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Preface

This is the second in a series of doctrinal studies. An earlier volume, The Bible and the Future, dealt
with Christian eschatology, or the doctrine of the last things. The present study will concern itself
with theological anthropology, or the Christian doctrine of man.

In this book I will attempt to set forth what the Bible teaches about the nature and destiny of human
beings. Central to the biblical understanding of man is the teaching that men and women were created
in the image of God. I will present the image of God as having both a structural and a functional
aspect, as involving man in his threefold relationship—to God, to others, and to nature—and as going
through four stages—the original image, the perverted image, the renewed image, and the perfected
image. I have based my study on a close examination of the relevant scriptural material. The
theological standpoint represented here is that of evangelical Christianity from a Reformed or
Calvinistic perspective.

I should like to express appreciation to my students over the years at Calvin Theological Seminary, to
whom this material was originally presented, and whose responses and comments helped to sharpen
my thinking on this topic. I particularly wish to thank Professors John Cooper, Cornelius Plantinga,
Jr., and Louis Vos, who read parts of the manuscript and offered helpful suggestions.

I am grateful to the Calvin Theological Library for the use of its facilities and, particularly, for letting
me occupy an office in the library after my retirement. I wish especially to thank the theological
librarian, Peter De Klerk, for his exceptional helpfulness.

Thanks are due to the editorial staff at Eerdmans Publishing Company for their helpful advice at
various stages of the writing, particularly to Jon Pott and Sandra Nowlin.

I also owe thanks to my wife, Ruth, for her constant encouragement, for her perceptive comments on
the manuscript, and for her help in putting the bibliography together.

Above all, I want to thank the God who created us in his image, and who continues to make us more
like himself. We look forward eagerly to the day when we shall be totally like him, since we shall see
him as he is.

Grand Rapids, Michigan

—Anthony A. Hoekema
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Chapter 1.
The Importance of the Doctrine of Man

It is difficult to exaggerate the importance of the doctrine of man.[1] It has, of course, always been
true that one of the most important questions to which the philosopher addresses himself is, What is
man? In one of his dialogues Plato pictures his master, Socrates, as a man obsessed with one central
aim in his search for wisdom: namely, to know himself. Various thinkers have given various answers
to the question "What is man?", each one with far-reaching implications for thought and life.

Today, however, this question about man is being asked with a new urgency. Some have observed
that people today are no longer much interested in questions about ultimate reality or ontology, but
they are vitally interested in questions about man. There are many reasons for this. One is that since
Immanuel Kant the problem of epistemology (how do we know?) has become primary, whereas the
problem of ontology (what is ultimate being?) has become secondary. The rise of existentialism as a
philosophical, theological, and literary way of thinking has brought a new emphasis: namely, that
man's existence is more important than his essence—that what is unique and unrepeatable about a
person is more important for understanding him or her than what he or she has in common with all
other persons. Existentialism, therefore, is a new way of asking the question "What is man?" As
belief in God becomes more rare, belief in man is taking its place; and so we are witnessing the rise
of'a new humanism.

But even humanism is in trouble. Two world wars and the unmentionable atrocities of the Nazi
regime have shaken many people's faith in man's basic goodness and in the significance of human
values. Hence there has appeared a new wave of nihilism, which denies all human values and speaks
of the meaninglessness of life. Among the factors that threaten human values today are the following:
the growing supremacy of technology; the growth of bureaucracy; the increase of mass-production
methods; and the growing impact of mass media. Forces such as these tend to depersonalize
humanity. New developments in biology, psychology, and sociology increase the possibility of the
manipulation of the masses by the few. Practices such as artificial insemination, test-tube babies,
abortion, chemical control of behavior, euthanasia, genetic engineering, and the like raise questions
about the dignity of human life. Add to this such burning issues as racism, the problem of alienation
(old versus young, conservative versus progressive, majority versus minority groups), the problem
of equality between women and men, and the problem of decreasing respect for authority, and one
can see why the question "What is man?" has acquired new urgency today.

The problem of man has therefore become one of the most crucial problems of our day. Philosophers
are wrestling with it; sociologists are trying to answer it; psychologists and psychiatrists are facing
it; ethicists and social activists are attempting to solve it. Novelists and dramatists also concern
themselves with this question. Dostoyevski's penetrating novels are attempts to answer it, along with
the related question, "Why 1s man here?" Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus have tried to give us
their non-Christian answers to the question, whereas writers like Graham Greene and Morris West



have tried to give us their Christian answers. Virtually every contemporary novel or play deals with
the question, "What is man?"

What one thinks about human beings is of determinative significance for his or her program of action.
The goal of the Marxist is rooted in his conception of man. The same can be said for the program of
the political revolutionary who may not be a Marxist. The recent feminist movement is also rooted in
a certain understanding of the human person, particularly of the relation between man and woman.

We can distinguish different types of non-Christian anthropologies. Idealistic anthropologies
consider the human being to be basically spirit, his physical body foreign to his real nature. We find
this view 1n ancient Greek philosophy; according to Plato, for example, what is real about man is his
or her intellect or reason, which is actually a spark of the divine within the person that continues to
exist after the body dies. The human body, however, partakes of matter, which is of a lower order of
reality; it 1s a hindrance to the spirit, and one is really better off without it. Those who hold this view
teach the immortality of the soul but deny the resurrection of the body.

More common today is the opposite type of non-Christian anthropology, the materialistic type.
According to this view, man is a being composed of material elements, his mental, emotional, and
spiritual life being simply by-products of his material structure. For example, the Marxist view of the
economic determination of history rests on a materialistic or naturalistic view of human nature. For
the Marxist, man is simply a product of nature. Human beings have not been created in the image of
God—in fact, the very existence of the Creator is denied. Foreign to Marxism are such concepts as
an ethical imperative or one's moral responsibility to God. Humans are part of a social structure;
evil arises from that structure and can be eliminated only by changes in it. The individual is not
primarily responsible for the evil that he may do; society is. In Marxism, therefore, the human being
1s not important as an individual; he is important only as a member of society. Thus, the goal of
Marxism is not individual salvation but the future attainment of the perfect society, in which the class
struggle between the "haves" and the "have-nots" will have been eliminated. Violent revolutionary
action may be necessary for the attainment of that future society.

Another type of materialistic anthropology influential today is the view of man that underlies the
writings of B. F. Skinner. In Beyond Freedom and Dignity[2] Skinner maintains that the idea that the
human being is responsible for his or her behavior is rooted in a tradition that is no longer
scientifically acceptable. The determination of behavior must be shifted from what Skinner calls
"autonomous man" to the environment.[3] The idea that the human person has freedom to act as he
"wills" is a myth; one's conduct is totally determined by his or her environment. There 1s in man no
decision-making "mind"; there is in him or her neither freedom nor dignity. Human activity is totally
determined by the environment; if that environment were perfectly known, human behavior would be
completely predictable.

One way of evaluating these views would be to say that they are one-sided; that is, they emphasize
one aspect of the human being at the expense of others. Idealistic anthropologies lay all the emphasis
on one's "soul" or "reason," while denying full reality to his or her material structure. Materialistic
anthropologies, like those of Marx and Skinner, absolutize the physical side of man while denying the



reality of what we might call his or her "mental" or "spiritual" side.

We must go beyond this kind of judgment, however, and enter into the heart of the matter. Since each
of the above-named views of man considers one aspect of the human being to be ultimate, apart from
any dependence on or responsibility to God the Creator, each of these anthropologies is guilty of
idolatry: of worshiping an aspect of creation in the place of God. If, as the Bible teaches, the most
important thing about man is that he 1s inescapably related to God, we must judge as deficient any
anthropology which denies that relatedness.

We must therefore make a sharp distinction between idealistic and materialistic anthropologies on
the one hand, and a Christian anthropology on the other. In this book our purpose will be to explore
the Christian view of man—what it is, how it differs from non-Christian views, and what are its
implications for our thinking and living. We shall be trying to identify the uniqueness of the Christian
view of man, that which makes Christian anthropology different from all other anthropologies.

We must remember, however, that often non-Christian notions have crept into so-called Christian
anthropologies. For example, the scholastic view of man prominent during the Middle Ages, though
accepted as Christian, was actually more of a hybrid anthropology. It attempted to synthesize the
idealistic view of man found in Aristotelian philosophy with the Christian view. The results of this
mismating of two diverse anthropologies are, unfortunately, with us to this day. For example, the
common notion among Christians that "sins of the flesh" (like adultery) are far more serious than
"sins of the spirit" (such as pride, jealousy, self-centeredness, racism, and the like) stems from the
view, implicit in scholastic anthropology, that evil has its roots chiefly in the body.

It 1s therefore important for us to have the right understanding of man. As we try to arrive at a proper
Christian understanding, we should keep in mind such questions as these: Are there still remnants of
non-Christian anthropology in our thinking about man? How does our view of the human person help
us better to understand God (e.g., does the truth that man has been made in the image of God teach us
something about God as well as something about man?)? What light does our anthropology shed on
the work of Christ? What light does our view of man shed on soteriology (the way in which the
benefits of Christ are applied to us by the Holy Spirit)? What light does our view of human nature
shed on the doctrine of the church and the doctrine of the last things? What relevance does a
Christian anthropology have for our daily life? How does the Christian view of man help us better to
face the pressing problems of today's world?

[1] [ use the word man here and frequently in what follows as meaning "human being," whether male
or female. When the word man is used 1in this generic sense, pronouns referring to man (he, his, or
him) must also be understood as having this generic sense; the same is true of the use of such
masculine pronouns with the word person. It 1s a pity that the English language has no word
corresponding to the German word Mensch, which means human being as such, regardless of gender.
Man in English may have this meaning, though it may also mean "male human being." It will usually
be clear from the context in which sense the word man is being used.



[2] New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1972.

[3] New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1972, pp. 195, 214.



Chapter 2.
Man as a Created Person

One of the basic presuppositions of the Christian view of man is belief in God as the Creator, which
leads to the view that the human person does not exist autonomously or independently, but as a
creature of God. "In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.... So God created man"
(Gen. 1:1, 27).

An obvious implication of the fact of creation is that all created reality is completely dependent on
God. Werner Foerster puts it this way: "Thus in becoming, being, and perishing, all creation is
wholly dependent on the will of the Creator."[1]

The Scriptures make it very clear that all created things and all created beings are totally dependent
on God. "Thou [God] hast made heaven, the heaven of heavens, with all their host, the earth and all
that 1s on it, the seas with all that is in them; and thou preservest all of them" (Neh. 9:6, RSV). That
God preserves all his creatures, including human beings, implies that they are dependent on him for
their continued existence. In his address to the Athenians Paul affirms that God "gives all men life
and breath and everything else," and that "in him we live and move and have our being" (Acts 17:25,
28). We owe, Paul is saying, our very breath to God; we exist only in him; in every move we make
we are dependent on him. We cannot lift a finger apart from God's will.

Man is not only a creature, however; he is also a person. And to be a person means to have a kind of
independence—mnot absolute but relative. To be a person means to be able to make decisions, to set
goals, and to move in the direction of those goals. It means to possess freedom[2] —at least in the
sense of being able to make one's own choices. The human being is not a robot whose course is
totally determined by forces outside of him; he has the power of self-determination and self-
direction. To be a person means, to use Leonard Verduin's picturesque expression, to be a "creature
of option."[3]

In sum, the human being is both a creature and a person; he or she is a created person. This, now, is
the central mystery of man: how can man be both a creature and a person at the same time? To be a
creature, as we have seen, means absolute dependence on God; to be a person means relative
independence. To be a creature means that I cannot move a finger or utter a word apart from God; to
be a person means that when my fingers are moved, I move them, and that when words are uttered by
my lips, I utter them. To be creatures means that God is the potter and we are the clay (Rom. 9:21); to
be persons means that we are the ones who fashion our lives by our own decisions (Gal. 6:7-8).

I have called this the central mystery of man because to us it seems deeply mysterious that man can
be both a creature and a person at the same time. Dependence and freedom seem to us to be
incompatible concepts. We grant that a child is completely dependent on his or her parents in infancy,
but we note that as that child develops in the direction of greater freedom and maturity, the child
becomes less dependent on his or her parents. This we can understand. But how are we to conceive
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of a relationship in which complete dependence on God and personal freedom to make our own
decisions continue to go hand in hand?

Though we cannot rationally comprehend how it is possible for the human being to be a creature and
a person at the same time, clearly this is what we must think. Denial of either side of this paradox
will fail to do justice to the biblical picture. The Bible teaches both man's creatureliness and man's
personhood. Sometimes it addresses the human being as a creature: for example, when it speaks of
God as the potter and man as the clay (Rom. 9:21). More often, however, it addresses him or her as a
person: "Choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve" (Josh. 24:15); "We implore you on
Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God" (2 Cor. 5:20).

Our theological understanding of man must, therefore, keep both of these truths clearly in focus. All
secular anthropologies fail to take into account human creatureliness and therefore give a distorted
view of man. Any view of the human being that fails to see him or her as centrally related to, totally
dependent on, and primarily responsible to God falls short of the truth. On the other hand, all
deterministic an-terministic anthropologies, which treat humans as i1f they were puppets or robots,
perhaps with God pulling the strings or pushing the buttons, fail to do justice to human personhood,
and therefore give an equally distorted view of man. Robert D. Brinsmead stated this point well:

The creaturehood and the personhood of man must be held both together and in tension. When
theology stresses creaturehood and subordinates personhood, a hard-faced determinism
surfaces and man is dehumanized.... When personhood is stressed to the exclusion of
creaturehood, man is deified and God's sovereignty is compromised. The Lord is left standing
helplessly in the wings as if man had the power to veto the plans and purposes of God.[4]

The fact that man 1s a created person has implications for other aspects of our theology. First, what
light does this concept shed on the question of the origin of sin? While granting that the reason man
sinned will always remain an unfathomable mystery, we shall have to say that man could fall into sin
precisely because he was a person, able to make choices—even choices that would be contrary to
the will of God. Yet we shall also have to add that even in sinning the human being remains a
creature, dependent on God. God, so to speak, had to furnish man with the strength with which he
sinned; the magnitude of man's sin consists in the fact that he used God-given powers in the service
of Satan. Because our first parents fell into sin as created persons, we speak of God's "permissive
will" with respect to man's first sin, and affirm that this first sin did not come as a surprise to God,
though he held those who committed it wholly responsible for it.

Second, what light does the concept of the created person shed on the way in which God redeems
man? The fact that man is a creature implies that after he has fallen into sin (through his own fault),
he can be redeemed from sin and rescued from his fallen state only through God's sovereign
intervention on his behalf. Since he is a creature, man can only be saved by grace—that is, in utter
dependence on the mercy of God. But the fact that man is also a person implies that he or she has an
important part to play in the process of being redeemed. Man is not saved like a robot whose
activities have been programmed by some celestial computer, but like a person. Therefore human
beings have a responsibility in the process of their salvation. They must choose freely, in the strength
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of the Holy Spirit, to repent of sin and to believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. They cannot be saved
apart from such personal choices (though exceptions must be made for cases in which the individuals
involved are not capable of making personal choices). After a person has made such a choice, he or
she must continue to live in fellowship with God and in the obedience of faith. The fact that we can
live in this way only through God's strength does not take away our responsibility to live such a life.

As an illustration of this point, let us consider how regeneration is related to faith. Regeneration can
be defined as that act of the Holy Spirit, not to be separated from the preaching of the Word, whereby
he initially brings a person into living union with Christ and changes his heart so that he who was
spiritually dead becomes spiritually alive. Such a radical change cannot be the work of man but must
be the work of God. Those who are regenerate are described as having been "born, not of blood, nor
of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God" (John 1:13, RSV). Further, apart from
regeneration man is spiritually dead (Eph. 2:5), and a dead person cannot make himself or herself
alive. Since man has gotten himself into a state of spiritual deadness, and since he is a creature, he
can receive new life only through a miraculous act of God—so miraculous that Paul can call a
person so regenerated a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17).

Since man is a creature, God must regenerate him—give him new spiritual life. Since man is also a
person, however, he or she must also believe—that is, in response to the gospel, he or she must make
a conscious, personal choice to accept Christ and follow him. These two, regeneration and faith,
must always be seen together. It is significant that John in his Gospel keeps these two together. After
Jesus told Nicodemus that unless one has been born again he cannot see the kingdom of God (John
3:3), he also told him that God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes
in him should not perish but have eternal life (v. 16). Regeneration, which is the work of the Holy
Spirit, is absolutely necessary if one is to see the kingdom of God—but at the point where the gospel
call makes its appeal to the hearer, it calls for faith, which involves a personal decision. God must
regenerate and man must believe: these two must always be kept together.

As a further illustration of this point, let us look at the process of sanctification. Sanctification may
be defined as that operation of the Holy Spirit, involving man's responsible participation, by which
he renews man's nature and enables him to live to the praise of God. Sanctification, therefore, is both
the work of God and the task of man. Since human beings are creatures, God in the person of the
Holy Spirit must sanctify them; since they are also persons, they must themselves be responsibly
involved in their sanctification, "perfecting holiness out of reverence for God" (2 Cor. 7:1).

In this connection, note Paul's striking words in Philippians 2:12-13: "Continue to work out your
salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his
good purpose." The word translated "work out," katergazesthe, 1s commonly used in the papyri of
the early Christian centuries to describe what a farmer does when he cultivates his land. "Work out
your salvation," therefore, means: "cultivate" the salvation God has given you; "work out" what God
has "worked in"; apply the salvation you have received to every area of your lives—work,
recreation, family life, culture, art, science, and the like. In other words, Paul 1s telling his readers to
take an active part in the advancement of their sanctification. "For," he goes on to say, "it is God who
works in you to will and to act." Willing and acting (or "working," ASV, RSV) designate everything
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we think or do. It is God, therefore, who is continually working in us the entire process of
sanctification: both the willing of it and the doing of it. The harder we work, the more sure we may
be that God is working in us. In sanctifying us God deals with us both as persons and as creatures.

The same principle holds for the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints. Since we are creatures,
God must preserve us and keep us true to him. The Bible clearly teaches this (see, e.g., John 10:27-
28; Rom. 8:38-39; Heb. 7:25; 1 Pet. 1:3-5; Jude 24). But we must not lose sight of the other side of
the paradox: believers must persevere in the faith (Matt. 10:22; 1 Cor. 16:13; Heb. 3:14; Rev. 3:11).
It is not a question of preservation or perseverance. Because we are creatures, God must preserve us
or we shall surely fall. But because we are also persons, God preserves us by enabling us to
persevere.

There are yet more implications for our theology of the creature-person concept. Scripture teaches
that God saves man by placing him into a covenant relationship with him. Since God is the Creator
and man is a creature, it is obvious that God must take the initiative in placing his people into such a
covenantal relationship—hence we say that the covenant of grace is unilateral in its origin. But since
man is a person, he has responsibilities in this covenant, and must fulfill his covenant obligations—
hence we say that the covenant of grace is bilateral in its fulfillment.

Further, the understanding of man as a created person helps us to answer the much-debated question
of whether the covenant of grace is conditional or unconditional. Because man is a creature, the
covenant 1s unconditional in its origin; God graciously establishes his covenant with his people apart
from any conditions they must fulfill. But since man is also a person, God requires that his people
fulfill certain conditions in order to enjoy the blessings of the covenant. But people can only fulfill
these conditions through the enabling power of God. In the covenant of grace, therefore, both God's
sovereign grace and man's serious responsibility come into focus. Hence the Bible contains both
covenant promises and covenant threats, and we must do full justice to both.

Another important theological concept is that of the image of God. In later chapters I will develop
this concept in much greater detail. Here I can be brief. Because of his fall into sin, man has in one
sense lost the image of God (some theologians call this the narrower or functional sense). Instead of
serving and obeying God, man is now turned away from God; he is "man in revolt." In the work of
redemption God graciously restores his image in man, making him once again like God in his love,
faithfulness, and willingness to serve others. Because human beings are creatures, God must restore
them to his image—this is a work of sovereign grace. But because they are also persons, they have a
responsibility in this restoration—hence Paul can say to the Ephesians, "Be imitators of God" (5:1).

Enough has been said to show that the understanding of man as a created person is both important and
relevant. Theologians like myself who stand in the Reformed or Calvinistic tradition have commonly
emphasized the creaturely aspect of man (his total dependence on God), and therefore the ultimate
sovereignty of God in every area of life, particularly in the work of saving his people from their sins.
Arminian theologians, on the other hand, usually lay all the stress on man's personhood. Hence when
they speak of the process of salvation they will emphasize the importance of man's voluntary
decision and continuing faithfulness to God. Keeping in mind the paradox that man is both a creature
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and a person will help us do full justice to both the sovereignty of God and the responsibility of man.
Those of us who stand in the Reformed tradition must not neglect or deny the responsibility of man;
those who stand in the Arminian tradition should not neglect or deny the ultimate sovereignty of God.

[1] "Ktiz6," TDNT, 3:1011.

[2] More will be said in Chap. 12 about the meaning of the concept of freedom when applied to
human beings.

[3] Verduin develops this thought extensively in Chap. 5 of his Somewhat less than God (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970).

[4] "Man as Creature and Person," Verdict (Aug. 1978):21-22.



