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What We Believe about People

People are unique beings in all of God’s creation. The Bible teaches that God created man
out of the dust of the ground and gave him life by personally breathing the breath of life into
him. Later, God made woman from a rib taken from the man’s side. Contrary to the evolution-
ary view of origins, the biblical view of people identifies them as unique from animals, created
in the image and likeness of God.

The biblical view of people recognizes the existence of both a physical and metaphysical
aspect of their being. The material part of a person is described as the body. The Bible teaches
that people have a created body (Gen. 2:7), a physical body (1 Cor. 15:38-40), a body of death
(Rom. 7:24), a body of sin (Rom. 5:19), a body of humiliation (Phil. 3:21), and a body which
needs discipline (1 Cor. 6:19).

In addition to the material part of people, there is also an immaterial part most often
described as the soul or spirit.

The Bible uses the term soul to identify something other than a person’s physical body
that cannot be defined materially (Isa. 10:18). Sometimes this term is also used to describe
the whole person (Song 1:7) or the life of a person (Gen. 35:18). The term spirit is used to
describe the mind (Gen. 8:1) or breath (1 Thess. 2:8). These two terms are similar and are
sometimes used interchangeably because they both appear to refer to the life-principle (Gen.
41:8; Ps. 42:6; John 12:27; 13:21). Yet at the same time, the Bible describes subtle differences
between the soul and spirit (Heb. 4:12).

What we believe about people is based on the biblical account of the early history of hu-
manity. The Bible teaches that God created people in His own image and likeness. One of the
key words in Scripture to understand human personality is the term “heart.” But the heart of
people today is not the same as it was in the beginning. The failure of the ancestral parents of
the human race introduced sin into human experience. Part of our understanding of people
today necessarily involves understanding the nature of sin.

Made in the Image and Likeness of God

One of the things that makes people unique in God’s creation is their creation in His
image and likeness. These words “image and likeness” describe two aspects of our original
nature which help us understand ourselves today.

The word “image” is used in both the Old and New Testament in a variety of ways. People
are described as “the image of God” (1 Cor. 11:7) and “the image of Christ” (Rom. 8:20). Christ
is also described as being in “the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4). The word image is also used to
describe idols (Rom. 1:23) and the imprint of a Caesar on a coin (Matt. 22:20). The use of this
word suggests an image is something that is similar, with the same properties, but not neces-
sarily identical.

When God made people in His own image, He made them similar to Himself. This means
He reproduced some aspect of Himself in people. This probably had nothing to do with physi-
cal appearance since God is Spirit and not limited to a physical body. Rather, the image of God
in people probably refers to their ability to think and make decisions, feel emotion, and act
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freely. Although the image of God in people has been marred by sin, people still retain a
limited use of these faculties.

The word likeness describes the original state of innocence into which people were cre-
ated. Originally, people were holy like God in the sense they had no sin nature and did not
practice sin. At the Fall, this likeness was lost. Part of the saving work of Christ in our life is
to restore that likeness in our life. We regain our spiritual likeness with God at conversion
(Rom. 5:19). We realize a character likeness with God through sanctification (Rom. 8:29). We
will experience a physical likeness with God at our glorification (1 Cor. 15:52-53; 1 John 3:2).

The Heart (Personality) of People

Another expression Scripture uses to describe people is the term “heart.” This term is
used to describe the personality of people. Expressions of personality such as intellect, emo-
tions, and will are all described in the context of the heart. Also, the Bible describes the heart
as the center of a person’s moral awareness, the conscience. Obviously, when the Bible uses
the word heart, it is talking about human personality rather than the organ which pumps
blood through our bodies.

Several intellectual activities of the heart are specifically mentioned in Scripture. People
think with their heart (Phil. 4:8). Planning is also described as a function of the heart (Prov.
16:9). People can hide the Word of God in their heart through Scripture memory (Ps. 119:11).
Perception is also described as a function of the heart (Matt. 13:14). Finally, the ability to
weigh evidence and make a rational and reasonable decision is described as an intellectual
function of the heart (Mark 2:8).

