will certainly die.” 18 Then the Lord God said, “It is 
not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper as his complement.” 19 So the 
Lord God formed out of the ground every wild animal and every bird of the sky, and 
brought each to the man to see what he would call it. And whatever the man called a 
living creature, that was its name. 20 The man gave names to all the livestock, to the 
birds of the sky, and to every wild animal; but for the man no helper was found as his 
complement. 21 So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to come over the man, and he slept. 
God took one of his ribs and closed the flesh at that place. 22 Then the Lord God made 
the rib He had taken from the man into a woman and brought her to the man. 23 And 
the man said: 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
34. Image of God in Humanity

Some theologians believe 
“the image of God” refers 
to our mirroring of God’s 
attributes—our nature 
models God’s nature. Others 
believe we see the image of 
God in what human beings 
do. Still others believe the 
image of God concerns our 
relationships with God and 
with others. In Jesus, we 
see the true image of God. 
He perfectly mirrors God’s 
attributes, fulfills God’s 
will, and enjoys a perfect 
relationship with the Father. 
The Bible continues to 
speak of the image of God 
in humanity even after our 
fall into sin, even though our 
ability to rightly reflect God 
has been marred.
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This one, at last, is bone of my bone 
and flesh of my flesh; 
this one will be called “woman,” 
for she was taken from man. 
24 This is why a man leaves his father and mother and bonds with his wife, and they 

become one flesh. 25 Both the man and his wife were naked, yet felt no shame.

Two things to notice here. First, our relationship with God has an element of obedience 
that comes with it. The God who commanded Adam to rule wisely over the earth is 
the God who warned Adam not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil. A relationship with God must be built on trust, and God gave Adam the choice of 
trusting Him or not trusting Him by forbidding one particular tree.

Second, we must not think of our relationship with God as something private and 
isolated, as if the best way to cultivate this relationship is “just between me and God.” 
Sometimes we think that gathering with God’s people for worship is good but being 
alone with God is always better. But that wasn’t the case for Adam. 

After multiple statements of God seeing His creation and saying it was “good” and even 
“very good,” then came the first moment when something was described as “not good,” 
for the man whom God had formed was alone. We were not created to bear God’s 
image on our own, to have an isolated relationship with God. We reflect God best when 
we are in community with one another, relating to others in the love and grace of God. 

Do you think it is possible to be in 
right relationship with God if you are 
not pursuing a right relationship with 
others? Why or why not?

 Voices from  
the Church
“What brings a person value, 
significance, and hope is 
not what he does, but with 
whom he does it. The call to 
live in continual communion 
with God means that every 
person’s life, no matter how 
mundane, is elevated to 
sacred heights.” 3 

–Skye Jethani
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3.  We reflect God in our rhythms of work and rest 
(Gen. 2:1-3,15).

15 The Lord God took the man and placed him in the garden of Eden to work it and 
watch over it.

For the longest time I thought the command to work was a result of man’s sinning and 
rebelling against God. But the creation narrative shows us that God established work for 
man as part of His good world. Work is just as beautiful as the sunset, it’s just as good as 
sexuality, and it’s just as purposeful as the rain. 

Work isn’t something that God gave humanity as a curse after the fall into sin; the toil 
of work is what came with sin, but work itself is designed to give us fulfillment and to 
provide us an environment to reflect and image God. 

In what ways does our culture demean and diminish the value of work? 

In what ways does the church sometimes diminish the value of work 
that is seen as “non-religious”?

1 So the heavens and the earth and everything in them were completed. 2 By the 
seventh day God completed His work that He had done, and He rested on the seventh 
day from all His work that He had done. 3 God blessed the seventh day and declared it 
holy, for on it He rested from His work of creation.

God did not rest because He needed it, as if He were tired or worn out. Rather, He gave 
us an example of rest to show us that even though we are unlike any other creature in 
that we are the most “like” God, nevertheless, we are not God. There is an unbridgeable 
difference between God and us. And one of the most critical ways that we can reflect 
Him to the world is by showing that we are not God. 
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Are you tired? Are you exhausted in both body and soul? If that’s you, receive this rest 
as a precious gift from God. Resist the chaotic rhythms of this world, but live according 
to the rhythm of God’s wisdom and blessing that He has planned for you from the 
beginning of this world. 

Why do you think it is difficult for many people to lay down their work? 

What makes rest difficult for you?

Conclusion

Bearing God’s image is a daunting task. What 
would the world conclude about God by looking 
at the image you’re reflecting? Here’s the bad 
news—It’s no small sin for you and I to fail at 
properly reflecting God to the world. An assault 
on God’s image is an assault on God Himself. 
In all the ways that you and I fail at properly 
reflecting His image to the world, we are telling 
the world lies about God and what He’s like. 

But here’s the glorious good news—Jesus came to be for us the perfect image of the 
invisible God. If it were solely up to our reflecting to show the world what God is like, 
everyone would reject such a God. That’s why it’s important for us, because of all the 
ways that we fail to properly reflect God, to point people to Jesus.

CHRIST CONNECTION: Jesus is the perfect image of the invisible God—the 
only One who rules wisely over the world, relates perfectly to God and 
others, and through His work earns our everlasting rest.

 Voices from 
Church History
“For you have made us for 
yourself and restless is our 
heart until it comes to rest 
in you.” 4 

–Augustine (354-430)
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1.  What are some ways we can take seriously the command of Genesis 1:28 to 
rule wisely over the world God has given us?

2.  How will you change the way you relate to others (family, friends, enemies, 
outcasts, the lost) in light of the image of God that we share?

3.  How can our rhythms of work and rest support our witness to the gospel of 
Jesus Christ?

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to actively cultivate our 
relationships with Him and with others in order to fulfill our role as 
stewards over the earth.