Chapter 3.
The Image of God: Biblical Teaching

The most distinctive feature of the biblical understanding of man is the teaching that man has been
created in the image of God. We will explore this concept in this and the following two chapters. Our
first task is to examine the biblical teaching on the image of God, as found first in the Old Testament
and then in the New.



Old Testament Teaching

The Old Testament does not say much about the image of God. In fact, the concept is dealt with explicitly in only three passages, all of
them from the Book of Genesis: 1:26-28; 5:1-3; and 9:6. One could also think of Psalm 8 as describing what man's creation in God's
image means, but the phrase "mmage of God" is not found there. We will look at all four of these passages in turn.

Genesis 1:26-28 reads:

(26) Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all
the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth." (27) So God created man in
his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. (28) And
God blessed them, and God said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue
it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living
thing that moves upon the earth." (RSV)

The first chapter of Genesis teaches the uniqueness of the creation of man. Here we read that, while
God created each animal "according to his kind" (vv. 21, 24, 25), only man was created in God's
image and after God's likeness (vv. 26-27). Herman Bavinck puts it this way:

The entire world is a revelation of God, a mirror of his virtues and perfections; every creature
1s in his own way and according to his own measure an embodiment of a divine thought. But
among all creatures only man is the image of God, the highest and richest revelation of God, and
therefore head and crown of the entire creation.[1]

The first thing that strikes us as we look at Genesis 1:26 is that the main verb is in the plural: "Then
God said, 'Let us make man...."" This indicates that the creation of man is in a class by itself, since
this type of expression is used of no other creature. Many scholars have attempted to explain this
plural. Some call it a "plural of majesty," an unlikely possibility since such a plural is not found
elsewhere in Scripture. Others have suggested that God is here addressing the angels. We must also
reject this interpretation, since God is never said to take counsel with angels, who—themselves
creatures—cannot create man, and since man is not made in the likeness of angels.[2] Rather, we
should interpret the plural as indicating that God does not exist as a solitary being, but as a being in
fellowship with "others." Though we cannot say that we have here clear teaching about the Trinity,
we do learn that God exists as a "plurality." What is here merely hinted at is further developed in the
New Testament into the doctrine of the Trinity.

It should also be noted that a divine counsel or deliberation preceded the creation of man: "Let us
make man...." This again brings out the uniqueness of man's creation. In connection with no other
creature is such a divine counsel mentioned.

The word translated as man 1n these verses 1s the Hebrew word ‘adam. This word 1s sometimes
used as a proper name, Adam (see, e.g., Gen. 5:1, "This is the book of the generations of Adam,"
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RSV). The Hebrew word adam, however, may also mean man in the generic sense: man as a human
being. In this sense, the word has the same meaning as the German word Mensch: not man in
distinction from woman, but man in distinction from nonhuman creatures, that is, man as either male
or female, or man as both male and female. It 1s in this sense that the word 1s used in Genesis 1:26
and 27. The word ‘adam may also occasionally mean humankind (see, e.g., Gen. 6:5, "The Lord
saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth," RSV). Since the blessing found in Genesis
1:28 applies to all of humankind, we could even say that verses 26 and 27 describe the creation of
humankind, but then we shall have to qualify the statement in some such way as this: God created the
man and the woman from whom all humankind would descend.

We come now to the significant words: "in our image, after our likeness." The word translated as
image 1s tselem; the word rendered as likeness 1s demiith. In the Hebrew there is no conjunction
between the two expressions; the text says simply "let us make man in our image, after our likeness."
Both the Septuagint[3] and the Vulgate[4] insert an and between the two expressions, giving the
impression that "image" and "likeness" refer to different things. The Hebrew text, however, makes it
clear that there is no essential difference between the two: "after our likeness" is only a different
way of saying "in our image." This is borne out by examining the usage of these words in this
passage and in the two other passages in Genesis. In Genesis 1:26 both image and likeness are used;
in 1:27 only image is used, while in 5:1 only the word /ikeness is used. In 5:3 the two words are
used again but this time in a different order: in his own likeness, after his image. And again in 9:6
only the word image 1s used. If these words were intended to describe different aspects of the human
being, they would not be used as we have seen them used, that is, almost interchangeably.

Although these words are used generally as synonyms, we may recognize a slight difference between
the two. The Hebrew word for image, tselem, 1s derived from a root that means "to carve" or "to
cut."[5] It could therefore be used to describe a carved likeness of an animal or a person. When it is
applied to the creation of man in Genesis 1, the word tselem indicates that man images God, that s,
1s a representation of God. The Hebrew word for likeness, demiith, comes from a root that means "to
be like."[6] One could therefore say that the word demiith in Genesis 1 indicates that the image is
also a likeness,[7] "an image which is like us." The two words together tell us that man is a
representation of God who is like God in certain respects.

In what way man is like God 1s not specifically and explicitly stated in the creation account, although
one may note that certain resemblances to God are implied there. For example, from Genesis 1 we
may infer that dominion over the animals and over all the earth is one aspect of the image of God. In
exercising this dominion man is like God, since God has supreme and ultimate dominion over the
earth. From verse 27 we may infer that another aspect of the image of God is man's having been
created male and female. Since God is spirit (John 4:24), we may not conclude that the resemblance
to God 1n this instance is found in the physical difference between men and women. Rather, the
resemblance must be found in the fact that man needs the companionship of woman, that the human
person is a social being, that woman complements man and that man complements woman. In this
way human beings reflect God, who exists not as a solitary being but as a being in fellowship—a
fellowship that is described at a later stage of divine revelation as that between the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit. From the fact that God blessed human beings and gave them a mandate (v. 28),
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we may infer that humans also resemble God in that they are persons, responsible beings, who can be
addressed by God and who are ultimately responsible to God as their Creator and Ruler. As God is
here revealed as a person (later in the history of revelation this is expanded to three persons) who is
able to make decisions and to rule, so man is a person who is likewise able to make decisions and to
rule.

Continuing our study of Genesis 1:26, we see in verse 28 God's blessing upon man (as v. 22 shows
God's blessing on the animals). The last part of this blessing corresponds very closely to what was
said about human beings in verse 26: "let them have dominion." Only now the verbs are in the second
person plural and are addressed to our first parents. These words about man's dominion are
preceded by the following words, not found in verse 26: "Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth."
The injunction to be fruitful and multiply implies the institution of marriage, the establishment of
which is narrated in the second chapter of Genesis (vv. 18-24).

In giving his blessing, God promises to enable human beings to propagate and bring forth children
who will fill the earth; he also promises to enable them to subdue the earth and to have dominion
over the animals and over the earth itself. Though these words are called a blessing, they also
contain a commandment or a mandate. God commands man to be fruitful and to have dominion. This
1s commonly called the cultural mandate: the command to rule the earth for God, and to develop a
God-glorifying culture.

Before we move on to the next passage, one more thing should be noted. Verse 31 reads: "And God
saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good" (RSV). "Everything that he had
made" includes man. Man, therefore, as he came from the hands of the Creator, was not corrupt,
depraved, or sinful; he was in a state of integrity, innocence, and holiness. Whatever in human beings
today is evil or perverted was not part of man's original creation. At the time of his creation man was
very good.

The second passage that deals with the image of God, 5:1, reads as follows:

(1) This is the book of the generations of Adam. When God created man, he made him in the
likeness of God. (2) Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them
Man when they were created. (3) When Adam had lived a hundred and thirty years, he became
the father of a son in his own likeness, after his image, and named him Seth. (RSV)

We have in 1 a reminder that God made man in his likeness. Here only one of the two words used in
Genesis 1:26 1s employed, the word /ikeness. The omission of the word image 1s not particularly
significant, though, for as we have seen, these words are used synonymously.

Some believe that at the time of man's fall into sin he lost the image of God, and can therefore no
longer be called God's image-bearer. But there is no hint of this in Genesis 5:1. This statement,
occurring after the narrative of the Fall (chap. 3), still speaks of Adam as someone who was made in
the likeness of God. There would be no point in saying this if by this time the divine likeness had
completely disappeared. We may indeed think of the image of God as having been tarnished through
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man's fall into sin, but to affirm that man had by this time completely lost the image of God is to
affirm something that the sacred text does not say.

In verse 3 we read that Adam became the father of a son in his likeness, after his image. Here the
same two words are used as in Genesis 1:26; only the order of the words is reversed and the words
are modified by different prepositions—further proof that image and likeness are used
synonymously. What strikes us here is that it is not said that Adam's son Seth was made in the image
and likeness of God. Rather, it is said that Adam became the father of a son in Ais likeness, after Ais
image. But if Adam was still the image-bearer of God, as we saw, we may infer that Seth, his son,
was also an image-bearer of God. Further, since the Bible teaches that Adam's nature was corrupted
and polluted by the Fall,[8] we may again infer that Adam transmitted this corruption and pollution to
his son. But again, there is no hint here that the image of God has been lost.

9:6, the third passage dealing with the image of God, reads: "Whoever sheds the blood of man, by
man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made man."

First, note the setting of these verses. The waters of the flood have abated, and Noah and his family
have left the ark. After Noah built an altar and brought an offering to the Lord, the Lord promised
Noabh that he would never again curse the ground because of man, and that he would preserve the
earth for the purpose of carrying out his redemptive purpose for mankind (8:20-22).

The first seven verses of Chapter 9. contain the ordinances God now instituted in order to preserve
the earth and its inhabitants. "These ordinances refer to the propagation of life, the protection of life,
from animals and men both, and the sustenance of life."[9] The command to multiply and fill the earth
is repeated (v._1). It 1s further announced that the animals shall be afraid of human beings (v. 2). Man
1s now given explicit permission to eat the flesh of animals (v. 3), but the eating of flesh with blood
in it is forbidden (v. 4). God will require the lifeblood of every animal that kills a man and of every
human being who kills a man (v. 5). Within this context come the familiar words of verse 6.

What has been said in verse 5 about animals and human beings is now said specifically about man:
whoever (that 1s, whatever man) sheds man's blood, by another man shall he be put to death ("shall
his blood be shed"). These words do not say how this execution will take place, nor whether there
are any exceptions to this rule. Neither is it specified who shall carry out such an execution. Many
interpreters have suggested that these words point to the establishment of a governmental agency
whereby such punishment can be carried out. Though this passage could be construed as implying the
existence of such a governmental agency, the text says nothing about it.

The second half of verse 6 gives the reason for this command: "for in the image of God has God
made man." The reason that murder is here said to be such a heinous crime that it must be punished
by death is that the man who has been murdered is someone who imaged God, reflected God, was
like God, and represented God. Therefore, when one kills a human being, not only does he take that
person's life, but he hurts God himself—the God who was reflected in that individual. To touch the
image of God is to touch God himself; to kill the image of God 1s to do violence to God himself.
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It seems clear, therefore, that according to this passage fallen man is still an image-bearer of God.
That our first parents had fallen into sin had been recorded earlier in the Book of Genesis; that human
nature had therefore become corrupt is clearly stated in the immediate context of the passage we are
discussing: "Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his
heart is evil from childhood" (8:21). Though all this is true about man, in Genesis 9:6 murder is
forbidden because man was made in the image of God—that is, he still bears that image.

Not all theologians agree with this interpretation. The Dutch theologian Klaas Schilder, in his
commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism, asserts that this passage teaches only that God made man
in his image at the time of creation, but does not say that God permitted man to remain in his image
after the Fall.[10] Fallen man, so Schilder continues, no longer bears the image of God. It is
possible, however, that in the future he may again bear that image:

Who knows what may still happen to this washed-out world? Who knows whether, perhaps, at
some time in the future, the image of God will be seen again? So interpreted, this passage [Gen.
9:6] says everything about the past and probably much about the future, but nothing about what
man is at the present time. These words only tell us what God intended with man when he
created him, what he purposed when he formed him.[11]

The trouble with this interpretation, however—an interpretation shared by G. C. Berkouwer[12] —is
that 1t does violence to the meaning of Genesis 9:6. The reason you should not murder, the passage is
saying, is that the person you are about to murder is someone who is in the image of God. If fallen
man no longer bears the image of God apart from redemption, as Schilder and Berkouwer claim,
these words lose their thrust. The passage would then be saying, you must not kill a man, for the man
whom you are about to kill was at one time an image-bearer of God, though he no longer is that
today. By his own sin man forfeited the privilege of remaining an image-bearer of God—so these
theologians would argue—and yet, though he has lost that image, you must not put him to death. It is
indeed possible that this man whom you are about to murder might, if his life were spared, at some
time in the future again be an image-bearer of God, though we can never be sure of this; nevertheless
you ought not to kill him. Man was the image-bearer of God in the past, at the time of his creation,
and he may possibly be an image-bearer of God in the future, but he does not bear God's image now.
And this 1s the reason why you ought not to kill him.

This kind of argumentation, however, fails to do justice to the text. The reason no human being may
shed man's blood, the passage says, 1s that man has unique value, a value that is not to be attributed to
any other of God's creatures: namely, that he is an image-bearer of God. Precisely because he is such
an image-bearer, not was one in the past, or might be one in the future, is it so great a sin to kill him.

The Old Testament passages we have looked at so far teach that man was created in God's image,
and still exists in that image. In fact, we ought to say not only that man Aas the image of God but that
man is the image of God. From the Old Testament standpoint, to be human is to bear the image of
God.

Though the expression "image of God" 1s not found in Psalm 8, this psalm does picture man in a way
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that reaffirms his having been created in God's image. As Franz Delitzsch affirms, Psalm 8 is a "lyric
echo" of 1:27.[13] The main purpose of this psalmis to ascribe praise to God for the works of his
hands, particularly for the starry heavens above and man below.

The psalmist's contemplation of the marvels of the starry heavens makes him realize, by comparison,
the smallness and insignificance of man. Yet God has assigned to man an exalted position on the
earth, having given him dominion over the rest of creation. And this is even more to be wondered at
than the heavens themselves.

Verse 5 describes man's exalted state: "Yet thou [Lord] hast made him [man] little less than God, and
dost crown him with glory and honor" (RSV). Translators and commentators differ on the question of
how the word ‘el/ohim is to be rendered. Some translations, like the RSV just quoted, render this
word as God (ASV, NASB, Amplified Bible, Today's English Version); other versions have angels
(LXX, Vulgate, KJV), heavenly beings (NIV), or a god (NEB, JB). Though ‘e/6him may sometimes
mean "heavenly beings" or "angels," the most common meaning of the word is "God." I favor the
rendering "God" in Psalm 8 for the following reasons: (1) it is the most common meaning of ‘e/ohim;
(2) angels have not been given dominion over the works of God's hands, as human beings have; and
(3) it is never said of angels that they have been created in the image of God; so why should they be
thought of as higher than human beings, who have been created in God's image?[14]

Man, so says the inspired author of Psalm 8, was made only a little lower than God—a statement that
strongly reminds us of the words of Genesis 1 about man's having been created in the image and
likeness of God. Similarly echoing Genesis 1, verses 6-8 of the psalm affirm that God has given man
dominion over the works of the Creator's hands and has put all things under man's feet.

The picture of man that emerges from this psalm is similar to that sketched in 28. Man is the highest
creature God has made, an image-bearer of God, who is only a little lower than God, and under
whose feet all of creation has been placed. All this is true despite man's fall into sin. Thus, according
to the Old Testament fallen man still bears the image of God.

[ 1]Herman Bavinck, Dogmatiek, 2:566 [trans. mine].

[2] Note, e.g., what is said about God in Isa. 40:14, "With whom took he counsel...?" (ASV). Note,
too, that Gen. 3:21 also refers to God in the plural, where angels are obviously excluded: "The man
has now become like one of us." On this point see Calvin, Comm. on Genesis, trans. John King
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948), ad loc; G. Ch. Aalders, Genesis, trans. W. Heynen (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1981), ad loc; H. C. Leupold, Exposition of Genesis (Grand Rapids: Baker,
1953), ad loc.; and L. Berkhof, Systematic Theology rev. and enl. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1941), p. 182.

[3] The Greek version of the Old Testament, produced in the third century B.C.

[4] The Latin translation of the Bible, produced by Jerome from 382 to 404 a.d.
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[5] Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old
Testament (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1907), p. 853.

[6] Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles Briggs, Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old
Testament (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1907), pp. 197-98.

[7] Ascribed to Luther in Keil and Delitzsch, Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 1,
The Pentateuch, trans. James Martin (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1861), p. 63.

[8] See below, pp. 142-43, 149-54.
[9] Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1948), p. 64.
[10] Heidelbergsche Catechismus, vol. 1 (Goes: Oosterbaan & Le Cointre, 1947), pp. 296-97.

[11] Heidelbergsche Catechismus, vol. 1 (Goes: Oosterbaan & Le Cointre, 1947), pp. 297-98
[trans. mine].

[12] Man, pp. 56-59.
[13] Quoted in John Laidlaw, The Bible Doctrine of Man (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1905), p. 147.

[14] Among commentators who favor the translation "God" are the following: Helmer Ringgren,
"’elohim," in G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren, Theological Dictionary of the Old
lestament, trans. John T. Willis, vol. 1, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), p. 282; and N. H.
Ridderbos, De Psalmen in the Korte Verklaring series (Kampen: Kok, 1962), 1:123. J. A.
Alexander, in his Commentary on the Psalms (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of Publication,
1850), states: "And remove him a little from divinity—i.e., from a divine and heavenly, or at least a
superhuman state" (p. 60).



New Testament Teaching

What, now, is the teaching of the New Testament on the image of God? One passage clearly teaches that fallen man still bears the
image of God and is, therefore, a New Testament echo of the Old Testament material we have just been examining. In James 3:9 we
read: "With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness." To understand
what James is saying here, we should also take note of verses 10 through 12:

(10) Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be. (11) Can
both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? (12) My brothers, can a fig tree bear
olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water.

The setting for James 3:9 is a discussion of the sins of the tongue—an area in which we all stumble.
Animals, James said in the preceding verses, can be tamed, but no man can tame the tongue, which
"is a restless evil, full of deadly poison" (v. 8).

In verse 9 James points out the inconsistency of which people are guilty when they use the same
tongue to praise God and to curse men. Why is this such an inconsistency? Because the human beings
whom we curse—note James's use of the first person—are creatures who have been made in the
likeness of God. Therefore, to curse men means, in effect, to curse God in whose likeness they have
been made. The following verse underscores this inconsistency: "Out of the same mouth come praise
and cursing. My brothers, this should not be."

What is particularly significant here for our purpose is the tense of the verb translated as "have been
made." The Greek verb is gegonotas, the perfect participle of the verb ginomai, meaning "to
become" or "to be made." The force of the perfect tense in Greek is to describe "past action with
abiding result." Thus, the thrust of the Greek expression kath' homoidsin theou gegonotas is this:
human beings as here described have at some time in the past been made according to the likeness of
God and are still bearers of that likeness. For this reason it is inconsistent to praise God and curse
men with the same tongue, since the human creatures whom we curse still bear the likeness of God.
For this reason God is offended when we curse men.

Someone might conceivably reply, But is not James writing this epistle to believers? And is he
therefore not speaking of people who have been restored to the likeness of God by the renewing
power of the Holy Spirit as those who still possess that likeness? The answer to the second question
1s No. James does not say, "with the tongue we curse brothers, fellow believers, who have been
made (or remade) in God's likeness." What he says is this: "with the tongue we curse men"
(anthropous)—a term designating human persons in general, whether they are believers or not.
James certainly is not suggesting that cursing is a sin only when it is directed toward fellow
believers. He is saying that it dishonors God when we curse any man or woman who may cross our
paths. Whoever that person may be, God is displeased when we curse him, since God has made him
in his own likeness—a likeness that man still reflects.

This passage does not tell us exactly in what the likeness to God consists. Neither does it tell us what
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man's fall into sin has done to that likeness or what happens to that likeness when God by his Spirit
recreates us in his image. But what the passage does say with the utmost clarity 1s that, whatever the
Fall has done to the image of God in man, it has not totally obliterated that image. The passage would
be completely pointless if fallen man were not still, in a very important sense, a being who bears and
reflects a likeness to God—a being who is still, in distinction from all other creatures, an image-
bearer of God.

God made man in his image—this is clear from both Old and New Testaments. But the Bible also
teaches us that Jesus Christ is the perfect man—the unsurpassed example of what God wants us to be
like. It is therefore exciting to see that in the New Testament Christ is called the perfect image of
God. In 2 Corinthians 4:4 Paul writes about those who "cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory
of Christ, who is the image of God." The word translated here as "image" is eikon, the Greek
equivalent of the Hebrew word tselem. What is meant by the identification of Christ as the image of
God is further elaborated in verse 6: "For God, who said, 'Let light shine out of darkness,' made his
light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of
Christ." God's glory, in other words, is revealed in the face of Christ; when we see Christ, we see
the glory of God.

To the same effect are Paul's words in Colossians 1:15: "He [Christ] is the image of the invisible
God, the firstborn over all creation." So, though God is invisible, in Christ the invisible God
becomes visible; one who looks at Christ 1s actually looking at God.