Most people today would agree with the Bible’s description of the heart as the emotional
center of our personality. Our culture even today commonly ascribes such emotions as love
and empathy as springing from one’s heart. The Bible identifies several emotions springing
from the heart including love (Matt. 22:37), confidence (John 14:1), joy (John 16:6), peace
(Phil. 4:7), unity and gladness (Acts 2:46), hate (Matt. 15:19), fear (John 14:27), sorrow (John
16:16), frustration (Ps. 131), and division and strife (1 Cor. 1:10; 3:3).

People also exercise their will as an expression of their heart. This is especially seen in
several areas. First, people are converted when they respond to the Gospel with their heart
(Rom. 6:17; 10:9). Second, ongoing spiritual growth in our life also grows out of a heart re-
sponse to the things of God (2 Cor. 9:7). Third, we relate to one another as Christians out of a
willingness to do God’s will from our heart (Eph. 6:5, 6).

Finally, the heart is also described as the seat of our moral awareness. Deep within every
person is a natural consciousness of God and sense of absolute moral standards based on the
character of God. The Bible describes this as a work of Christ, the Light which enlightens us
(John 1:9). It is also described in Scripture as both the law of God inscribed on our heart (Rom.
2:15) and an awareness of eternal values which exists within the heart (Eccl. 3:11). While
God’s input into our conscience makes it a reliable guide in decision making, the conscience
can also be so corrupted by sin in our life that it is virtually rendered inoperative (1 Tim. 4:2).
It is important to train our conscience by the Word of God.

What Went Wrong?

As we look at what the Bible teaches about people, we find ourselves describing two kinds
of people: the kind of people God made, fantastic creatures, the climax of His entire creation;
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and the kind of people we are today, evil in nature and corrupt in behavior. Yet these are not
actually two kinds of people at all, but the same race of people at two different points in their
experience. When we look at how we began as a race and compare it to what we are today, we
are bound to ask the question, “What went wrong?”

The answer to that question is found in the biblical account of the introduction of sin into
the human race. When God completed His creative work, He noted all He had made was “very
good” (Gen. 1:31). But when Satan entered the garden and successfully tempted our first
parents to violate God’s express command not to eat a certain fruit, sin became a part of the
human experience, corrupting all God made. The entire race fell into sin when Adam deliber-
ately chose by an act of his own will to disobey God and fulfill his own desires       (1 Tim. 2:14).

The same Satan who caused the human race to plunge into sin is still active today directly
and indirectly tempting people to do wrong. The Bible records that first sin with these words,
“So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, that it was pleasant to the eyes, and
a tree desirable to make one wise, she took of the fruit and ate. She also gave to her husband
with her, and he ate” (Gen. 3:6). Today, people are still tempted in these three areas, “the lust
of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life” (1 John 2:16). Although Adam and Eve
failed when tempted in these areas, Jesus was tempted in the same way and was able to
overcome the Devil (Matt. 4:1-11).

By looking at the temptation of Christ, we can understand how to overcome temptation in
our life today. First, each time Jesus was tempted, He responded by referring to the Word of
God (Matt. 4:4, 7, 10). The Scriptures can also help us overcome temptation and prevent us
from falling into sin (Ps. 119:9-11). Second, Jesus faced temptation in the fullness of the Holy
Spirit (Matt. 4:1). When we walk in the Spirit, we will not fall into sin when we are tempted
(Gal. 5:16).

A third key to overcoming temptation in the Christian life is to fight temptation with a
winner. When you became a Christian, you received a new nature as Christ came to live
within you. But you also have an old nature which you inherited from Adam. When you are
tempted, you can resist in your own strength depending upon the old nature which has a
losing record against sin or you can resist temptation in the power of the new nature by
letting Christ who has an undefeated record against sin live His life through you.