According to John's Gospel, Christ himself made the same point when he walked on this earth. When
Philip said to Jesus, "Lord, show us the Father," Jesus replied, "Don't you know me, Philip, even
after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father" (John
14:8-9). Jesus' words come down to this: If you look carefully at me, you will have seen the Father,
since I am the Father's perfect image.[15]

A remarkable passage containing a similar thought is found in Hebrews 1:3, "The Son is the radiance
of God's glory and the exact representation of his being." The glory that Christ the Son radiates,
according to the author of Hebrews, is not his own but is the glory of God the Father. The word
translated here as "exact representation" (charakter) is a very interesting one. According to W. E.
Vine, it denotes "a stamp or impress, as on a coin or a seal, in which case the seal or die which
makes an impression bears the image produced by it, and, vice versa, all the features of the image
correspond respectively with those of the instrument producing it."[16] As one can tell by looking at
a coin exactly what the original die that stamped out the coin looked like, so one can tell by looking
at the Son exactly what the Father is like. It is hard to imagine a stronger figure to convey the thought
that Christ is a perfect reproduction of the Father. Every trait, every characteristic, every quality
found in the Father is also found in the Son, who is the Father's exact representation.

When we reflect on the fact that Christ is the perfect image of God, we see an important relationship
between the image of God and the Incarnation. Would it have been possible for the Second Person of
the Trinity to assume the nature of an animal? This does not seem likely. The Incarnation means that
the Word who was God became flesh—that is, assumed the nature of man (John 1:14). That God
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could become flesh is the greatest of all mysteries, which will always transcend our finite human
understanding, But, presumably, it was only because man had been created in the image of God that
the Second Person of the Trinity could assume human nature. That Second Person, it would seem,
could not have assumed a nature that had no resemblance whatever to God. In other words, the
Incarnation confirms the doctrine of the image of God.

Since Christ was totally without sin (Heb. 4:15), in Christ we see the image of God in its perfection.
As a skillful teacher uses visual aids to help his or her pupils understand what is being taught, so
God the Father has given us in Jesus Christ a visual example of what the image of God is. There is
no better way of seeing the image of God than to look at Jesus Christ. What we see and hear in Christ
i1s what God intended for man.

If this is so, then the best way to learn what the image of God 1s 1s not to contrast man with animals,
as has often been done, and then to find the divine image to consist in those qualities, abilities, and
gifts that man has in distinction from the animals. Rather, we must learn to know what the image of
God is by looking at Jesus Christ. What must therefore be at the center of the image of God is not
characteristics like the ability to reason or the ability to make decisions (important as such abilities
may be for the proper functioning of the image of God), but rather that which was central in the life
of Christ: love for God and love for man. If it is true that Christ perfectly images God, then the heart
of the image of God must be love. For no man ever loved as Christ loved.[17]

A number of New Testament passages teach that there is a sense in which the image of God needs to
be restored. I have in mind those passages which describe the moral and spiritual renewal of man as
a process in which he is being conformed more and more to the image of God. If human beings need
so to be conformed (or reconformed) in a process that continues throughout this life, the image of
God in which they were created must in some sense have been corrupted by the Fall.

We look first of all at Romans 8:29: "For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed
to the likeness [or image, RSV] of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers." The
passage speaks about certain ones who were predestined or foreordained (proorisen) to be
conformed to or made like (symmorphous) the image (eikon) of God's Son, so that the Son might
become the firstborn or preeminent one (prototokon) among many brothers.

Before God's people had come into existence, or before the foundation of the world (see Eph. 1:4),
God foreknew (in the sense of foreloved)[ 18] his chosen people. Those he foreknew he foreordained
or predestined to be made like the image of his Son. Since the Son, as we have just seen, is the
perfect image of God the Father, we will not do violence to the text if we interpret the expression
"tmage of his Son" as being equivalent to "image of God." According to this passage, therefore,
something has happened to the image of God. That image has apparently been so corrupted or
spoiled through man's fall into sin that he needs once again to be conformed to that image.
Conformity to the image of the Son—and therefore to the image of God—is described here as the
purpose or goal for which God has predestined his chosen people. That purpose, though it is
beginning to be carried out here and now, will not be fully realized until the life to come, at which
time we shall be perfectly like Christ (1 Cor. 15:49; Phil. 3:21; 1 John 3:2).
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Another passage that speaks of the renewing of the image of God in man is 2 Corinthians 3:18, "And
we, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord's glory, are being transformed into his likeness with
ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who 1s the Spirit." In the old dispensation of the
covenant of grace, Paul 1s saying here, Moses had to cover his face with a veil when he spoke to the
Israelites after having been in the presence of God. In the present era, however, the era of the new
covenant, God's people do not need to cover or veil their faces after they have communed with God.
We all now reflect the glory of the Lord—that is, the glory of Christ—with unveiled faces. Though
the KJV translated the word katoptrizomenoi with "beholding," most modern versions, like the NIV,
render the word as "reflecting."[19] The Greek word 1s derived from katoptron, which means
"mirror." Literally, therefore, katoptrizomenoi means "mirroring." The word could mean either
"beholding as in a mirror" or "reflecting like a mirror." I prefer the second meaning, since it fits so
well into the context. Moses' face was reflecting the glory of God after he had been in face-to-face
communion with him. Since this glory was too bright for the Israelites to look at, and since this
radiance was one that would soon fade away (v. 13), Moses had to veil his face. But today, Paul
indicates, we may reflect the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ with unveiled faces. In this way we see
the superiority of the new covenant to the old.

The tense of the participle katoptrizomenoi is present, suggesting that we who are God's people
today are continually reflecting the glory of the Lord. As we are reflecting that glory, however, we
are also being transformed into the same image (¢én autén eikona)—that is, into the image of Christ
—from one degree of glory to another (apo doxés eis doxan). Since the verb translated "are being
transformed" (metamorphoumetha) is in the present tense, this process of transformation is also said
to be a continuing one. As we continually reflect the glory of the Lord, we are continually being
transformed into the image of the one whose glory we are reflecting. This transformation, Paul goes
on to say, comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.

Both Romans 8:29 and 3:18 teach that the goal of the redemption of God's people is that they shall be
fully conformed to the image of Christ. But whereas in the Romans text this conformity to the image
of Christ is treated as the goal for which God predestined us, in the passage from 2 Corinthians the
emphasis falls on the progressive character of this transformation throughout the present life ("from
one degree of glory to another," RSV) and on the fact that this transformation is the work of the Holy
Spirit. Both passages, however, clearly assert that we who are victims of the Fall need to be more
and more conformed to or transformed into the image of Christ, who 1s the perfect image of God.

The thought that Christians need continually to grow in being conformed to the image of God is also
found in two New Testament passages that speak of putting off the "old man" and putting on the "new
man." Recent translations of the Bible render these expressions as "old nature" and "new nature" or
"old self" and "new self." But the original Greek used the words "old man" (palaios anthropos) and
"new man" (kainos or neos anthropos)—though we should point out that the Greek word for man
used here means "human being" and not "male human being."

The first of these two passages, Colossians 3:9-10, reads as follows:

(9) Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices (10) and
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have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.

At the beginning of Chapter 3. Paul addresses his Colossian readers as those who have been raised
with Christ, and must therefore set their hearts on things above rather than on earthly things (vv. 1-2).
He then urges his readers to put to death whatever belongs to their earthly nature, and goes on to utter
a number of prohibitions. In 9 Paul tells the Colossian Christians not to lie to each other, "since you
have taken off your old self with its practices...."

What does Paul mean here by "old self" or "old man"? According to John Murray, "'Old man' is a
designation of the person in his unity as dominated by the flesh and sin."[20] The old self, in other
words, is what we are by nature: slaves to sin. However, Paul says to the believers at Colossae,
since you have become one with Christ you are no longer slaves to sin, for you have taken off the old
man or old self that was enslaved to sin and have put on the new self (neos anthropos). After the
analogy of what has just been said about the old man, we conclude that the new man or new self must
mean the person in his unity ruled by the Holy Spirit. You ought not to lie, Paul is saying, because
lying does not comport with the new self you have put on.

But even the new self is not yet perfect, for, as Paul goes on to say, it "is being renewed in
knowledge in the image of its Creator" (v. 10). If something needs to be renewed it is not yet perfect.
It 1s interesting to note the tenses of the Greek verbs used in this passage. The two main verbs, "have
taken off" (apekdusamenoi) and "have put on" (endusamenoi) are in the aorist tense, suggesting
momentary or snapshot action. The participle translated as "being renewed" (anakainoumenon) is in
the present tense, which describes action in progress or continuing action. In this passage, therefore,
Paul looks upon believers as those who have once and for all taken off or put off their old selves and
have once and for all put on their new selves—new selves, however, that are being continually and
progressively renewed. In other words, in the light of this passage believers should not look upon
themselves as slaves to sin or as "old selves," nor as being partly "old selves" and partly "new
selves," but as those who are new persons in Christ. Yet the new selves believers have put on are not
yet perfect or sinless, since these new selves must still be progressively renewed by the Holy Spirit.
Christians should therefore see themselves as people who are genuinely new, though not yet fotally
new.[21]

This new self that the believer has put on 1s being "renewed in knowledge." The word used here for
knowledge, epignosis, suggests a rich and full knowledge, a knowledge that involves not only the
mind but also the heart. The object of this knowledge is the will of God. As the believer grows in his
understanding of God's will, he will trust God more and serve him better.

This new self is being renewed in knowledge "in the image of its Creator"—Iiterally, according to
the image (kat' eikona) of the one who created him. Here once again we find an echo of the words of
Genesis 1, which tell us that God created man in his own image. The fact that the new self is said to
be progressively renewed after the image of its Creator implies that man through his fall into sin has
so corrupted the original image that it must be restored in the process of redemption. But the goal of
redemption is to raise man to a higher level than he was before the Fall—a level in which sin or
unbelief will be impossible.[22] The goal of redemption is that, in knowledge as well as in other
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aspects of their lives, God's people will be totally and flawlessly image-bearers of God.

The second New Testament passage that speaks of putting off the "old man" and putting on the "new
man" is Ephesians 4:22-24:

(22) You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is
being corrupted by its deceitful desires; (23) to be made new in the attitude of your minds; (24)
and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.

This passage contains three infinitives, both in the translation and in the Greek: "to put off"
(apothesthai, aorist tense); "to be made new" (ananeousthai, present tense); and "to put on"
(endusasthai, aorist tense). Many English translations render these infinitives as if they were
imperatives, as if the apostle were saying: You must put off the old self, you must be renewed, and
you must put on the new self. Though occasionally Greek infinitives may be used as imperatives (as,
e.g., in Rom. 12:15), it is not necessary to interpret them as such here. I prefer, with John Murray,
[23] to think of these forms as infinitives of result or as explanatory infinitives, depending on the
verb "you were taught" (edidachthéte, fromy. 21 in the Greek), and giving the content of that
teaching. This is, in fact, the way in which the NIV renders the passage (see above).[24]

Since you have come to know Christ, Paul is saying to the believers in Ephesus,[25] you have been
taught once and for all to put off your old self (or "old man," palaion anthropon), to be continually
made new 1n the attitude of your minds, and once and for all to put on the new self (or "new man,"
kainon anthropon). In words reminiscent of Colossians 3:9-10, Paul says that a Christian is a person
who has decisively and irrevocably put off the old self and put on the new self, and who must
continually and progressively be renewed (ananeousthai, present tense) in the spirit or attitude of
his or her mind. A once-for-all change of direction is to be accompanied by daily, progressive
renewal. The Christian is a new person, but he or she still has a lot of growing to do.

Notice now what is said about the new self the believer has put on: this new self has been "created
to be like God in true righteousness and holiness." Though the expression "image of God" does not
occur in this text, we do have the expression "created in accordance with God" (kata theon
ktisthenta). As God was the Creator of man in the beginning, so God is also the Creator of the new
self or the new man believers have put on. As man was created in the image of God to begin with, so
the new self that God has created for us 1s "in accordance with" God, or like God. Since the believer
1s not yet perfect but must be progressively renewed (v. 23), we conclude that this renewal consists
of a growing and ever-increasing likeness to God. Here again we see that the purpose of redemption
1s to restore the image of God in man.

The new self as described here is said to have been created to be "like God in true righteousness and
holiness" (lit., in "righteousness and holiness of the truth.")[26] There 1s an obvious contrast here
between the righteousness and holiness that characterize the new self and the "deceitful desires" or
"lusts of deceit" (v. 22) that mark the old self. Sinful lusts deceive us, never providing the good
things they seem to promise, but the righteousness and holiness we pursue as new selves will never
deceive us.
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In sum, the four passages we have just looked at (Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18; Col. 3:9-10; Eph. 4:22-24)
teach that the goal of our redemption in Christ is to make us more and more like God, or more and
more like Christ who is the perfect image of God. The fact that the image of God must be restored in
us implies that there is a sense in which that image has been distorted. Though, as we have seen,
some Bible passages teach that there 1s a sense in which even fallen man is still an image-bearer of
God, these texts clearly imply that there is a sense in which we no longer image God properly
because of our sin, and that therefore we need to be restored to that image. The image of God in this
sense 1s not static but dynamic. It is the pattern according to which our lives are being renewed by
the Holy Spirit, and the eschatological goal toward which we are moving. We should think of the
image of God in this sense, therefore, not as a noun but as a verb: we no longer image God as we
should; we are now being enabled by the Spirit to image God more and more adequately; some day
we shall image God perfectly.

Not only is our renewal into greater likeness to God something that the Holy Spirit works in us in the
process of redemption; it is also pictured in the New Testament as something that involves our own
efforts. To be sure, this renewal is primarily the work of God—he who sanctifies us through his
Spirit. But some New Testament passages indicate that renewal into greater conformity to God is
also, at the same time, the responsibility of man. Renewal in the image of God, in other words, 1s not
just an indicative; it is also an imperative.

Let us look, for example, at Ephesians 5:1: "Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved
children." To be imitators of God means to continue to be like God (the Greek verb is in the present
tense). There are, of course, many ways in which we cannot be like God—such as in his
omniscience, omnipresence, or omnipotence. But in other ways we can be like God, if not perfectly,
at least in principle. Paul specifies two of these ways in the verses immediately preceding and
immediately following this passage. In the verse preceding (4:32), Paul tells his readers that they
should forgive one another "as in Christ God forgave" them. And in the verse following (5:2), Paul
continues, "And live a life of love, just as Christ loved us." We must therefore continually seek to
forgive as God forgave us, and to love as Christ loved us. Since forgiving others is an aspect of love,
we see here again that the heart of the image of God is love. As in the verses previously considered,
imaging God 1s presented here as a process in which we must continue to be engaged. But here the
process is one in which we must not be passive but active.

In a similar passage (1 Cor. 11:1), Paul writes: "Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ" (RSV). This
1s not the only place in his letters where Paul urges his readers to imitate him (see also 1 Cor. 4:16
and 2 Thess. 3:9); but what 1s striking about this passage is that Paul here urges his readers to be (or
become, ginesthe) imitators of him as he, in turn, is an imitator of Christ (cf. 1 Thess. 1:6). The
Corinthians are told to be more and more like Paul, while Paul tries more and more to pattern
himself after Christ. Since Christ is the perfect image of God, Paul is trying more and more to be like
God, who is perfectly represented in Christ; for this reason he asks his readers to be more and more
like himself. As his readers become more like Paul, they will also become more like God. Imaging
God is again presented here as an activity in which both Paul and his readers must continually
engage.[27]
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In Philippians 2:5-11, Paul urges his readers to "have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in
Christ Jesus" (v. 5, RSV), and then goes on to describe this so-called mind of Christ: to be willing,
like Christ, to humble yourselves, even, if necessary, to the point of death. Clearly, we cannot be like
Christ in every respect. But we can be like him in his humiliation, in his willingness to humble
himself for the sake of his brothers and sisters. We must be ready and willing to imitate Christ, who
1s the perfect image of God.

Christ himself, in fact, called for such imitation of himself when he was still on earth. After he had
washed the disciples' feet—a menial task that none of the disciples had offered to do—1Jesus said to
them, "If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another's
feet. For I have given you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you" (John 13:14-15,
RSV). When Jesus said these words, he was not instituting a ritual of ecclesiastical footwashing. But
he was directing his disciples, and thus all believers, to follow his example of lowly service. All of

us, therefore, who are Christians must imitate Christ in this respect, and to imitate Christ is to imitate
God.

What we learn from these four passages 1s that all Christians are called increasingly to imitate God
and Christ, who is the perfect image of God. This is our task, our responsibility—a responsibility we
can fulfill only as God enables us to do so, but our responsibility nonetheless. The very fact,
however, that we are called to this task indicates that there is a sense in which the image of God has
been marred by sin.

A final point. In the New Testament the image of God 1s sometimes described from an eschatological
perspective. The final goal of our sanctification is that we shall be totally like God, that we shall
perfectly image God. This is usually described in New Testament writings in terms of our becoming
completely like Christ, who 1s the perfect image of God.

An example of this is 1 Corinthians 15:49: "Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we
shall also bear the image of the man of heaven" (RSV). In the immediate context the contrast intended
is between the first and last Adam. The first Adam was "from the earth, a man of dust" (v. 47, RSV);
the second man, or the last Adam, is from heaven. The last Adam is obviously Christ. As we have
borne the image of the man of dust or of the earthly man (choikou), so Paul here teaches, we shall
bear the image (eikona) of the man of heaven (or heavenly man, epouraniou). In keeping with the
theme of this chapter, the primary reference here 1s to the resurrection body. During this present life
we have been—and still are—bearing the image of Adam, the earthly man, the man of dust; but in the
life to come we shall fully bear the image of Christ, the man from heaven. Our future existence will
be glorious, because we shall then be perfectly like Christ. Though Paul is speaking primarily about
the body, we shall do no violence to the text if we understand it to refer not only to the body but to
our entire existence.[28]

The same thought is found in a passage that constitutes the eschatological highlight of John's first
epistle, 1 John 3:2, "Beloved, we are God's children now; it does not yet appear what we shall be,
but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is" (RSV). After
having expressed his amazement at the marvel of the divine love that has made us children of God (v.
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1), John goes on to tell us that he does not know what we shall be like in the future. But of one thing
he is sure: "we know that when he appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is." In
other words, at the time of Christ's return, those who are in him will share his glory.[29]

When John says that we shall be like him, he is referring to Christ. There are two ways of
understanding the last part of verse 2. One could understand John as saying that we shall be like
Christ because we shall see him as he is. The thought then would be that our seeing Christ as he is
results in our becoming perfectly like him.[30] Another possible interpretation, however, is that John
1s saying: "We shall be like Christ and therefore we shall see him as he is." The latter interpretation
seems to deserve the preference. So, then, the blessing promised to us at Christ's return is perfect and
total likeness to him, a likeness that will enable us to do what we cannot do as long as we remain in
our present, unglorified state: namely, to see him in his dazzling glory, face to face. Since Christ is
God's perfect image, likeness to Christ will also mean likeness to God. This perfect likeness to
Christ and to God is the ultimate goal of our sanctification. Whereas the image of God is now being
progressively restored in those who are children of God, in the life to come that image will be totally
and finally restored. We shall then be perfectly like God.

Summarizing, now, what we have learned from the Bible about the image of God, we note that from the Old Testament passages cited
and from James 3:9 it is clear that there is a very important sense in which man today, fallen man, is still a bearer of the image of God,
and must therefore still be so viewed. From the other New Testament passages consulted, however, we have learned that there is a
sense in which fallen man needs more and more to be restored to the image of God—a restoration that is now in progress but will some
day be completed. In other words, there is also a sense in which human beings no longer properly bear the image of God, and therefore
need to be renewed in that image. We could say that in this latter sense the image of God in man has been marred and corrupted by sin.
We must still see fallen man as an image-bearer of God, but as one who by nature, apart from the regenerating and sanctifying work of
the Holy Spirit, images God in a distorted way. In the process of redemption that distortion is progressively taken away until, in the life to
come, we shall again perfectly image God.

So, to be faithful to the biblical evidence, our understanding of the image of God must include these
two senses: (1) The image of God as such is an unlosable aspect of man, a part of his essence and
existence, something that man cannot lose without ceasing to be man. (2) The image of God,
however, must also be understood as that likeness to God which was perverted when man fell into
sin, and 1s being restored and renewed in the process of sanctification.

[15] To the same effect are the following words from the Prologue of John's Gospel: "No one has
ever seen God, but God the only Son, who is at the Father's side, has made him known" (1:18).

[16] An Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words (Old Tappan, NJ: Revell, 1940; reprint
1966), under "Image," p. 247.

[17] One could perhaps counter that other virtues graced the life of Christ as well as love (which is,
of course, true). Yet love, which is called in the New Testament the fulfillment of the law (Rom.
13:10; Gal. 5:14), and is described in Col. 3:14 as that excellence which binds all the other virtues
together, was revealed in the life of Christ in a way that has never been surpassed. We think, for
example, of such passages as John 15:9 ("As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you") and 1
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John 3:16 ("This i1s how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us"). That love is
central in the image of God is, further, clearly implied in Eph. 5:1-2, "Be imitators of God, therefore,
as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us."

[18] Cf. John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1959), ad loc; Herman
Ridderbos, Aan de Romeinen (Kampen: Kok, 1959), ad loc.

[19] Both the ASV and the RSV have "beholding" in the text and "reflecting" in the margin.
[20] Principles of Conduct (Grand Rapids.: Eerdmans, 1957), p. 218.

[21] Cf. Donald MacLeod, "Paul's Use of the Term 'The Old Man,'" in The Banner of Truth
(London), no. 92 (May 1971): 13-19. On the implications of this teaching for the Christian's self-
image, see my The Christian Looks at Himself, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977).

[22] On this point, see below, pp. 82-83, 92.

[23] Conduct, pp. 214-19.

[24] This understanding of the verse would make its teaching parallel to that found in a twin
epistle, Col. 3:9-10, which we have just examined. Taking off the old self and putting on the new
self are not actions the believer must still be exhorted to do, but actions he or she has already
done.

[25] Or to believers in general, if one follows manuscripts that omit "in Ephesus" in v. 1.

[26] The three words used in Col. 3:9-10 and Eph. 4:24 to describe aspects of the new self
(knowledge, righteousness, and holiness) are often used to indicate what is meant by the image of
God in the so-called narrower sense—the sense in which it has been lost because of the Fall and
is being restored in the process of redemption. The Heidelberg Catechism uses the words in this
sense in Answer 6: "God created man good and in his own image, that is, in true righteousness
and holiness, so that he might truly know God his creator, love him with all his heart, and live
with him in eternal happiness for his praise and glory" (1975 trans., Christian Reformed Church).
We will develop this point further in Chap. 5.

[27] Cf. Willis P. De Boer, The Imitation of Paul: An Exegetical Study (Kampen: Kok, 1962).

[28] As far as the future of the body is concerned, note also Phil. 3:21: "Who... will transform our
lowly bodies [lit., the body of our humiliation] so that they will be like his glorious body [lit., the
body of his glory]."

[29] Note Paul's testimony to this happy future expectation in Col. 3:4: "When Christ, who is
your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory."”

[30] Cf. I. Howard Marshall, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), ad loc; John
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R. W. Stott, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964), ad loc.



Chapter 4.
The Image of God: Historical Survey

Clearly, according to the Scriptures man was created in the image of God. It 1s also clear that, in
distinction from other creatures, only man has been made in God's image. What is not so clear,
however, 1s the answer to the question "In what does the image of God consist?" This question
involves three other questions: (1) What effect did man's fall into sin have on the image of God? (2)
How does the moral and spiritual renewal of man in the process of redemption affect the image of
God? (3) What is the final destiny of the image of God in the life to come?

Throughout the history of the church there have been various answers to these questions. In this
chapter we shall look at some representative answers given by Christian theologians from the second
century A.D. to the present time. By reflecting upon and evaluating these answers, we should arrive
at a better understanding of what the image of God in man means.



Irenaeus

Irenaeus (c. 130-c. 200) was born in Asia Minor and in 177 became Bishop of Lyons in what is now southern France. In 185 he wrote
his chief work, Against Heresies, in which he gave a strong refutation of the doctrinal errors of Gnosticism. In the beginning, Irenaeus
taught, God created man in his image and after his likeness. Man's likeness to God, however, was lost in the Fall, whereas the image of
God still remained. However, the lost likeness to God is being restored in believers in the process of redemption.[1]

Let us listen to Irenaeus's own words:

But if the Spirit be wanting to the soul, he who is such is indeed of an animal nature, and being
left carnal, shall be an imperfect being, possessing indeed the image in his formation, but not
receiving the similitude through the Spirit, and thus is this being imperfect.[2]

This description is of man as he is after the Fall (note the words "animal nature" and "carnal"). Fallen man, according to this statement,
still possesses the image of God but needs the work of the Spirit in order to have restored to him the similitude or likeness to God that he
lost in the Fall.[4]

Irenaeus develops this point further:

And then, again, this Word was manifested when the Word of God was made man, assimilating
himself to man and man to himself, that by means of his resemblance to the Son, man might
become precious to the Father. For in times long past, it was said that man was created after the
image of God, but it was not yet shown; for the Word was as yet invisible, after whose image
man was created. Wherefore also he did easily lose the similitude. When, however, the Word of
God became flesh, he confirmed both these: for he both showed forth the image truly, since he
became himself what was his image; and he re-established the similitude after a sure manner, by
assimilating man to the invisible Father through means of the visible Word.[3]

Again we find Irenaeus saying that though man was created in the image of God, he lost the similitude or likeness to God in the Fall.
Christ, however, showed us in his own person what the image of God truly was. Furthermore, Christ also restores the likeness of God in
those who belong to him by making them one with God the Father.

For Irenaeus, the image of God meant man's "nature as a rational and free being, a nature which was
not lost at the fall." That Irenaeus thought of the image as consisting primarily of rationality is not
surprising, since the classical Greek philosophers (Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics) taught that man's
reason was his highest and most distinctive characteristic. But he also included as an aspect of the
image of God man's freedom, his ability to make decisions, and his responsibility for those
decisions. [5] Both man's rationality and his freedom, according to Irenaeus, are retained after the
Fall.

The likeness of God, however, meant the "robe of sanctity" that the Holy Spirit had bestowed on
Adam.[6] Interestingly, according to Irenaeus believers have three components in their being: the
body, the soul, and the spirit. Unbelievers, however, have only souls and bodies. The Holy Spirit
creates man's spirit as an organ whereby the believer receives divine influence and knows divine
truth.[7] It would appear, therefore, that the spirit within the human being is the bearer of the likeness



to God. This likeness-bearing spirit was given to Adam before the Fall, was lost through the Fall,
and 1s restored in the process of redemption.

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.
As we have seen in the previous chapter, this is an important biblical distinction.

Irenaeus was wrong, however, in associating these two aspects of image and likeness. As our
biblical study has shown, these two words are used virtually as synonyms. Thus, although his
teaching gave rise to a tradition that continued into the Middle Ages, his basic distinction is
untenable.

Irenaeus also erred in thinking of the retained aspect of the image of God as being primarily
rationality. Though many theologians after Irenaeus were to say the same thing, rationality, as we
have already seen, is by no means the heart of the image of God.

We must also object to Irenaeus's view that believers are "made up of" body, soul, and spirit,
whereas unbelievers "consist" only of body and soul. As we shall see in Chapter 11, the words soul
and spirit are virtual synonyms in the Bible, and therefore one is not justified in affirming a
trichotomous view of man. Further, Irenaeus's assertion that fallen man lost his spirit suggests that
what human beings lost in the Fall was only something additional to them, something extra, something
apart from which they could still be complete persons—a teaching that was to be further elaborated
by the Scholastic theologians of the Middle Ages into the view that at the Fall man lost only a gift of
God that had been added to him (the so-called donum superadditum).[8] This teaching, however,
minimizes the effect of the Fall on human nature. Man's fall into sin did not result merely in the loss
of something additional to his existence, but involved the total corruption of his entire being,

[1]David Cairns, The Image of God in Man, rev. ed. (London: Collins, 1973), p. 80. I am indebted
to Cairns for the main lines of the sketch of Irenaeus that follows.

[2]Against Heresies, V.6.1, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, ed. Alexander Roberts and James
Donaldson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953), p. 532.

[3]Against Heresies, V.6.1, in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, ed. Alexander Roberts and James
Donaldson (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1953), V. 16.2.

[4]Emil Brunner, Man in Revolt, trans. Olive Wyon (New York: Scribner, 1939), p. 93.
[5]See Against Heresies, IV.4.3, as cited by Cairns, Image, pp. 81-82.
[6]Against Heresies, 111.23.5.

[7]Cairns, Image, p. 84. He refers in this connection to Against Heresies, 11.33.5 [the text mistakenly
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has 11.35.5].

[8] See below, p. 38.



Thomas Aquinas

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) is often called the greatest philosopher and theologian of the medieval church. His views on the image of
God are drawn from his magnum opus, Summa Theologica ("Summary of Theology").

Thomas finds the image of God primarily in man's intellect or reason. Only intelligent creatures can,
properly speaking, be said to be in God's image. Even in rational creatures, the image of God 1s
found only in the mind. In fact, Thomas continues, the image of God is found more perfectly in angels
than in men, because the natures of angels are "more perfectly intelligent" than those of men. Since
Thomas finds the image of God particularly in man's intellect, it is clear that for him the intellect 1s
the most Godlike quality in man.

According to Thomas, the image of God exists in man at three stages:

The first stage is man's natural aptitude for understanding and loving God, an aptitude which
consists in the very nature of the mind, which is common to all men. The next stage is where a
man is actually or dispositively [or habitually; Lat. actu vel habitu] knowing and loving God,
but still imperfectly; and here we have the image by conformity of grace. The third stage is
where a man is actually knowing and loving God perfectly; and this is the image by likeness of
glory.... 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.

Thomas, therefore, finds the image of God in some sense in all people, in a richer or higher sense
only in believers ("the just"), and in the highest sense in those who have been glorified. What is of
interest to us at this point is that Thomas does indeed find the image of God in all human beings
living today, after the Fall, whether they are believers or not. In this respect he follows Irenaeus,
though he does not tie in this teaching, as Irenaeus did, with a distinction between image and
likeness. Aquinas did not share the view that many medieval theologians, including Irenaeus, taught
—that through the Fall man lost the likeness to God but retained the image of God. While granting
that image and likeness may have somewhat different meanings, he concedes that "there is nothing
wrong in something being called 'image' in one context and 'likeness' in another."

The form in which the image of God 1s found in all people is "man's natural aptitude for
understanding and loving God... which is common to all men." Note that Thomas described this first
stage of the image as an aptitude for rather than, as in the case of the other two stages, an actual
understanding and loving of God. The image of God, in other words, 1s described here in part in
terms of a certain capacity or endowment found in all human persons, rather than in terms of the type
of activity that flows from that endowment. This is an important distinction, to which we shall return
later.

At this point we are inclined to ask Thomas: But is there also a sense in which all human beings not
only have the aptitude for understanding and knowing God but actually do know God, apart from



God's special grace? Thomas answers that, although man apart from God's special grace cannot
know God as he 1s in himself, he can by the natural light of reason know that God is the first and
preeminent cause of all things. Thomas further teaches that man, without the help of grace, can know
truth by himself—the truth about such intelligible things as we can learn through the senses. But man's
intellect "cannot know intelligible things of a higher order unless it is perfected by a stronger light,
such as the light of faith or prophecy, which is called 'the light of glory' since it is added to nature."

Can natural man apart from grace love God? Again Thomas answers in the affirmative:

There 1s, however, such a thing as natural knowledge and love of God.... And it is also natural
to the mind that 1t has the power of using reason to understand God, and it was in terms of such
a power that we said God's image remains always in the mind.

According to Thomas, therefore, there 1s a sense in which every person bears the image of God,
since everyone has not only a natural aptitude for understanding and loving God but also a natural
knowledge and love of God. Thomas admits, however, that the image of God in man is not always
equally bright. Thomas says that God's image remains always in the mind "whether this image of
God is so faint—so shadowy, we might say—that it is practically nonexistent, as in those who lack
the use of reason; or whether it is dim and disfigured, as in sinners; or whether it is bright and
beautiful, as in the just." He would grant, therefore, that the image of God in those who are not
believers is either dim, disfigured, or practically nonexistent.

What, then, did Thomas teach about the original state of man before the Fall? Two things must be
said: First, there was in man as he was originally created a struggle between reason and the "lower
passions" or "lower powers" (inferiores vires). Second, man as he was originally created needed a
gift of supernatural grace to enable him to control his "lower powers" by his reason. Thomas
develops these thoughts in the Summa, where he addresses the question of "whether man was created
in grace." He answers in the affirmative, for the following reason: When the human person was
created, his reason was submissive to God, his lower powers were submissive to his reason, and his
body was submissive to his soul. But, he goes on to say, this submission of body to soul and of lower
powers to reason was not by nature—otherwise it would have persisted after man's fall into sin.
"From this it is plain that that primary submissiveness in which the reason put itself under God was
not something merely natural either, but was by a gift of supernatural grace (supernaturalis donum
gratiae)" In other words, when he was first created man was not able in his own strength to keep his
"lower powers" under control; he needed a "gift of supernatural grace" to enable him to do so.

There is another reason why man when he was first created needed divine grace: in order to merit
eternal life. Thomas said that even before sin human beings needed grace to achieve eternal life; this
1s, in fact, the chief necessity for grace. In other words:

A man cannot, by his natural power, produce meritorious works commensurate with eternal life.
A higher power is needed for this, namely, the power of grace. Hence a man cannot merit
eternal life without grace.



What, now, was the effect of the Fall on the image of God? Because of the Fall man lost the
supernatural grace that God had bestowed upon him in the beginning: "Our first parents by their sin
were deprived of the divine benefit which maintained in them the integrity of human nature." Because
man lost this supernatural grace, he now no longer has the ability to control his "lower powers" by
means of his reason:

In his original state man was divinely endowed with the grace and privilege that, so long as his
mind was subject to God, the lower powers of the soul would be subject to his rational mind,
and his body to his soul. Man's mind by sin abandoned subordination to God, with the
consequence that now his lower powers were no longer wholly responsive to his reason; and
such was the rebellion of the flesh against reason that the body as well was no more wholly
responsive to soul.

Since this 1s so, fallen man needs to have this supernatural grace restored to him, for two reasons:

Thus in the state of pure nature man needs a power added to his natural power by grace, for one
reason, namely, in order to do and to will supernatural good. But in the state of corrupt nature he
needs this for two reasons, in order to be healed, and in order to achieve the meritorious good
of supernatural virtue.

We appreciate the distinction Thomas makes between the image of God as still retained by man after
the Fall and the image as it is spoiled by sin and restored in those who are the recipients of divine
grace. We may also appreciate Thomas's insistence that apart from the grace of God humans today
cannot properly image God—can neither know, love, nor serve God as they ought. We must,
however, object to Aquinas's understanding of the image of God on five counts.

First, Aquinas finds the image of God solely in man's intellectual nature. This view has its roots in
Greek thought rather than in Scripture. Both Plato and Aristotle called man's intellect divine; it was
the spark of divinity within man. When Thomas asserts that the image of God must be seen
particularly in the intellect, since the intellect is the most Godlike aspect of man, he is echoing a
typically Greek idea. We may admit that there 1s in human intellectual ability a reflection of God who
1s the supreme Knower, but to say that the image of God is found exclusively or even primarily in
man's intellect is to render a judgment that is more Greek than Christian. The Bible says that God is
love; nowhere does it say that God is intellect.

We may note further that to find the image of God primarily in the human intellect or reason tends to
downplay if not remove altogether what we have found to be essential in the biblical view of the
image: namely, man's relatedness to God and to others, that is, his capacity for loving God and loving
his neighbor. Thomas's understanding of the image of God is an abstract, static conception, far
removed from the dynamics of biblical language about man.

A second point of criticism is this: Thomas's view detracts from the goodness of man's original
nature, by positing a struggle between the "lower" and "higher" aspects of human nature from the
very moment of creation. The "lower aspects" of man could be kept under control by the "higher



aspects" only by means of an added gift of supernatural grace. At the very beginning of man's
existence, therefore, even before the Fall, he was somehow defective; he needed a donum
superadditum (an added gift) of grace in order to enable him to be what he ought to be. How does
this view comport with the biblical statement, "God saw all that he had made [including man], and it
was very good" (Gen. 1:31)?

Third, Thomas's view of the image of God detracts from the seriousness of the Fall. That is,
according to Thomas, man was essentially the same after the Fall as he was before it, merely without
the gift of supernatural grace, or the donum superadditum. This gift, which man received before the
Fall, was something additional to his nature, not something essential to his nature. Thus we can
describe the effect of the Fall on human beings only in negative terms, in terms of the loss of an
added gift. One could say that, according to this view, fallen man is not so much depraved as
deprived. Thomas's view, in other words, fails to do justice to the devastating effects the Fall had on
human nature.

A fourth point of criticism is that the opposition between reason and the "lower powers" taught by
Aquinas suggests a kind of devaluation of the body as the seat of man's "lower nature." In Aquinas
virtue 1s generally defined as the subjection of the passions to reason. "Now all that the virtues are is
a set of perfections by which reason is directed towards God and the lower powers are managed
according to the standard of reason." One implication of this statement 1s that human reason 1s always
right and never wrong—a conception that has more in common with Greek thought than with the
biblical view of man. Further, to speak of certain aspects of human nature as man's "lower powers"
suggests an unscriptural dichotomy between what is "noble" in us (the intellect) and what is
"ignoble" in us (the passions and emotions). According to Scripture, however, we do not find in man
lower and higher powers; the human being as a totality has been created by God, and no aspect of his
or her being is "lower" or "less noble" than other aspects.

A further implication of the view that virtue consists in the suppression of bodily appetites is that the
body (where the "lower powers" are found) is the chief source of sin. A number of implications
follow this. One can see, for example, how the monasticism common in the medieval church fits into
this picture: monks and nuns who subjected themselves to severe bodily austerities, and who
remained unmarried, were thought to attain a higher moral and spiritual level than those who
gratified their appetites by living ordinary lives. One can also see how the requirement for clerical
celibacy follows: a man who remains unmarried and denies himself the satisfaction of his sexual
drives is thought to be on a higher level of holiness than someone who 1s married. The insistence of
scholastic theologians like Aquinas on the perpetual virginity of the Virgin Mary also has its roots in
the view of human nature just described.

The 1dea that the chief moral struggle of man is that between his reason and his appetites has its roots
not in the Scriptures but in Greek thought. Plato, for example, distinguishes between a rational (nous
or logistikon) part of man and an irrational (alogistikon) 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). According
to the Bible, however, the chief struggle of man is that between disobedience to God with the whole
person (mind and appetites) and obedience to God with the whole person. According to Scripture the
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body is not a "lower nature" that must be suppressed but an aspect of God's good creation that must
be used in his service.

A fifth and final point of criticism has to do with Thomas's teaching that man today, after his fall into
sin, 1s still able (with the help of cooperating grace) to merit everlasting life. "To merit" means to
earn something by one's own efforts. But it is clear from Scripture that salvation is never earned, but
1s always a gift of grace—and grace 1s by definition God's undeserved favor: "For it is by grace you
have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God" (Eph. 2:8); "For
the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Rom. 6:23).
When Thomas also says that one can merit an increase of grace, he would seem to be stating a
contradiction in terms. For how can one merit what is not deserved?


http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Eph+2%3A8
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ro+6%3A23

John Calvin

The Protestant Reformation brought about a return to a more biblical view of man as a reaction to the scholastic anthropology of the
Middle Ages. It will therefore be extremely important for us to look next at the understanding of the image of God found in John Calvin,
the great Reformer, who lived from 1509 to 1564.

The first question we ask about Calvin's view is this: Where is the image of God in man to be
found? According to Calvin, the image of God is found primarily in man's soul: "For although God's
glory shines forth in the outer man, yet there is no doubt that the proper seat of his [God's] image is in
the soul." However, Calvin is willing to grant that "although the primary seat of the divine image was
in the mind and heart, or in the soul and its powers, yet there was no part of man, not even the body
itself, in which some sparks did not glow." 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 in the body as well as
in the soul.

The next question we ask is this: In what did the image of God originally consist? In Book I of the
Institutes Calvin answers the question this way:

The integrity with which Adam was endowed is expressed by this word [image or likeness of
God], when he had full possession of right understanding, when he had his affections kept
within the bounds of reason, all his senses tempered in right order, and he truly referred his
excellence to exceptional gifts bestowed upon him by his Maker.

Calvin goes on to say that in the beginning God's image was visible "in the light of the mind, in the uprightness of the heart, and in the
soundness of all the parts." Elsewhere he adds the thought that at that time man truly excelled in everything good.

On the basis of Colossians 3:10 and Ephesians 4:24 Calvin concludes that the image of God in man
originally included true knowledge, righteousness, and holiness. Among the "supernatural gifts" that
human beings had at the beginning—gifts that have been lost through the Fall—were faith, love of
God, charity toward one's neighbor, and zeal for holiness and righteousness. In his original state man
was capable of communicating with and responding to both God and other human beings.

Calvin opposes those who find God's likeness in the dominion over the earth that has been given to
man. Yet he is willing to grant that man's having dominion over the earth comprises some portion,
though small, of the image of God.

Before the Fall, therefore, according to Calvin, man possessed the image of God 1n its perfection.
The Fall, however, had a devastating effect upon that image. Before we go on to explore that effect,
we must first ask Calvin this further question: Is there a sense in which fallen man is still in the
image of God? Sometimes it seems as if Calvin's answer to this question would be a resounding No.
For at times he speaks of the image of God as having been destroyed by sin, obliterated by the Fall,

wiped out or lost by sin, cancelled by sin, "as it were, blotted out... by Adam's sin," or utterly
defaced by sin.
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A closer look, however, reveals that there is a real sense in which, according to Calvin, fallen man is
still in the image of God. The image of God, Calvin says, is not totally annihilated by the Fall but is
frightfully deformed. Elsewhere he says that in the diversity of fallen human nature we see "some
remaining traces [notas] of the image of God, which distinguish the entire human race from the other
creatures." In other places Calvin calls these traces /ineaments or a remnant of the image of God.
Reason and will still remain in fallen man; these Calvin calls "natural gifts," which, though not lost,
have been partly weakened and partly corrupted by sin. In an important passage in his Commentary
on Psalm 8 Calvin indicates what are some of these traces of the image of God that are still found in
fallen man. Commenting on the words "Thou hast made him little lower than God," Calvin says that
the Psalmist must have in mind

the distinguished endowments which clearly manifest that men were formed after the image of
God.... the reason with which they are endued and by which they can distinguish between good
and evil; the principle of religion which is planted in them; their intercourse with each other,
which is preserved from being broken up by certain sacred bonds; the regard to what is
becoming, and the sense of shame which guilt awakens in them, as well as their continuing to be
governed by laws; all these things are clear indications of preeminent and celestial wisdom.