The Nature of Sin

Sin has been described as that which is opposed to the character and will of God. Sin is
something which has permeated our entire being so that it is virtually impossible to under-
stand who we are without knowing about sin. People sin both in action and attitude.

The apostle Paul described three basic kinds of sin in his epistles. To understand how sin
makes us the kind of people we are, it is important to understand each of these three kinds of
sin.

The first kind of sin described in Scripture is personal sin. Comparing Jews and Gentiles,
Paul concluded, “For there is no difference: for all have sinned, and come short of the glory of
God” (Rom. 3:22-23). A personal sin may be a sin of commission (doing something wrong) or a
sin of omission (failing to do something right). Personal sin may be expressed as an act or
attitude. Sinful acts are produced by people with sinful attitudes (Mark 7:21). That is why
Jesus equated sins like anger with murder (Matt. 5:21-22) and lust with fornication (Matt.
5:27-28).
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When we practice personal sin, our fellowship with God is broken (Ps. 66:18). That broken
fellowship can be restored as we confess our sins and accept God’s forgiveness (1 John 1:9). If
a person is not a Christian, he or she will not experience fellowship with God until he or she
places saving faith in Jesus (Eph. 1:7).

Scripture uses various descriptions of personal sin. These include falling short (Rom. 3:23),
going astray (Isa. 53:6), transgression (Ps. 51:1), and trespass (Eph. 2:1).

The second kind of sin described in Scripture is our sin nature. The word sin occurs in
both the singular and plural in the Bible. Usually, when the word occurs as a singular noun, it
is referring to the sin nature of people. We all have a sin nature that has been a part of us since
the moment we were conceived (Ps. 51:5). The apostle John noted, “If we say that we have no
sin (nature), we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us” (1 John 1:8).

The Bible describes sin as having a negative influence on our  intellect  (Rom. 1:28)  and
conscience       (1 Tim. 4:2), two aspects of our personality. Therefore our sin nature negatively
impacts our personality. Our sin nature influences us to sin (Rom. 5:12). But our sin nature
has already been judged on the Cross (Rom. 6:6). While we still have the old nature, we cannot
use it as an excuse for sinning because it has been crucified with Christ (Rom. 6:7).

The third way sin is described in Scripture is imputed sin. The word impute means “to
ascribe to” or “reckon over.” “As by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so
death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned” (Rom. 5:12). When we make a purchase
with a credit card, the value of that purchase is “imputed” to our account. In the same way, the
sin of Adam is imputed to the human race which sprang from heaven. This is done because
Adam was both the seminal and representative head of the human race. Just as a child par-
takes in the consequences of the wise or unwise financial investments of a father, so we live
with the consequence of the imputed sin of our father Adam. Also, just as the citizens live with
the consequences of decisions made by their representatives in government, so we live with
the consequences of our representative’s decision in the Garden of Eden.

Some might view the imputation of Adam’s sin to the human race as somehow unfair or
unjustified, but our willingness to so readily engage in sin like Adam suggests we would have
done the same thing. Still, God not only imputes Adam’s sin to the human race, but He also
offers to impute Christ’s righteousness to all who believe (Rom. 5:21). The biblical remedy for
imputed sin is the imputed righteousness of Christ.

God created people as the high point of His creation. Although sin has marred that cre-
ation, God still loves people and wants what is best for them. The greatest evidence of God’s
love for these created beings is seen in what He has done to save them from the sin that
threatens to destroy them. Christians who love people like God loves people will want to do
their best to help them experience the salvation God has provided for their sin.

Chapter Five Review & Discussion

Review Questions

1. How were people created?
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2. What are the two aspects of a person’s being?

3. What does “heart” mean in the Bible?

4. What are the three kinds of sin mentioned in Scripture?

Discussion Questions

1. How can you overcome temptation?

2. What happens when a Christian sins?

3. Adam’s sin was imputed to the human race, therefore we are all sinners. Have you ac-
cepted the biblical remedy – the imputed righteousness of Christ – for your sin?