Calvin, therefore, would have us see remnants and traces of the image of God in fallen man. He
expresses himself even more strongly, however, in a remarkable passage where he tells us that our
recognition of the image of God in all men must motivate us to treat them with kindness and love:

We are not to consider that men merit of themselves but to look upon the image of God in all
men, to which we owe all honor and love.... Therefore, whatever man you meet who needs your
aid, you have no reason to refuse to help him.... Say, "he is contemptible and worthless"; but the
Lord shows him to be one to whom he has deigned to give the beauty of his image.... Say that he
does not deserve even your least effort for his sake; but the image of God, which recommends
him to you, is worthy of your giving yourself and all your possessions.

Calvin urges his readers to love even those who hate them, for we should "remember not to consider men's evil intention but to look
upon the image of God in them, which cancels and effaces their transgressions, and with its beauty and dignity allures us to love and
embrace them."

In answer to our question, therefore, Calvin does indeed affirm that, though sin has deformed and
distorted the image of God, there is an important sense in which fallen man must still be seen as an
image-bearer of God. In fact, he insists that our recognition of the image of God in all people today
should move us to honor them and to love them, even in a sacrificial way.

As is well known, however, Calvin had strong convictions about the disruptive effect of sin on the
image of God. The next question we address to him, therefore, is this: What, then, has man's fall
into sin done to the image of God?

Calvin answers as follows: "Therefore, even though we grant that God's image was not totally
annihilated and destroyed in him [man], yet it was so corrupted [by sin] that whatever remains 1s
frightful deformity." Again, from the same section of the /nstitutes, "Now God's image is the perfect
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excellence of human nature which shone in Adam before his defection, but was subsequently so
vitiated and almost blotted out that nothing remains after the ruin except what 1s confused, mutilated,
and disease-ridden."

Similarly, in his Commentary on Genesis he says:

But now, although some obscure lineaments of that image [the image of God] are found
remaining in us, yet are they so vitiated and maimed, that they may truly be said to be destroyed.
For besides the deformity which everywhere appears unsightly, this evil also is added, that no
part is free from the infection of sin.

And in one of the Sermons on Job he makes the following statement: "True it is that when we come into this world, we bring some
remnant of God's image wherein Adam was created: howbeit that same image is so disfigured that we are full of unrighteousness and
there is nothing but blindness and ignorance in our minds." This distortion of the image means that man has become alienated from God,
from himself, and from his fellows.

In distinction from many medieval theologians and from Irenaeus as well, Calvin held that what
happened in the Fall was not just a matter of losing the /ikeness of God and retaining the image of
God, since Calvin saw no basic difference between these two. What did happen, however, was that
whatever gifts or abilities man retained, such as reason and will, were perverted and distorted by the
Fall. "Now, all man's faculties are, on account of the depravity of nature, so vitiated and corrupted
that 1n all his actions persistent disorder and intemperance threaten." Similarly, we read the
following words from the Commentary on the Gospel of John:

For since no part or faculty of the soul is not corrupted and turned aside from what is right, the
fact that men live and breathe and are endowed with sense, understanding and will tends to their
destruction. Thus it is that death reigns everywhere. For the death of the soul is alienation from
God.

According to Aquinas and most of the scholastic theologians, as we have seen, the Fall simply meant
the loss of something additional to man's nature, the added gift of grace (donum superadditum),
leaving man pretty much as he was beforehand. Calvin rejects this view, insisting that sin has
distorted and perverted all of man's nature and all of his gifts—so that man has now become
spiritually dead. According to Calvin fallen man is not just deprived but depraved.

The next question we ask of Calvin is this: How is the image of God in man renewed? Looking at
this question from God's side, we may say that the image is renewed by the Holy Spirit, who uses the
Word of God as his instrument. "Man's answer [to the grace of God] is the work of the Holy Spirit
who through the Word forms the image anew in man, and forms his lips to acknowledge that he is a
child of the Father." Calvin insists that we receive the renewed image of God not by our own
achievement but by grace, particularly by the working of the Spirit through the Word.

Imago dei [the image of God] is essentially a reflection in and by the soul of the Word of God
which is itself the lively or quickening image of God. Therefore man has been made such that it
1s his "special duty to give ear to the Word of God"; while, on the other hand, it is the work of



the Holy Spirit who "with a wondrous and special energy forms the ear to hear, and the mind to
understand."

Looking at the question from man's side, the renewal of the image of God 1s accomplished by faith.
"Faith is the motion of man's response to the Word by which he becomes conformable to God, that is,
has imago Dei." That is, faith is our response to the Word of God—a response that we can make only
through the working of the Holy Spirit in our hearts.

There is a dynamic aspect to this restoration of the image of God. The image is not restored in us all
at once, but progressively. According to Calvin,

The manner of the Spirit's working in the elect is that he creates faith in our hearts, so "that the
image of God, which had been effaced by sin, may be stamped anew upon us, and that the
advancement of this restoration may be continually going forward in us during our whole life,
because God makes his glory shine forth in us by little and little" (Comm. on Il Cor. 3:18).

This renewal of the image 1s the goal of regeneration; it therefore involves our knowledge,
righteousness, and holiness. This renewed image of God means conformity to Christ: "Now we see
how Christ is the most perfect image of God; if we are conformed to it, we are so restored that with
true piety, righteousness, purity, and intelligence we bear God's image."

The goal of this renewal of the image of God is that man will be enabled once again to reflect the
glory of God:

The imago dei in Calvin's exposition has always to do with the glory of God, i.e., with his
grace. Only when a man seeks the glory of God, by acknowledging His Word and by responding
to His grace thankfully and with the adoring love of a child for his father, does he reflect that
Glory.

It should be noted, therefore, that for Calvin the renewal of the image of God is both the work of
God's grace and the responsibility of man. The Holy Spirit must renew us through the Word, but we,
enabled by the Spirit, must respond to that Word by faith. "The imago dei is God's action on man in
the imprint of His Truth by the Word, and man's action only in response to the communication of that
Word." Thus, in Calvin's thought "there are two important factors constitutive of the imago dei. One
1s the act of God's pure grace, and the other is the response of man to that act—and both are brought
together in one in the doctrine of the imago dei."

It 1s clear from the above that Calvin's conception of the renewal of the image of God in man is not
static but dynamic. This renewal, as previously noted, is gradual and progressive, which leads us to
ask Calvin a final question: When will the renewal of the image of God be completed? Calvin
replies: Not until the life to come.

For we now begin to bear the image of Christ, and we are daily being transformed into it more
and more; but that image depends upon spiritual regeneration. But then [at the time of the
resurrection] it will be restored to fulness, in our body as well as our soul; what has now begun
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will be brought to completion, and we will obtain in reality what as yet we are only hoping for.

Elsewhere he says, "Observe that the purpose of the gospel is the restoration in us of the image of
God which had been cancelled by sin, and that this restoration is progressive and goes on during our
whole life.... Thus the apostle speaks of progress which will be perfection only when Christ
appears." And again: "The image of God was only shadowed forth in him [man] till he should arrive
at perfection." "Therefore in some part it [the image of God] now is manifest in the elect, in so far as
they have been reborn in the spirit; but it will attain its full splendor in heaven."

In our evaluation of Calvin's thought, we must express great appreciation for his view of the image of
God as a sober and responsible attempt to reproduce biblical teaching on this subject. Calvin's
teachings on the following points are particularly appreciated: (1) The integrity of the original image
of God—there was no deficiency in man at the beginning that had to be kept in check by a
superadded gift of grace. Human beings as they were first created were able to serve and glorify
God as they ought. (2) The devastating results of the Fall on the image of God in man—for Calvin
fallen man is not just deprived but depraved. (3) Fallen man 1s, however, still an image-bearer of
God. This concept we found to be important both for Calvin's theology and for his ethics. (4) The
rejection of the distinction between image and likeness. (5) The renewal of the image of God 1s both
God's work 1n man and man's response to God—a product of both divine sovereignty and human
responsibility. (6) The renewal of the image of God is progressive and dynamic, and will not be
completed until the life to come.

By way of criticism, a few minor points may be mentioned: (1) Calvin is inconsistent when he
speaks about the image of God in fallen man: sometimes he says that the image has been destroyed,
obliterated, or blotted out by sin, whereas at other times he states that the image has not been totally
destroyed but that we must still see the image of God in all people, conducting ourselves toward
them in the light of this understanding. (2) Calvin holds that man's dominion over the earth is not part
of the image of God. Yet, as we have seen, this dominion is presented as an aspect of the image in
Genesis 1:26. (3) Calvin does not do full justice to man's having been created male and female as an
essential aspect of the image of God, and to the implications of this aspect for our understanding of
the image.
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Karl Barth

We turn now to the views of a more recent theologian, Karl Barth, often called the father of neo-orthodoxy, who lived from 1886 to
1968. Again, we need to ask the question that we have also addressed to Aquinas and Calvin: Where is the image of God to be
found? For Barth the image of God in man is not to be found in his intellect or reason. Barth totally rejects the statement of Polanus, a
sixteenth-century theologian, that man is "a being gifted with reason" (animal ratione praeditum)—a definition derived from Aristotle.
As we saw, it was precisely this aspect of man that Aquinas had characterized as the essence of the image of God. Further, Barth
refuses to find the image of God in man in any kind of anthropological "description of the being of man, its structure, disposition,
capacities, etc." Though previous theologians spent a great deal of time trying to locate the exact structures and qualities in man in
which the image of God consists, Barth concludes, they were all mistaken in looking there.

Previous theologians, Barth continues, all made the mistake of failing to look clearly and carefully at
the Bible text that describes man's creation in the image of God: "So God created man in his own
image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them" (Gen. 1:27, RSV).

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...?

The fact that we were created male and female means for Barth that the human being was endowed
by God with the possibility of confrontation between man and woman. Man can be an "I'" to woman
and woman can be an "I" to man. Man can also be a "thou" to woman, and woman can be a "thou" to
man. This I-thou confrontation, however, concerns not only the relation between man and woman, but
also the relation between man and man.

Barth calls this confrontational relationship the image of God because this same confrontational
relationship exists between God and man. God is a being who confronts us and enters into an I-thou
relationship with us. Man's having been created with the capacity for a similar relationship with his
fellowman means therefore that he has been created in the image and likeness of God.

Man is created by God in correspondence with this relationship and differentiation [between
the I and the Thou] 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.

Thus the tertium comparationis, the analogy between God and man, is simply the existence of the I and the Thou in
confrontation. This is first constitutive for God, and then for man created by God. To remove it is tantamount to removing the
divine from God as well as the human from man.

Between God and man there 1s therefore for Barth not an analogy of being (analogia entis) but an
analogy of relation (analogia relationis). God created man for covenantal fellowship with himself
and for fellowship with others; therefore he made him in this way. Barth summarizes all this as
follows:
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That real man is determined by God for life with God has its inviolable correspondence in the
fact that his creaturely being is a being in encounter—between I and Thou, man and woman. It 1s
human 1n this encounter, and in this humanity it is a likeness of the being of its Creator.

To the question we asked Irenaeus, Aquinas, and Calvin, Has the image of God been lost in the
Fall?, Barth replies in the negative. To begin with, Barth does not recognize in the history of man a
historical Fall from a condition of rectitude to a state of corruption. There could therefore be no loss
of the image of God after "the Fall." Further, Barth holds that the capacity for I-thou fellowship
between God and man and between man and man is an essential and unlosable aspect of human
existence.

Barth, in fact, goes so far as to say that the history of God's fellowship with man, far from being
abrogated by the Fall, really begins with the Fall. It is hard to know what Barth means here by "the
Fall," but it is clear that he would not allow for any fellowship between God and man in a state of

integrity.

In Calvin we found an emphasis on the renewal of the image of God by the Holy Spirit in the lives of
believers. Is there anything of this emphasis in Karl Barth? On this point Barth does not give us a
clear answer. Sometimes he seems to say that the image of God in man is susceptible of renewal. For
example, in commenting on Colossians 3:10, he says that the passage "is important because it shows
that for Paul 'our' participation in the divine likeness of Christ does not rest on our decision and
action but on a transformation which has happened to us." The reference to a "transformation" would
seem to suggest that the image of God here means more than a merely formal capacity for encounter.
Barth has similar things to say about sanctification elsewhere in the Church Dogmatics:

The sanctification of man, his conversion to God, is, like his justification, a transformation, a
new determination, which has taken place de jure for the world and therefore for all men. De
facto, however, it 1s not known by all men, just as justification has not de facto been grasped
and acknowledged and known and confessed by all men, but only by those who are awakened to
faith.

Here Barth is saying that certain people grasp and acknowledge their sanctification by faith, and hence are subjectively changed and
transformed. So, on the basis of statements of this sort, it would seem that there is a possibility that those created in the image of God
can be progressively transformed and thus become more like God and more like Christ.

Yet in terms of Barth's definition of the image of God we must conclude that the image of God is not
really capable of renewal. For the image is defined in purely formal terms: the ability to exist in
confrontation with God and others; the capacity of hearing God as a thou and responding to him as an
I, and the capacity of doing the same with fellow human beings. But if this capacity is an
ineradicable aspect of man, and if it is understood as a mere capacity or ability as such, regardless
of how it 1s used, one fails to see how it can be subject to improvement, renewal, or transformation.

We may grant that Barth's understanding of the image of God is a wholesome corrective to an
overemphasis on the structure of man, particularly on his rationality, as the essential aspect of the
image of God. As we saw 1n a previous chapter, we should not think of the image of God only as a
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noun but also as a verb: we are to image God by the way we live, and the heart of the image of God
1s love for God and for others. Barth's dynamic understanding of the image ties in with this important
emphasis.

We must, however, criticize Barth's view of the image of God as being an inadequate reproduction of
the biblical data. In Barth's view the image is purely relational, and therefore purely formal: the
capacity for confrontation and encounter. But the image of God 1s surely more than a mere capacity.
Are not Satan and the demons also beings in encounter with each other and with God? What is
significant is not just the capacity for encounter but the way in which we encounter God and others.
While we may grant that the possibility of an I-thou relationship with God and others is an aspect of
our likeness to God, that likeness must surely show itself in concrete actions and attitudes, and not
just in a formal similarity of capacity.

Further, Barth's denial of the historical Fall and his understanding of the image of God as purely
relational make it impossible for him fully to recognize both the devastating effects of the Fall on the
image of God and the need for the renewal of the image of God in the redemptive process. In these
respects Barth's conception of the image of God falls far short of the biblical doctrine of man.



Emil Brunner

It will be profitable to look next at the conception of the image of God found in a contemporary of Barth's, also representing the so-
called Dialectical Theology, Emil Brunner (1889-1966). We should note that, like Barth, Brunner rejects the historicity of Adam and of
the fall of man into sin. This does not mean, however, that Brunner denies the present sinfulness of man:

If, on the one hand, we maintain that we cannot think in Copernican terms without giving up the
story of Adam, then, on the other hand we must also say: that we cannot believe, in Christian
and Biblical terms, without holding firmly to the distinction between Creation and Sin, and
therefore the idea of a Fall. To give this up means to abandon the Biblical faith as a whole.

In other words, while denying the historicity of the Fall, Brunner wants to maintain that man today is not in the same state or condition in
which God created him, but now exists in a sinful state. In fact, Brunner sometimes speaks about man's fall into sin, putting the phrase
into quotation marks ("this split between formal and material image from God's point of view should not be; it is the result of the 'fall into
sin...""). This language is puzzling indeed. Brunner apparently wants to speak about man as if he had fallen into sin while at the same
time insisting that one ought not to think about him as having experienced an actual historical fall into sin. He wants to hold that there
has been a Fall, and even occasionally to speak of "the event" of the Fall, while denying that there has ever been such an event.

If we should ask Brunner where the image of God in man is to be found, we should find him rejecting
strongly, as does Barth, the conception that the image is found primarily in man's reason. Brunner
disavows this understanding as a relic of medieval scholasticism. For him the image of God is to be
found first of all in the area of man's relation to God, his responsibility to God, and the possibility of
fellowship with God. Reason is therefore not the highest thing in man but only the means whereby
man 1s able to fulfill his true function: that of having loving fellowship with God.

Man may be described as an hierarchical system. In him there is an "above" and a "below."...
Idealism posits it [the "above"] as the Divine Reason in which man participates; the Christian
faith posits it as the Word of God, that self-bestowing, challenging Word, in Whom man as man
has his ground.... Reason is, so to speak, only the organ of man's relation to God.

In order to understand how Brunner conceives of the image of God, we must first note what he says
about God's purpose in creating man: "God, who wills to glorify Himself and to impart Himself,
wills man to be a creature who responds to His call of love with a grateful, responsive love." Love,
therefore, 1s at the heart of Brunner's understanding of man and of the purpose for his existence: God
loves us and desires us to love him. God does not wish from man the response of an automaton or of
an animal; he desires the response of a free person, since only such a person can truly love him.

Hence the heart of the creaturely existence of man is freedom, selthood, to be an "L," a person.
Only an "I" can answer a "Thou," only a Self which is self-determining can freely answer God.

Man as originally created had this freedom. This was not freedom to do anything he pleased, but a
restricted or limited freedom. Man was given this limited freedom in order that he might respond to
God with love, so that through this response God might be praised and glorified.



It 1s of the essence of this responsible freedom, Brunner goes on to say, that its purpose may or may
not be fulfilled. And it is at this point that he introduces the distinction between the image of God in
the formal and material sense:

Thus it is part of the divinely created nature of man that it should have both a formal and a
material aspect. The fact that man must respond, that he is responsible, is fixed; no amount of
human freedom, nor of the sinful misuse of freedom, can alter this fact. Man is, and remains,
responsible, whatever his personal attitude to his Creator may be. He may deny his
responsibility, and he may misuse his freedom, but he cannot get rid of his responsibility.
Responsibility is part of the unchangeable structure of man's being.

By the formal aspect of the image of God, therefore, Brunner means man's responsibility, his
capacity to respond to God's love, his need to give an answer to God. We ought to answer God's
love with our own love, but even where we do not do so, we are still giving answers to God. This
formal aspect of the image of God applies not only, however, to man's relation to God; it also
concerns his relation to his neighbor: he has a responsibility to love and care for his fellowman.

Though the term formal image suggests an abstract concept, Brunner insists that the formal image has
content. For example, he says that such things as freedom, reason, conscience, and language belong to
the image in this sense.

Further, the image of God 1n this formal sense cannot be lost; it is not abolished by man's sin. One
cannot lose the formal image without ceasing to be a human being.

Whatever kind of response man may make to the call of the Creator—in any case he does
respond even if his reply is: "I do not know any Creator, and I will not obey any God." Even
this answer is an answer, and 1t comes under the inherent law of responsibility. This formal
essential structure cannot be lost. It is identical with human existence as such, and indeed with
the quality of being which all human beings possess equally; it only ceases where true human
living ceases—on the borderline of imbecility or madness.

The 1image of God in this formal sense 1s what Brunner calls the Old Testament conception of the
image: "In the thought of the Old Testament the fact that man has been 'made in the Image of God'
means something which man can never lose; even when he sins he cannot lose it." Brunner grants,
however, that this aspect of the image of God is also taught in the New Testament in two passages: 1
Corinthians 11:7 and James 3:9.

The New Testament simply assumes and presupposes the fact that man has been created in the image
of God. What matters most, however, to the New Testament writers, particularly to the apostles, is
that man should give the kind of answer the Creator intends, the kind of response that honors and
glorifies God, the response of reverent and grateful love—a response that is to be given not just in
words but by one's entire life. This proper response, which consists of love for God and love for the
neighbor, 1s what Brunner calls the material aspect of the image of God.
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The New Testament reveals that man has not been giving this right answer to God; he has been giving
the wrong answer, seeking himself instead of seeking God, glorifying himself and other creatures
instead of giving glory to God. Man now "lives in contradiction not only to the will of God, but also
to his own creaturely nature, in contradiction with himself." In this sense (the material aspect) man
has lost the image of God—wholly, and not partially.

The chief message of the New Testament is how this lost image of God in man is being restored in
and through Jesus Christ. This restoration of the image 1s identical with the gift of God in Jesus
Christ received by faith. The restoration of the image is, in fact, the heart of the doctrine of
reconciliation: "The whole work of Jesus Christ in reconciliation and redemption may be summed up
in this central conception of the renewal and consummation of the Divine Image in man."

Since Christ 1s the true image of God, the restoration of the image means existence in Christ, the
Word made flesh.

Jesus Christ is the true /mago Dei, which man regains when through faith he is "in Jesus Christ."
Faith in Jesus is therefore the restauratio imaginis [restoration of the image], because he
restores to us that existence in the Word of God which we had lost through sin. When man enters
into the love of God revealed in Christ he becomes truly human. True human existence is
existence in the love of God.

Brunner insists that it is important for us to maintain the distinction between these two aspects of the
image:

It is evident that our thought will become terribly muddled if the two ideas of the Imago Dei—
the "formal" and "structural" one of the Old Testament, and the "material" one of the New
Testament—are either confused with one another or treated as identical. The result will be:
either that we must deny that the sinner possesses the quality of humanity at all; or, that which
makes him a human being must be severed from the /mago Dei; or, the loss of the Imago in the
material sense must be regarded merely as an obscuring or a partial corruption of the /mago,
which lessens the heinousness of sin. All these three false solutions disappear, once the
distinction is rightly made.

How, then, are these two aspects of the image related? As we have seen, the image in the material
sense has been lost because of man's sinfulness, and must be restored in man through the redemptive
process. The formal image, however, has not been lost. Man continues to be a responsible being who
ought to give the right answer to God and who ought to give the right answer to his fellowman. "As
man was made for love to God, so he is made for love to men. This 1s the true meaning and goal of
his existence." When man rebels against God, therefore, he still stands before God—only in the
wrong way.

Brunner puts it this way: "The loss of the /mago, in the material sense, presupposes the /mago in the
formal sense." So the two aspects of the image of God must always be recognized, must always be
held in tension. In one sense the image of God has been lost, but in another sense it has been retained.



Brunner also puts it this way:

Man's relation with God, which determines his whole being, has not been destroyed by sin, but
it has been perverted. Man does not cease to be the being who is responsible to God, but his
responsibility has been altered from a state of being-in-love to a state of being-under-the-law, a
life under the wrath of God.

Brunner goes on to make a rather puzzling statement: "From the side of God, therefore, this
distinction between the 'formal' and the 'material’ does not exist; it is not legally valid. But it does
exist—wrongly." I would have preferred to say that this distinction ought not to exist (rather than
does not exist). What Brunner means, I presume, is that God did not intend that the image should be
split into these two aspects. God intended the image to remain unitary, but sin has split it into these
two aspects. When the image has been totally renewed, it will be unitary once again.

We may appreciate much about Brunner's exposition of the image of God: (1) his dynamic
understanding of the image, which for him must be seen in the light of the encounter between God and
man, which is basic to human existence; (2) his finding love to be central in the image of God, rather
than reason or intellect; (3) his emphasis on the devastating effects of sin on the image of God; (4)

his retention of the twofold aspect of the image; and (5) his insistence that fallen man is still in a very
real sense in the image of God.

In other respects, however, I have some real problems with Brunner's view. First, Brunner's denial
of the historical Fall repudiates Pauline teaching about the first Adam, and raises serious doubts
about the historicity of the second Adam, namely, Jesus Christ. This point is extremely important. In
Romans 5:12-21 Paul contrasts the condemnation we have received through the fall of the first Adam
with the righteousness we receive through the obedience of the second Adam. If, however, the first
Adam was merely figurative or symbolic, how can we be certain that the second Adam, to whom
Paul refers in the same passage, is not also figurative or symbolic? In this passage Paul is obviously
speaking of two heads—one through whom we fell into sin, and another through whom we are saved.
If one should say that the first head never existed, what becomes of Paul's argument?

Paul Jewett's comments on this matter are very much to the point:

Paul's doctrine is: At a given time and in a given place the first man committed a sinful act of
transgression against the will of God. If we remove the time-space form in which this
proposition is cast, what is there left to talk about? Brunner may continue to speak of the fall as
an "event" in quotes, he may call it primal history, or he may affirm, as he did in one place, that
he does not know what the fall is, nor why and how it happened. But the prosaic mind can
hardly escape the suspicion that an event which did not happen in time and space did not happen
at all.

Furthermore, the idea that the historical form in which Paul cast his doctrine of the fall is
immaterial to that doctrine, is only its "alphabet," so to speak, is preposterous. The whole thrust
of Paul in Romans 5:12-21 is to illustrate how men can be justified on the basis of another's
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righteousness, not their own; namely, the righteousness of Christ, by an appeal to the way in
which they are condemned on the basis of another man's sin, not their own; namely, Adam's....
To abandon the existence of the first Adam does not alter the form of such an argument, for the
simple reason [that] there is no argument left to have a form....

Brunner, by abandoning this Biblical parallelism, enervates the force of his argument for the
absolute necessity of the Jesus event. It is obvious enough why he insists on this point.... What is
not evident is zow Brunner justifies his insistence upon this point. He has never anywhere
indicated how it is possible to existentialize the first Adam and insist on the historicity of the
second.

A second point of criticism is this: Brunner's denial of the historical Fall also calls into question the
distinction he wants to maintain between creation and sin. If there was no point in time in which man
first rebelled against God and thus became sinful, how did man become sinful? Was it possibly
because of some defect in the way he had been created?

Third, Brunner insists that the image of God in the formal sense has been retained despite man's
sinfulness: man still remains a being who 1s answerable to God, even when he gives God the wrong
answer. Yet, as we have seen, the formal image in Brunner has content: freedom, reason, conscience,
and language are included in it. Is it then correct to say that this formal image has been completely
retained? Has it been retained in its full integrity? Has not sin also affected this formal image, in the
sense that man's reason, conscience, and freedom have been corrupted and perverted by sin (as
Calvin so strongly affirmed)?



G. C. Berkouwer

We conclude this historical study by examining the conception of the image of God taught by a contemporary Dutch theologian, Gerrit
C. Berkouwer. Born in 1903, he was Professor of Dogmatics at the Free University of Amsterdam from 1945 until his retirement in
1973. The volume in which he sets forth his views on man is Man: The Image of God.

Like Barth and Brunner, Berkouwer rejects the thought that the image of God in man is to be found
primarily in man's intellect or reason. He deems contrary to the Bible those definitions that find the
essence of man to be his reason, since they do not emphasize what the Scriptures present as the
unique characteristic of man: namely, his inescapable relatedness to God. For Berkouwer man must
always be seen as he stands before the face of the Almighty, bound to God religiously in the totality
of his existence. This relatedness to God, moreover, is not something added to man but is constitutive
of his being. Whoever tries to see the human person apart from this relatedness to God will always
fail to see him as he really is.

In this connection Berkouwer makes a comment that sounds a note of caution to all psychologists,
sociologists, psychiatrists, physicians, and so on: "The sciences which deal with certain aspects of
man can make no more than a partial contribution towards our understanding of man, and cannot
unveil the secret of the whole man."

The first major problem about the image of God that Berkouwer tackles is the question of whether
we may properly speak about the image in both a broader and a narrower sense. Reformed
theologians have traditionally made this kind of distinction when speaking about the image of God.
For example, Louis Berkhof, in his Manual of Christian Doctrine, following the Dutch theologian
Herman Bavinck, distinguishes between the image of God in a restricted and in a more
comprehensive sense. The restricted or narrower image, Berkhof says, consists in "the spiritual
qualities with which man was created, namely, true knowledge, righteousness and holiness." The
image in the more comprehensive or broader sense means that man is "a spiritual being, rational,
moral, and immortal; in the body, not as a material substance, but as the organ of the soul; and in
man's dominion over the lower creation." It is then usually also said that, whereas the image in its
narrower sense has been completely lost through man's fall into sin, the image in the broader sense
has not been lost but has been corrupted and perverted by sin.

Berkouwer suggests that Reformed theologians made this distinction for two reasons: they
recognized that (1) man, though fallen, still remains man; and (2) man, through his fall into sin, has
lost that conformity to God's will which marked his life before the Fall. Reformed scholars therefore
began to concern themselves with the question of what in man was not lost through sin. This type of
discussion led to the assertion that there 1s an aspect of the image of God that was not lost through
sin.

Berkouwer questions the validity of this distinction between the broader and narrower aspects of the
image of God. In the second chapter of his book he sets forth five difficulties that he has with the so-



called twofold-image concept:

1. The attempt to describe the image of God in the broader sense tends to make us think of the image
primarily in terms of man's ontological and psychological structure. When we try to define the image
of God by means of such concepts as reason, morality, and freedom, Berkouwer insists, we are soon
involved in speculations that find no support in Scripture.

2. If we begin our description of the image of God by trying to describe the "essence" or "being" of
man, we then have to add man's relatedness to God as a kind of appendix. But this would be quite out
of harmony with Scripture, which always puts man's relatedness to God at the center.

3. If we try to speak of a narrower aspect of the image that has been lost and of a broader aspect that
has been retained, are we not operating with two divergent and perhaps even contradictory
conceptions of the image? By the narrower image we mean active conformity to God's will in a life
of obedience, and by the broader image we mean an analogy of being to God's being, which consists
of the possession of reason, will, and other qualities. But these two conceptions of the image are so
diverse that it 1s impossible to unite them into a meaningful synthesis.

4. The distinction between the broader and narrower image involves the danger of losing sight of
man's radical corruption because of sin, by suggesting the possibility that the broader aspect of the
image points to something in man that has not been affected by sin. Proponents of the double-image
concept, continues Berkouwer, speak of an aspect of the image of God that is retained after the Fall.
When they do so, are they not implying that there is something in man that sin has not perverted? To
combat this possible implication, Berkouwer quotes Herman Bavinck to the effect that the image in
the broader sense has been "corrupted and devastated" (bedorven en verwoest) by sin. But then the
question arises for Berkouwer whether the expression "image of God in the wider sense" still has
any valid meaning. Has this image still been retained if it has been "corrupted and devastated"? Can
one really say that man in revolt against God still bears the image of God? Or should we not rather
say that man in revolt is in many ways precisely the opposite of the image of God?

5. The distinction between the broader and narrower image involves a certain arbitrariness in the
determination of what does and what does not belong to the image of God in the broader sense.
Various theologians come up with different attributes or qualities in man that allegedly belong to the
broader image. These different descriptions of the broader image, however, neither agree with each
other nor are specifically drawn from Scripture.

In Chapter 3. I argued that Genesis 9:6 and James 3:9 teach that there is a sense in which fallen man
1s still in the image of God. How does Berkouwer interpret these passages? He reproduces with
appreciation and obvious approval the views of Klaas Schilder, F. K. Schumann, and E. Schlink on
the meaning of these texts. According to these scholars, Genesis 9:6 and James 3:9 do not intend to
teach us that fallen man is still in the image of God, but only that God did make man in his image at
the time of creation, and that, at some time in the future, he may again, through the instrumentality of
God's grace, bear the image of God. In other words, these passages tell us what man was in the past
and what he may be in the future, but say nothing about what fallen man apart from the redemptive
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work of God is at the present time. This is apparently Berkouwer's view of the meaning of these
passages, though it is regrettable that he nowhere himself gives us detailed exegeses of these
important texts.

It may be noted in passing that Berkouwer does not see in man's having been given dominion over the
rest of creation a description of the content of the image of God.

While he grants that the Scriptures nowhere give us a systematic doctrine of what the image of God
includes, Berkouwer follows Calvin and Herman Bavinck in calling attention to two ways in which
the New Testament sheds light on the meaning of the image of God: (1) by what it says about the
restoration of the image in the regenerate, and (2) by what it says about Christ, who is in a unique
way the image of God. Berkouwer therefore proceeds to discuss the new self (or "new man") as
pictured in the New Testament, in contrast with the o/d self (or "old man"), as a way of showing
what the Bible says about the meaning of the image.

The 1image of God becomes visible in the life of this new self, who has put off the old self, has
learned to know Christ, and has been taught in him. In this tremendous change that Christ brings
about, man arrives at his true humanity.

Thus when we consider the image of God in man as it is restored in Christ, we are not
concerned with some "analogy" of ego or personality or self-consciousness, but rather with the
fulness of the new life which can be described as a new relationship with God, and in this
relationship as the reality of salvation.

This new self is recognizable in the new direction of man's life. The new life is a new birth, a living
in love, a walking in the truth, a passing out of death into life. It is a new inner disposition of heart
that reveals itself in a new outward walk. This life 1s in conformity with the will of God. In it man,
like the Prodigal Son, truly comes to himself. Therefore in this new life, described variously as
newness, fellowship, peace, or joy, man is re-created after the image of God.

In this connection Berkouwer discusses the dynamics of the imitation of God. He cites such biblical
passages as Ephesians 5:1-2, "Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a
life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us." The image of God is therefore not
Just a static entity; it is a dynamic challenge to consecrated living! The Christian must constantly
strive in God's strength to be /ike God 1n his daily life. We must forgive as our Heavenly Father
forgives; we must love as God loves; we must try to be perfect as our Father in heaven is perfect.
This imitation of God must assume the form of an imitation of Christ. We must try to be like Christ,
particularly by living in love.

However, we must never think of this imitation of God apart from our fellowship with others. The
renewal of the image of God must never be conceived of in an individualistic way, but always in
connection with our relatedness to others. It is in this analogy of love, not in the scholastic analogy
of being, that Berkouwer sees the image of God in man.
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This renewal of man's life in the image of God is a product of God's redemptive work. However, this
renewal also involves man's active participation. The passage in Ephesians 5 particularly stresses
this aspect: we are to "be imitators of God...."

The renewal of the image of God also has an eschatological dimension. It will not be completed
during this present life; we shall not totally reflect the image of God until the life to come. The
apostle John puts it this way: "Beloved, we are God's children now; it does not yet appear what we
shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like him" (1 John 3:2, RSV).

Berkouwer further observes that we can learn about the meaning of the image by looking at Jesus
Christ, who 1s the perfect image of God (see 2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15). This implies first of all that the
most central thing in the image of God is not "reason" or "will" but love, since what comes most fully
into focus as we look at Christ is his amazing love. This also implies that to be renewed in the image
of God means to become more and more like Christ (Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18). Through regeneration
and faith believers become one with Christ and become members of Christ, who 1s himself the
unique image of God.

Berkouwer also comments on the relation of the word representation to the image of God. To be in
the image of God means that man represents God here on earth. This implies that man must make his
likeness to God visible—not in the sense of "theatrical holiness" but in the sense of Matthew 5:16,
"Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father
who is in heaven" (RSV).

We may sum up Berkouwer's conception of the meaning of the image of God by saying that it is
dynamic, not static. For him the image does not consist in certain structural qualities that resemble
similar qualities in God, but in concretely visible sanctification—that is, in the newness of life to
which we are restored in Christ. This renewal of the image 1s both a gift from God and the task of
man. The image of God and its renewal is therefore not a static entity but an ever-beckoning ideal, a
challenge to consecrated living.

While rejecting the idea that fallen man has retained the image in the broader sense, Berkouwer does
not mean to deny that fallen man is still man. What traditional Reformed theologians called the
"retained broader image" Berkouwer calls man's "continuing humanity." Scripture, however,
emphasizes not only this retained humanity as such, but its corruption by sin. Man in his apostasy
from God abuses his reason, perverts his will, and loves himself instead of God and others.
However, God's common grace restrains the outward manifestation of this corruption in such a way
that civilization, culture, and a certain measure of external conformity to the will of God (apart from
the inner renewal of the heart) is still possible in this present world.

Berkouwer has given us a challenging and stimulating study of the biblical concept of the image of
God. We appreciate his insistence that we cannot understand man apart from his inescapable
relatedness to God and to his fellowmen. Further, we also appreciate his balanced view of the
present state of fallen man: apart from the redemptive work of God, man today is pervasively
depraved, but yet there 1s a restraint of sin even in the unregenerate through God's common grace. We
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are especially grateful for what is probably his outstanding contribution: his dynamic view of the
image of God as meaning our renewal by the Holy Spirit into an active and growing likeness to God.

On the other hand, however, I have some serious difficulties with Berkouwer's view—difficulties
that center in his denial of the so-called twofold image. As we saw in Chapter 3., the Bible does
lead us to see the image in a twofold sense, and to see fallen man as still in an important sense an
image-bearer of God. Therefore, I have several objections to Berkouwer's position.

First, two passages of Scripture, Genesis 9:6 ("Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his
blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made man") and James 3:9 ("With the tongue we
praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness"),
speak of fallen man as still being in the image of God. To be sure, passages like Colossians 3:10 and
Ephesians 4:24 describe man's need to be renewed according to God's image. But these texts do not
negate or nullify the clear biblical statements about the retention of the image. If we put these two
types of passages together, we conclude that there must be a sense in which fallen man still bears the
image of God, but that there must also be a sense in which he no longer bears that image. Hence the
distinction between the broader and narrower aspects of the image 1s necessary.

Furthermore, Genesis 1:26 ("Then God said, 'Let us make man in our image, after our likeness...',"
RSV) does not refer only to a certain way in which man should live, but to man himself in the totality
of his existence. As was said above, I appreciate Berkouwer's emphasis on the image as meaning
man's proper functioning in obedience to God, in conformity to God's will. This is indeed a biblical
emphasis. According to the scriptural data, however, the image of God consists of more than mere
functioning; it concerns not only what man does but also what he is. For Berkouwer the image of God
1s only a verb: man ought to image God; since fallen man no longer images God, he is no longer an
image-bearer of God. But the Genesis passage indicates that the image of God is also a noun, that
that image refers to the uniqueness of man's existence, and that the image is inseparable from man's
being man.

Finally, Berkouwer's distinction between man's continuing humanity (which persists after the Fall)
and the image of God (which, according to him, was wholly lost in the Fall) implies that the image of
God is somehow separable from man's essence. The image of God, in Berkouwer's thinking, is
therefore something like an accessory on an automobile—something that may be desirable but is not
really necessary. New automobiles today come equipped either with or without air-conditioning; if
you, to save money, decide to order your next car without air-conditioning, you may not be as
comfortable in the summer as your neighbor who has an air-conditioned car, but you will still be
driving an automobile. Comparably, in Berkouwer's view, the image of God is so nonessential to
human existence that man can still be man without it. But does not the Bible indicate that what is
unique about man, in distinction from all other creatures, is that he was created to be an image-bearer
of God, and that such image bearing is essential and not accidental to his existence?

Herman Bavinck has put it well:

Man does not simply bear or have the image of God; he is the image of God.
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From the doctrine that man has been created in the image of God flows the clear implication that
that image extends to man in his entirety. Nothing in man is excluded from the image of God. All
creatures reveal traces of God, but only man is the image of God. And he is that image totally, in
soul and body, in all faculties and powers, in all conditions and relationships. Man is the image
of God because and insofar as he is true man, and he 1s man, true and real man, because and
insofar as he 1s the image of God.



Chapter S.
The Image of God: A Theological Summary

The purpose of this chapter will be to give a summarizing theological description of the meaning and
significance of the doctrine of the image of God. As we have seen, it is said only about man—not
about any other creature—that he or she has been created in the image of God. To be in the image of
God, therefore, must be an indication of what is unique about humankind. The concept of the image of
God is the heart of Christian anthropology.

When the Bible says that God created man in his own image, it certainly intends to say that man at the
time of his creation was obedient to God and loved God with all his heart (note, e.g., Gen. 1:31,
"And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good," RSV). But the statement
"God created man in his own image" (v. 27) obviously intends to do more than just describe man's
spiritual and moral integrity. That is, it sets man apart from the rest of God's creation, by indicating
that he was formed in a unique way. The statement does not merely tell us in what direction man was
living his life in the beginning (namely, in obedience to God); it describes him in the totality of his
existence. Man, these words tell us, is a being whose entire constitution images and reflects God.

In our earlier discussion of Berkouwer's view of the image of God, I quoted Herman Bavinck, who
said that according to the Bible man does not just bear or have the image of God but is the image of
God, and that the image of God extends to man in his entirety. All this implies that the image of God
1s not something accidental to man, which he can lose without ceasing to be man, but is essential to
his existence.

The basic thought underlying the word image (tselem and demuth in Hebrew) is that of likeness;
these words tell us that man as he was created was like God. Genesis 1:26-28, which describes
man's creation in the image of God, does not tell us precisely in what this likeness to God consists.
More will be said later on this matter. But we should note at the outset that the concept of man as the

image or likeness of God tells us that man as he was created was to mirror God and to represent
God.

First, he was to mirror God. As a mirror reflects, so man should reflect God. When one looks at a
human being, one ought to see in him or her a certain reflection of God. Another way of putting this 1is
to say that in man God is to become visible on earth. To be sure, other creatures, and even the
heavens, declare the glory of God, but only in man does God become visible. Reformed theologians
speak of God's general revelation, in which he reveals his presence, power, and divinity through the
works of his hands. But in the creation of man God revealed himself in a unique way, by making
someone who was a kind of mirror image of himself. No higher honor could have been given to man
than the privilege of being an image of the God who made him.

This fact is tied in with the prohibition of image making found in the second commandment of the
Decalogue: "You shall not make for yourself a graven image" (Ex. 20:4, RSV). God does not want
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his creatures to make images of him, since he has already created an image of himself: a living,
walking, talking image. If you wish to see what I am like, God is saying, look at my most
distinguished creature: man. This means that when man 1s what he ought to be, others should be able
to look at him and see something of God in him: something of God's love, God's kindness, and God's
goodness.

Second, man also represents God. Man was created in such a way that he was able to do this. If it is
true that when one looks at man he should see something of God in him, it follows that man
represents God on earth. Ancient rulers often set up images of themselves in distant parts of their
realms; an image of this sort then represented the ruler, stood for his authority, and reminded his
subjects that he was indeed their king. In Daniel 3, for example, we read that King Nebuchadnezzar
set up an image on the plain of Dura, commanding his subjects to fall down in worship before it.
Though the biblical text does not specifically say so, we may presume that the image was a likeness
of Nebuchadnezzar himself, and thus represented the king.

Man, then, was created in God's image so that he or she might represent God, like an ambassador
from a foreign country. As an ambassador represents his country's authority, so man (both male and
female) must represent the authority of God. As an ambassador 1s concerned to advance the best
interests of his country, so man must seek to advance God's program for this world. As God's
representatives, we should support and defend what God stands for, and should promote what God
promotes. As God's representatives, we must not do what we like, but what God desires. Through us
God works out his purposes on this earth. In us people should be able to encounter God, to hear his
word, and to experience his love. Man is God's representative.

If it 1s true that the whole person is the image of God, we must also include the body as part of the
image. Unfortunately, theologians have often denied this. J. Gresham Machen, for example, put it this
way: "The 'image of God' cannot well refer to man's body, because God is a spirit; it must therefore
refer to man's soul." Calvin, as we have seen, was not quite so one-sided; though he found the
primary seat of the image of God to be in the soul, he admitted that "there was no part of man, not
even the body itself, in which some sparks [of the image] did not glow." Herman Bavinck, however,
clearly affirmed that man's body is included in the image:

Man's body also belongs to the image of God.... The body is not a tomb but a wondrous
masterpiece of God, constituting the essence of man as fully as the soul... it belongs so
essentially to man that, though through sin it is violently torn away from the soul [in death], it is
nevertheless again united with the soul in the resurrection.

When we think of man in connection with the various relationships in which he functions, we are confirmed in the conclusion that the
image of God in man does not concern only a part of him (the "soul" or the "spiritual" aspect) but the entire person.
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Structural and Functional Aspects

In our discussion of Berkouwer's views, | raised the question of the distinction between the broader and narrower aspects of the image
of God. In this connection, I cited Louis Berkhof as a proponent of the view that the image of God has these two aspects, and we
discussed his understanding of what is included in each of these aspects. According to this view, the image of God in the narrower
sense was totally lost through man's fall into sin; the image in the broader sense, however, was not lost but was corrupted and perverted.

This distinction concerns the question of the relation between what could be called the structural and
the functional aspects of man. The problem is this: Must we think of the image of God in man as
involving only what man is and not what he does, or only what he does and not what he is, or both
what he is and what he does? Is "image of God" only a description of the way in which the human
being functions, or is it also a description of the kind of being he or she is? Some theologians lay
most of their emphasis here on the structural aspect (what kind of being man is), whereas other
theologians lay most of their emphasis on the functional aspect (what man does).

It 1s my conviction that we need to maintain both aspects. Since the image of God includes the whole
person, it must include both man's structure and man's functioning. One cannot function without a
certain structure. An eagle, for example, propels itself through the air by flying—this is one of'its
functions. The eagle would be unable to fly, however, unless it had wings—one of its structures.
Similarly, human beings were created to function in certain ways: to worship God, to love the
neighbor, to rule over nature, and so on. But they cannot function in these ways unless they have been
endowed by God with the structural capacities that enable them to do so. So structure and function
are both involved when we think of man as the image of God.

On this question a certain shift has taken place in Christian theology. Earlier theologians said that the
image of God in man was to be found primarily in his structural capacities (his possession of reason,
morality, and the like), whereas his functioning was thought of as a kind of appendix to his structure.
More recent theologians, however, have affirmed that the functioning of man (his worshiping,
serving, loving, ruling, etc.) constitute the essence of the image of God. The danger involved in the
latter view is the temptation to think of the image only in terms of function—a conception just as one-
sided as that which sees image only in terms of structure.

The image of God involves both structure and function. Various terms have been used to describe
these two aspects: broader and narrower image (H. Bavinck, L. Berkhof), formal and material image
(Brunner), substance and relationships (Hendrikus Berkhof), endowment and creativity (David
Cairns). But both are essential facets of the image of God. Herman Bavinck put it this way:

By means of their distinction between the image of God in the broader and narrower sense
Reformed theologians have most clearly maintained the connection between substance and
quality, nature and grace, creation and redemption.

But, one may ask, what belongs to the image of God in the broader, formal, or structural aspect?
Theologians have given various answers to this question. Early in the history of Christian theology,



as we have seen, man's intellectual and rational powers were singled out as one of the most
important, if not the most important, features of the image of God in this broader sense. Certainly
included in the image here is man's moral sensitivity (his ability to distinguish between right and
wrong) and his conscience. Included also 1s the capacity for religious worship (what Calvin called
the sensus divinitatis or "awareness of divinity"). An important human quality frequently mentioned
by recent theologians is that of responsibility: man's ability to respond to God and to his fellowmen,
and his being held responsible for the way in which he makes these responses.

We could mention a great many other capacities or qualities, such as, for example, man's volitional
powers, or his ability to make decisions. Another quality is man's aesthetic sense, whereby human
beings not only can appreciate the beauty that God has lavished on his creation, but also can create
artistic beauty of their own—in painting, sculpture, poetry, and music. In fact, the gifts of speech and
of song are also qualities of man that belong to this aspect. Indeed, we could make this list much
longer. In sum, then, we may say that by the image of God in the broader or structural sense we mean
the entire endowment of gifts and capacities that enable man to function as he should in his various
relationships and callings.

The question may be asked, Why should the gifts and capacities just mentioned be thought of as
belonging to the image of God? The answer is that in all of these capacities man is like God, and
therefore images him. Man's rational powers, for example, reflect God's reason, and enable man
now, in a sense, to think God's thoughts after him. Man's moral sensitivity reflects something of the
moral nature of God, who 1s the supreme determiner of right and wrong. Our capacity for
fellowshiping with God in worship reflects the fellowship that Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have
with each other. Our ability to respond to God and to fellow human beings imitates God's ability and
willingness to respond to us when we pray to him. Our ability to make decisions reflects in a small
way the supreme directing power of him "who works out everything in conformity with the purpose
of his will" (Eph. 1:11). Our sense of beauty is a feeble reflection of the God who scatters beauty
profusely over snow-crowned peaks, lake-jeweled valleys, and awe-inspiring sunsets. Our gift of
speech 1s an imitation of him who constantly speaks to us, both in his world and in his word. And our
gift of song echoes the God who rejoices over us with singing (Zeph. 3:17).

What, now, do we mean by the image of God in the narrower, material, or functional sense?
Traditionally, Reformed theologians have described the image of God in this sense as consisting in
true knowledge, righteousness, and holiness. They derived this description in part from two
Scripture passages: Colossians 3:10 ("... and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in
knowledge in the image of its Creator") and Ephesians 4:24 ("... and to put on the new self, created
to be like God in true righteousness and holiness"). Various theologians have described this aspect of
the image in several ways: as man's giving the right answer to God (Brunner); as man's living in love
toward God and toward his neighbor (Otto Weber); as man's living in the right relationship to God,
the neighbor, and creation (Hendrikus Berkhof); or as "concretely visible sanctification" (G. C.
Berkouwer). Thus, the image of God in the narrower sense means man's proper functioning in
harmony with God's will for him.

These two aspects of the image of God (broader and narrower, structural and functional, or formal
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and material) can never be separated. Whenever we look at the human person, both aspects must
always be taken into account. Man's fall into sin, however, has done damage to the way he images
God. Whereas before the Fall we imaged God in the proper way, after the Fall we are no longer able
to do so in our own strength, since we are now living in a state of rebellion against God.

This being so, one might conceivably think that man after the Fall is no longer an image-bearer of
God (and, as we have seen, some theologians have indeed taught this). From the scriptural data we
examined earlier, however, it is clear that we ought not to say this. According to the biblical
evidence (as we noted in Chap. 3), fallen man is still considered to be an image-bearer of God,
although other evidence shows that he no longer images God properly, and therefore must again be
restored to the image of God. Thus, there is a sense in which fallen man is still an image-bearer of
God but also a sense in which he must be renewed in that image. We ought not therefore to say that
the image of God has been totally lost through man's fall into sin; we ought rather to say that the
image has been perverted or distorted by the Fall. Yet the image is still there. What makes sin so
serious 1is precisely the fact that man is now using God-given and God-imaging powers and gifts to
do things that are an affront to his Maker.

The distinction between the structural and the functional aspects of the image of God helps us to
verbalize man's pre-Fall and post-Fall condition. When man was created, he possessed the image of
God 1n the structural or broader sense, and at the same time imaged God properly in the functional or
narrower sense, since he lived in perfect obedience to God. After man had fallen into sin, however,
he retained the image of God in the structural or broader sense but lost it in the functional or
narrower sense. That is to say, fallen human beings still possess the gifts and capacities with which
God has endowed them, but they now use these gifts in sinful and disobedient ways. In the process of
redemption God by his Spirit renews the image in fallen human beings—that is, enables them once
again to use their God-reflecting gifts in such a way as to image God properly—at least in principle.
After the resurrection of the body, on the new earth, redeemed humanity will once again be able to
image God perfectly.

The 1image of God in man must therefore be seen as involving both the structure of man (his gifts,
capacities, and endowments) and the functioning of man (his actions, his relationships to God and to
others, and the way he uses his gifts). To stress either of these at the expense of the other is to be one-
sided. We must see both, but we need to see the structure of man as secondary and his functioning as
primary. God has created us in his image so that we may carry out a task, fulfill a mission, pursue a
calling. To enable us to perform that task, God has endowed us with many gifts—gifts that reflect
something of his greatness and glory. To see man as the image of God is to see both the task and the
gifts. But the task is primary; the gifts are secondary. The gifts are the means for fulfilling the task.



Christ as the True Image of God

As we continue to ask what we must understand by the image of God, we are reminded of the fact that in the New Testament Christ is
called the image of God par excellence; he is the "image of the invisible God" (Col. 1:15). If, therefore, we wish to know what the image
of God in man is really like, we must first look at Christ. This means, among other things, that what is central in the image of God is not
such matters as reason or intelligence but rather love, since what stands out more than anything else in the life of Christ is his amazing
love. In Christ, in other words, we see clearly what is hidden in Genesis 1: namely, what man as the perfect image of God should be like.

When we look at Jesus Christ, we realize that there is a twofold strangeness about him. There is,
first, the strangeness of his deity. He is the God-man, the one who is bold enough to say that he and
the Father are one—a statement that made the Jews accuse him of blasphemy (John 10:31-33). He is
the one who forgives sins—something only God is supposed to do. He is the one who even dares to
say, "Before Abraham was born, I am!" (John 8:58).

But there is also the strangeness of his humanity. Though genuinely human, he 1s unique in his
humanity. He is totally sinless. His obedience to the Father is perfect, his prayer life is unexcelled,
his love for people is fathomless. And then we realize that this strangeness makes us ashamed,
because it tells us what we all should be like. The strangeness of the human Jesus holds a mirror
before us; it is an exemplary strangeness, for it tells us what God's intentions are for each of us.

When we look more closely at the life of Christ we see that he was, first of all, wholly directed
toward God. At the beginning of his ministry, though sorely tempted by the devil, Jesus resisted
temptation, in obedience to the Father. He often spent whole nights in prayer to the Father. He once
said, "My food is to do the will of him who sent me, and to finish his work" (John 4:34). At the end
of his earthly life, when he was facing the terrible suffering he would have to undergo as the Savior
of his people, he prayed, "My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as |
will, but as you will" (Matt. 26:39).

Second, we note that Christ is wholly directed toward the neighbor. When people came to him in
need, whether that need was for healing, food, or forgiveness, he was always ready to help them.
When, tired out from a walking tour, Jesus was resting at a well, he was willing to forget his own
fatigue in order to minister to a Samaritan woman. To Zacchaeus he said, "The Son of Man came to
seek and to save what was lost" (Luke 19:10). At another time Jesus said to his disciples, "For the
Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many" (Mark
10:45). Once Jesus indicated what is the greatest love one can show to another: "Greater love has no
one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends" (John 15:13). This is the kind of love Jesus
himself revealed: he laid down #is life for his friends.

Third, Christ rules over nature. With a word of command Jesus stilled the tempest that threatened the
lives of his disciples on the Lake of Galilee. Later he walked on the water to show his mastery over
nature. He was able to bring about a miraculous catch of fish. He multiplied the loaves and changed
water into wine. He healed many diseases, drove out many demons, made the deaf hear, the blind
see, the lame walk, and even raised the dead.
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Were these miraculous deeds evidence of Christ's deity or revelations of what Christ could do in his
humanity in dependence upon his Father in heaven? We cannot separate Christ's human and divine
natures; as the Council of Chalcedon put it, these two natures are always together without mixture,
change, division, or separation. Yet certain biblical statements suggest that Jesus performed these
miracles in his perfect humanity, in dependence on divine power: "But if I drive out demons by the
Spirit of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you" (Matt. 12:28); "'Men of Israel, listen to
this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which

God did among you through him, as you yourselves know"' (from Peter's Pentecost sermon, Acts
2:22).

One cannot be dogmatic about this, however. Jesus was the God-man, and therefore whatever he did,
he did as one who was both divine and human. Obviously we cannot perform miracles as Jesus did;
we cannot still the storm or raise the dead. But we do learn from Christ's life that rulership over
nature is an essential aspect of the functioning of the image of God—one that we must now find our
own ways of implementing,

In sum, from looking at Jesus Christ, the perfect image of God, we learn that the proper functioning of
the image includes being directed toward God, being directed toward the neighbor, and ruling over
nature.
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Man in His Threefold Relationship

Just as Christ, the true image of God, functioned in three relationships, so also must man. Genesis 1, describing man's creation in God's
image, says,

(26) Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all
the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth." (27) So God created man in
his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. (28) And
God blessed them, and God said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue
it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living
thing that moves upon the earth." (RSV)

God has placed man into a threefold relationship: between man and God, between man and his
fellowmen, and between man and nature. The references to God's creation of man, to God's blessing
of man, and to the mandate given him by God indicate the primary relationship in which man stands:
his relationship to God. Man's relationship to his fellowmen is indicated in the words "male and
female he created them." Our relationship to nature is alluded to in God's giving us dominion over
the earth.

Let us now look at each of these relationships in greater detail. As we do so, we shall discover what
1s God's purpose with us, how God intends us to live.

10 be a human being is to be directed toward God. Man is a creature who owes his existence to
God, is completely dependent on God, and is primarily responsible to God. This is his or her first
and most important relationship. All of man's other relationships are to be seen as dominated and
regulated by this one.

To be a human being in the truest sense, therefore, means to love God above all, to trust him and obey
him, to pray to him and to thank him. Since man's relatedness to God is his primary relationship, all
of his life 1s to be lived coram Deo—as before the face of God. Man is bound to God as a fish is
bound to water. When a fish seeks to be free from the water, it loses both its freedom and its life.
When we seek to be "free" from God, we become slaves of sin.

This vertical relationship of man to God is basic to a Christian anthropology, and all anthropologies
that deny this relationship must be considered not only un-Christian but anti-Christian. All views of
man that do not take their starting-point in the doctrine of creation and that therefore look upon him as
an autonomous being who can arrive at what is true and right wholly apart from God or from God's
revelation in Scripture are to be rejected as false.

Many years ago Augustine put it this way: "Thou [God] hast made us for thyself, and our hearts are
restless until they find their rest in thee." Calvin expressed a similar thought when he wrote, "All
men are born to live to the end that they may know God." G. C. Berkouwer has similarly emphasized
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man's inescapable relatedness to God: "Scripture is concerned with man in his relation to God, in
which he can never be seen as man-in-himself."

This means, further, that we are completely responsible to God in all that we do. Man has been
created as a self, as a person, capable of self-consciousness and self-determination, capable
therefore of responding to God, of answering God, of fellowshiping with God, and of loving God.
This has implications not only for our worship but for our entire life. God's intention with man is that
he might do whatever he does in obedience to God and for the glory of God, so that he uses all his
powers, gifts, and capacities in God's service.

10 be a human being is to be directed toward one's fellowmen. Again we go back to Genesis 1.
Note the close juxtaposition, in verse 27, of "in the image of God he created him" and "male and
female he created them." More than sexual differentiation is involved here, since this is found also in
animals, and the Bible does not say that animals have been created in the image of God. What 1s
being said in this verse is that the human person is not an isolated being who is complete in himself
or herself, but that he or she 1s a being who needs the fellowship of others, who is not complete apart
from others.

This point is made even more vividly in Genesis 2, which describes the creation of Eve: "The Lorp
God said, 'It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him'" (v. 18). The
Hebrew expression rendered "a helper suitable for him" is 'zer kenegdo. Neged (the word
translated as "suitable for him'") means "corresponding to" or "answering to." Literally, therefore, the
expression means "a help answering to him." The words imply that woman complements man,
supplements him, completes him, is strong where he may be weak, supplies his deficiencies and fills
his needs. Man is therefore incomplete without woman. This holds for the woman as well as for the
man. Woman, too, is incomplete without the man; man supplements woman, complements her, fills
her needs, 1s strong where she is weak.

What has just been said, however, must not be interpreted as implying that only a married person can
experience what it means to be truly and fully human. Marriage, to be sure, reveals and illustrates
more fully than any other human institution the polarity and interdependence of the man-woman
relationship. But it does not do so in an exclusive sense. For Jesus himself, the ideal man, was never
married. And in the life to come, when humanity will be totally perfected, there will be no marriage
(Matt. 22:30).

The man-woman relationship, therefore, implies the need for fellowship between human beings. But
what is said in Genesis 1 and 2 about this relationship has implications also for our relationship to
our fellowmen in general. Not only is man incomplete without woman and woman incomplete
without man; man is also incomplete without other men and woman is also incomplete without other
women. Men and women cannot attain to true humanity in isolation; they need the fellowship and
stimulation of others. We are social beings. The very fact that man is told to love his neighbor as
himself implies that man needs his neighbor.

Man cannot be truly human apart from others. This is true even in a psychological and social sense.
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Near the end of the eighteenth century, in the region near the French town of Aveyron, a small boy
was apparently abandoned by his parents and left to fend for himself in the forest of Lacaune. Years
later the boy was found. He resembled an animal more than a human being. He ate nuts, acorns, and
wild fruits. His speech consisted of grunts; he never did learn to talk coherently. It would appear that
apart from contact and fellowship with other human beings a person cannot develop into normal
manhood or womanhood.

The fact that we can only be complete human beings through encounters with fellow human beings 1s
true in other ways as well. It is only through contacts with others that we come to know who we are
and what our strengths and weaknesses are. It is only in fellowship with others that we grow and
mature. It is only in partnership with others that we can fully develop our potentialities. This holds
for all the human relationships in which we find ourselves: family, school, church, vocation or
profession, recreational organizations, and the like.

We enrich each other. This holds true even in a collective sense. We are enriched by people of
different races, different backgrounds, different levels and types of education, different callings and
professions than our own. It is not good for a person to have social fellowship only with others "of
his own kind."

Man's relatedness to others means that every human being should not view his or her gifts and talents
as an avenue for personal aggrandizement, but as a means whereby he or she can enrich the lives of
others. It means that we should be eager to help others, heal their hurts, supply their needs, bear their
burdens, and share their joys. It means that we should love others as ourselves. It means that every
human being has a right to be accepted by others, to belong to others, and to be loved by others. It
means that man's acceptance of and love for others is an essential aspect of his humanness.

10 be a human being is to rule over nature. Genesis 1 also describes man as one who rules over or
has dominion over nature. Man is given dominion over the earth and all that is in the earth.
Theologians, however, have differed over the significance of this ruling. Some have thought of this
dominion as only a side effect of man's having been created in the image of God, not as an essential
aspect of the image. Most interpreters, however, have believed—and rightly so—that man's having
been given dominion over the earth is an essential aspect of the image of God. As God is revealed in
Genesis 1 as ruling over the whole creation, so man is pictured here as God's vicegerent, who rules
over nature as God's representative. Having dominion over the earth, therefore, is essential to man's
existence. He 1s not to be thought of apart from this dominion, any more than he should be thought of
apart from his relationship to God or to his fellow human beings.

Two words are used in Genesis 1 to describe this relationship of man to nature: subdue and have
dominion. The verb rendered subdue 1s a form of the Hebrew verb kabash, which means "to
subdue" or "bring into bondage." This verb tells us that man is to explore the resources of the earth,
to cultivate its land, to mine its buried treasures. Yet we must not think simply about land, plants, and
animals; we must also think about human existence itself insofar as it is an aspect of God's good
creation. Man is called by God to develop all the potentialities found in nature and in humankind as a
whole. He must seek to develop not only agriculture, horticulture, and animal husbandry, but also
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science, technology, and art. In other words, we have here what 1s often called the cultural mandate:
the command to develop a God-glorifying culture. Though these words occur as part of God's
blessing upon man, the blessing implies a mandate.

The other word used in Genesis 1:28 to describe this relationship is translated as "have dominion," a
form of the Hebrew verb radah, meaning "to rule" or "to dominate." It is specifically said that
humankind shall have dominion over the animals. Note in this connection also Genesis 9:2, in which
God says to Noah, as the representative of postflood humanity, "The fear and dread of you will fall
upon all the beasts of the earth... they are given into your hands." Psalm 8 not only echoes this thought
but expands upon it:

Thou [God] hast made him [man] little less than God,
ind dost crown him with glory and honor.
Thou hast given him dominion over the works of thy hands;

hou hast put all things under his feet. (vv. 5-6, RSV)

It is important, however, to note that the proper relationship of man to nature is not simply that of
ruling over it. When we go from Genesis 1 to Genesis 2, we find that Adam was given a specific task
to perform: to work ( ‘@bad) and to take care of (shamar) the Garden of Eden in which he had been
placed (v. 15). The Hebrew word ‘@bad literally means "to serve." The word shamar means "to
guard, watch over, preserve, or care for." Adam, in other words, was not only told to rule over
nature; he was also told to cultivate and care for that portion of the earth in which he had been
placed. If human beings had been commanded only to rule over the earth, this command might easily
have been misconstrued as an open invitation to irresponsible exploitation of the earth's resources.
But the injunction to work and take care of the Garden of Eden implies that we are to serve and
preserve the earth as well as to rule over it.

This third relationship into which man has been placed by God means that man, while standing
below God, stands above nature as its ruler, as the one who 1s summoned to admire its beauties,
discover its secrets, and explore its resources. But man—that is, we —must rule over nature in such
a way as to be its servant as well. We must be concerned to conserve natural resources and to make
the best possible use of them. We must be concerned to prevent the erosion of the soil, the wanton
destruction of forests, the irresponsible use of energy, the pollution of rivers and lakes, and the
pollution of the air we breathe. We must be concerned to be stewards of the earth and of all that is in
it, and to promote whatever will preserve its usefulness and beauty to the glory of God.

How are these three relationships (to God, to each other, and to nature) related to each other? Do they stand loosely next to each other
without any connection, or is there a close connection between them? Is one of these more prominent than the other two? These are
significant questions. For centuries the Christian church has maintained that only the first of these three is really important, and that the
other two relationships are important only as means for fulfilling the first one. Perhaps we could call this first one the vertical
relationship. In recent years, however, there has arisen a kind of horizontalizing version of Christianity. Many have taught that the
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most important relationship is the second one, and that the relationship to God can only find expression in man's relationship with his
neighbor. To this must be added the fact that in our technological age the third relationship seems to be eclipsing the other two. In the
industrial nations at least it seems that most of our energy is being devoted to this third relationship—to the maintenance and
improvement of technology. Some now feel that this third relationship is so dominating our lives that modern man is fast becoming a
slave of the machine and of the computer.

In point of fact, however, God has placed man into all three of these relationships. Each one is as
important and as indispensable as are the other two; we can neither exist nor function properly
without any one of them. Further, they are interrelated. Man is inescapably related to God; this is
indeed the prior and most important relationship. But this relationship does not exist without the
other two, and is not realized apart from the other two. Our relationship to the neighbor is a formin
which our relationship to God realizes itself; as the Bible often teaches, we show our love for God
by means of our love for the neighbor. A person who does not love his neighbor is a liar if he says
that he loves God (1 John 4:20). Our love for God and for the neighbor, further, should also reveal
itself in our rule over and care for God's creation. When we love the neighbor and when we work
responsibly with God's creation, we are at the same time serving God.

We ought now to observe that no other creature lives in precisely the same threefold relationship.
When we say that human beings are responsible to God and that their lives must be consciously
directed toward him, we ascribe to man a relationship to God found in no other creatures except the
angels. When we say that human beings are capable of conscious fellowship with their fellowmen
and that their lives are to be directed toward their neighbors, we ascribe to man a relationship found
in no other creatures, probably not even the angels, who are not bound to each other in the same way
that human beings are. And when we say that human beings have been appointed by God to rule over
and to care for the earth, we ascribe to man a relationship found in no other creatures, not even the
angels.

Each of these three relationships, further, is a reflection of God's own being. Man's responsibility to
God and conscious fellowship with God is a reflection of God's fellowship with and love for man.
Man's fellowship with his fellowmen is a reflection of the inter-Trinitarian fellowship within the
Godhead (cf. John 17:24, "Because you [Father] loved me [the Son] before the creation of the
world"). And man's dominion over the earth reflects the supreme dominion of God the Creator over
all that he has made—so much so that the author of Psalm 8 can say, in connection with man's rule
over the works of God's hands, "Thou hast made him [man] little less than God" (v. 5, RSV).

Since this threefold relationship is unique to man, and since he images God in each of these
relationships, we may conclude, as we did when we looked at Christ as the true image of God, that
the proper functioning of the image of God is to be channeled through these three relationships: to
God, to the neighbor, and to nature. Man has been endowed by God with the qualities and gifts
whereby he is able to function in these relationships. The image of God is to be seen, however, not
just in these capacities, important though they are, but primarily in the way man functions in these
relationships.
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The Original Image

This leads us to a fuller consideration of something mentioned earlier: namely, that to understand the image of God in its full biblical
content, we must see it in the light of creation, fall, and redemption. What we see at the beginning, before man fell into sin, was the
original image. Though we do not know exactly how the image of God revealed itself at that stage of man's history, we may assume
that the original human pair imaged God sinlessly and obediently. Man was then, to quote Augustine, "able not to sin." We may therefore
also assume that at this stage Adam and Eve functioned sinlessly and obediently in all three of the relationships we have just discussed:
in worshiping and serving God, in loving and serving each other, and in ruling over and caring for that area of creation where God had
placed them.

A further comment needs to be made, however. Though the first human pair were sinless, living in
what earlier theologians used to call "the state of integrity," they were not yet at the end of the road.
They were not yet fully developed image-bearers of God; they should have advanced to a higher
stage where their sinlessness would have been unlosable. At the stage where they existed, there was
still the possibility of sin. Bavinck puts it this way:

Adam thus stood not at the end but at the beginning of the road; his condition was a provisional
and temporary one, which could not remain this way, and which had to pass over either into a
state of higher glory or into a fall into sin and death.

Bavinck goes on to suggest that the fact that Adam and Eve still had to live with the possibility of
sinning was, so to speak, the boundary of the image of God:

Adam... had the posse non peccare [able not to sin] but not yet the non posse peccare [not able
to sin]. He still lived in the possibility of sin...; he did not yet have the perfect, unchangeable
love which excludes all fear. Reformed theologians therefore correctly affirmed that this
possibility, this changeableness, this still being able to sin... was not an aspect of or the content
of the image of God, but rather the boundary, limitation, or edge of the image of God.

This much is clear: the integrity in which Adam and Eve existed before the Fall was not a state of
consummate and unchangeable perfection. Man, to be sure, was created in the image of God at the
beginning, but he was not yet a "finished product." He still needed to grow and to be tested. God
wished to determine whether man would be obedient to him freely and voluntarily, in the face of an
actual possibility of disobedience. For this reason God gave Adam a "probationary command": "You
are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die" (Gen. 2:16-17). If Adam and Eve had kept
that command, who knows what the further history of the human race would have been like. But, sad
to say, they disobeyed the command, and thereby plunged themselves, and the human race that was to
follow them, into a sinful state.
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The Perverted Image

After man's fall into sin, the image of God was not annihilated but perverted. The image in its structural sense was still there—man's
gifts, endowments, and capacities were not destroyed by the Fall—but man now began to use these gifts in ways that were contrary to
God's will. What changed, in other words, was not the structure of man but the way in which he functioned, the direction in which he
was going. Again Bavinck has put it well:

Man through the fall... has not become a devil who, incapable of redemption, can no longer
reveal the features of the image of God. But while he has remained really and substantially man
and has still preserved all his human faculties, capacities, and powers, the form, nature,
disposition, and direction of all these powers have been so changed that now instead of doing
the will of God they fulfill the law of the flesh.

Because of the Fall, therefore, the image of God in man, though not destroyed, has been seriously
corrupted. Calvin, it will be recalled, described this image as deformed, vitiated, mutilated, maimed,
disease-ridden, and disfigured. Herman Bavinck at one time even used the word devastated
(verwoestte) to depict what sin has done to the image of God in man (though he would not deny that
fallen man still retains the image of God in a sense).

How has this perversion of the image affected man's functioning in the three relationships into which
God has placed him? Man was created, as we have seen, in order to be properly directed toward
God; he 1s inescapably related to God. But fallen man, instead of worshiping the true God, worships
idols. In the first chapter of Romans Paul indicates the inexcusableness of this perversion of the God-
man relationship:

So they [men who by their wickedness suppress the truth] are without excuse; for although they
knew God they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their
thinking and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and
exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man or birds or animals
or reptiles, (vv. 20-23, RSV)

Whereas primitive man made idols out of wood and stone, modern man, seeking something to
worship, makes idols of a more subtle type: himself, human society, the state, money, fame,
possessions, or pleasure. All such idolatries are perversions of man's capacity for worshiping God.

We could go on to say that instead of using his reason as a means for praising God, fallen man now
uses it as a means for praising himself or human accomplishments. The moral sense with which man
has been endowed he or she now uses in a perverted way, calling wrong right and right wrong. The
gift of speech is used for cursing God instead of praising him. Instead of living in obedience to God,
man is now "man in revolt," living in defiance of God and of God's laws.

The perversion of the image has also affected the second of man's three relationships. Instead of
using his capacity for fellowship to enrich the lives of others, fallen man now uses this gift to
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manipulate others as tools for his selfish purposes. He uses the gift of speech to tell lies instead of
the truth, to hurt his neighbor instead of helping him. Artistic abilities are often prostituted in the
service of lust, and God-given sexual powers are used for perverse and debasing goals. Pornography
and drugs have become big businesses; their purpose is not to help others but to exploit them. The
motto of many in today's world seems to be, "Every man for himself, and the devil take the
hindmost." Man is still inescapably related to others, but instead of loving others he is inclined to
hate them.

In contemporary society this tendency to hate others often takes the form of indifference or alienation.
Indifference toward others is a common phenomenon in our growing urban civilization, where many
people hardly know their next-door neighbors and, what is worse, do not care to know them.
Alienation in its extreme form is well expressed in Jean-Paul Sartre's famous dictum, "Hell is other
people." One sees this alienation at its worst in the criminal who so totally hates his neighbor that he
will steal, brutalize, or murder in order to obtain what he wants.

Perversion has also occurred in the third relationship, that between man and nature. Instead of ruling
the earth in obedience to God, man now uses the earth and its resources for his own selfish purposes.
Having forgotten that he was given dominion over the earth in order to glorify God and to benefit his
fellowmen, man now exercises this dominion in sinful ways. He exploits natural resources without
regard for the future: stripping forests without reforestation, growing crops without crop rotation,
failing to take measures to prevent soil erosion. His factories pollute rivers and lakes, and his
chimneys pollute the air—and nobody seems to care. His discovery of the secret of nuclear fission,
instead of being a boon to humankind, has become a bone-chilling threat that hangs over our heads
like a sword of Damocles. And in his cultural achievements—his literature, his art, his science, his
technology—man's goal is to magnify himself instead of praising his God.

In all these ways, therefore, the image of God in man has been perverted after the Fall. The image is
now malfunctioning—and yet it is still there. The loss of the image of God in the functional sense
presupposes the retention of the image in the structural sense. To be a sinner one must be an image-
bearer of God—one must be able to reason, to will, to make decisions; a dog, which does not
possess the image of God, cannot sin. Man sins with God-imaging gifts.

In fact, the very greatness of man's sin consists in the fact that he is still an image-bearer of God.
What makes sin so heinous is that man 1s prostituting such splendid gifts. Corruptio optimi pessima:
the corruption of the best is the worst.



The Renewed Image

Since the image of God has been perverted through man's fall into sin, it needs to be renewed. This renewal or restoration of the image
is what takes place in the redemptive process. Does this restoration mean that an image that was utterly and totally lost is now given
back? No; it is better to say that the image of God that has become perverted, though not totally lost, is being rectified, is being set
straight again. What happens in the redemptive process is that man who was using his God-imaging powers in wrong ways is now again
enabled to use these powers in right ways.

In Chapter 3. we noted the New Testament teaching about the restoration of the image of God in the
process of redemption. This restoration begins in regeneration, sometimes called "being born
again"—an event that could be defined as "that act of the Holy Spirit, not to be separated from the
preaching and teaching of the Word, whereby he initially brings a person into living union with
Christ and changes his or her heart so that he or she who was spiritually dead becomes spiritually
alive, now ready and willing to believe the gospel and to serve the Lord." The renewal of the image
1s continued in what the Bible calls the work of sanctification—which can be defined as "that
gracious and continuing operation of the Holy Spirit, involving man's responsible participation, by
which the Spirit progressively delivers the regenerated person from the pollution of sin, and enables
him or her to live to the praise of God."

We should therefore note that the renewal of the image of God in man is primarily the work of the
Holy Spirit. Since man, because of his fall into sin, is now spiritually dead, the Spirit must first give
him new spiritual life in regeneration. Since fallen man now uses his God-imaging gifts in perverse
ways, the Spirit must enable him to use these gifts in a God-glorifying way; this is what happens in
the process of sanctification. Sanctification, therefore, ought to be understood as the progressive
renewal of man in the image of God. This renewal, further, does not take place apart from the
influence, through preaching, teaching, or study, of the word of God found in the Bible; by means of
this word the Spirit instructs God's people on how they are to live in a new obedience, and enables
them to live in this way.

In this renewal of the image we are once again enabled to live in love, in three directions: toward
God, toward the neighbor, and toward nature. In other words, the renewal or restoration of the image
of God means that man 1s once again empowered to function properly in his threefold relationship.

The renewal of the image, therefore, means first of all that man is now enabled to be properly
directed toward God. This includes worshiping God in the right way, praying to God for all his
needs, and thanking God for all his blessings. It includes loving God with all his heart, with all his
soul, with all his mind, and with all his strength (Mark 12:30). Since our most basic relationship is
to God, the renewal of the image means that we are given strength to do whatever we do in
obedience to God and for the glory of God. This includes using our rational powers in God-
glorifying ways: to think God's thoughts after him, to discern behind the orderliness of nature the
planning of an all-wise God, and to admire the wisdom with which the Creator has fashioned the
universe. It includes using our volitional powers to will what God wants us to will, and to will
nothing contrary to God's will. It includes using our aesthetic sense to appreciate the beauty God has
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lavished on his creation, and to praise the author of that beauty. It includes using our gift of speech in
a God-glorifying way. It includes the ability to function in our relationship to our neighbors and in
our relationship to nature in obedience and praise to God.

The renewal of the image means, in the second place, that man is now enabled to be properly
directed toward the neighbor. This includes loving our neighbors as ourselves. It includes a
readiness to forgive others when they sin against us. It includes praying for the neighbor, and being
deeply concerned for his or her welfare. It means being concerned for social justice, for human
rights, and for meeting the needs of the poor and destitute. It even includes loving our enemies, since,
as Jesus said, this is an activity in which we are uniquely imaging God (Matt. 5:44-45). It implies
loving the neighbor not because we find him so lovable, but because God loved him first.

The restoration of the image in this second relationship means that man is enabled to live for others
rather than for himself or herself. It includes using all his gifts in the service of his fellowmen. This
means using his rational and volitional powers to help him do what is for the neighbor's best interest.
This means giving herself to her neighbor: sharing her joys and sorrows, helping her in time of need.
It includes using the gift of speech not to run down the neighbor or ruin his reputation, but to maintain
the neighbor's good name and to encourage him. It means resisting the temptation to look down upon
a person because of the color of his or her skin, and being ready and eager to accept and respect
people of different races and nationalities as fellow image-bearers of God. It includes using his or
her creative and artistic abilities to create beauty in various artistic media, so that the lives of others
might be enriched. As God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, we must so love our
neighbors that we give ourselves to them.

The renewal of the image means, in the third place, that man is now enabled properly to rule over
and care for God's creation. That is to say, he is now empowered to exercise dominion over the earth
and over nature in a responsible, obedient, and unselfish way. This means that man is now enabled to
look upon himself as a steward of the earth and all that is in it, rather than an overlord with absolute
and completely arbitrary power. This includes holding property, tilling the soil, growing fruit trees,
mining coal, and drilling for oil not for personal aggrandizement but in a responsible way, for the
benefit and welfare of one's fellowmen. In our present world this also includes concern for the
conservation of natural resources, and opposition to all wasteful or thoughtless exploitation of those
resources. It includes concern for the preservation of the environment and for the prevention of
whatever hurts that environment: erosion, wanton destruction of animal species, pollution of air and
water. It includes concern for adequate distribution of food, the prevention of famine, and the
improvement of sanitation. It also embraces the advancement of scientific investigation, research,
and experimentation, including the continuing conquest of space, in such a way as to honor God's
commands and to give him the praise.

This further includes concern for the development of a Christian culture, as the proper fulfillment of
the so-called cultural mandate. In other words, we should attempt to do philosophical, scientific,
historical, and literary work in a uniquely Christian way. This also includes concern for the
development of a Christian world-and-life view, which will influence all that man thinks, says, and
does.
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The renewal of the image of God, therefore, involves a broad, comprehensive vision of the Christian
view of man. The process of sanctification affects every aspect of life: man's relationship to God, to
others, and to the entire creation. The restoration of the image does not concern only religious piety
in the narrow sense, or witnessing to people about Christ, or "soul-saving" activities; in its fullest
sense it involves the redirection of all of life.

The renewal of the image of God is described in the New Testament in various ways. One of these
we have already looked at: the "taking off" of the old self and the "putting on" of the new self. Other
figures, however, are also used. This new life means holding fast the word in an honest and good
heart, bringing forth fruit with patience (cf. Luke 8:15, RSV). The new life means being transformed
by the renewing of the mind (Rom. 12:2). It means living by the Spirit and producing the fruit of the
Spirit (Gal. 5:16, 22). It means living a life of love (Eph. 5:2), walking in the truth (2 John 4), living
not for self but for Christ (2 Cor. 5:15).

Being renewed in the image of God means, further, that we become more and more like God, that
God becomes more and more visible in our words and deeds. Since God 1s love (1 John 4:16), our
living in love is an imitation of God.

Because Christ is the perfect image of God, becoming more like God also means becoming more like
Christ. This means following Christ's example, trying to live as he lived. But there is more to say
about this. Galatians 3:27 calls the putting on of the new self or the new person putting on or clothing
ourselves with Christ (cf. Rom. 13:14). To put on Christ means new existence as a member of
Christ's body (1 _Cor. 12:12-13); the believer therefore images God as one who belongs to the body
of that Christ who 1s uniquely God's image.

This suggests that the renewal of the image has an ecclesiastical aspect. It does not concern
individuals in isolation; it has to do with believers as members of Christ, and therefore with the
church that Christ is sanctifying (Eph. 5:2). This means that the image of God today is seen in its
richest form in Christ together with his church, or in the church as the body of Christ. But this also
implies that the restoration of the image of God in man takes place in the church, through the
fellowship of Christians with each other. Believers learn what Christ-likeness is by observing it in
fellow Christians. We see the love of Christ reflected in the lives of our fellow believers; we are
enriched by Christ through our contact with them; we hear Christ speaking to us through them.
Believers are inspired by the examples of their fellow Christians, sustained by their prayers,
corrected by their loving admonitions, and encouraged by their support.

So far we have been speaking about the renewal of the image of God as the result of God's
enablement, as a fruit of the Holy Spirit's work in the hearts and lives of believers. It is important to
remember, however, that the renewal of the image involves both the Spirit's gracious working within
and the responsibility of man. In other words, this renewal is both God's gift and our task.

We have touched on this point already. In Chapter 2. I pointed out that because man is a creature,
God 1n his sovereign grace must restore the divine image in him, but because man is also a person he
has a responsibility in this restoration. In Chapter 3. we examined scriptural evidence which showed
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that our being transformed into the image of God in the process of sanctification is both the work of
the Holy Spirit and something that involves our own efforts.

Without repeating what was said before, we may note some other ways in which the Bible
emphasizes both facets of this truth. In 1 Thessalonians 5:23 Paul expresses the following wish for
his believing readers: "May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through." But in
another letter, written to the Corinthians, he writes, "Since we have these promises, dear friends, let
us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of
reverence for God" (2 Cor. 7:1). The interesting thing about this passage is that the last clause
literally reads "bringing holiness to its goal" (epitelountes, from the word telos, meaning "goal").
Although usually we think of God as the one who will bring our holiness to its goal, here believers
are enjoined to do exactly that. Whereas in Romans 6:6 Paul says, "We know that our old self was
crucified with him [Christ]," in Colossians 3:9 he says, "Do not lie to each other, since you have
taken off your old self with its practices." The first passage states that the crucifixion or putting to
death of our old self is something that was done for us when Christ died on the cross, but the second
passage tells us that the putting off of our old self'is something we have done. Further, while Paul
assures his readers that "neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the
future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to
separate us from the love of God" (Rom. 8:38-39), the writer of the Epistle of Jude enjoins his
believing readers to "keep yourselves in God's love" (v. 21).

Perfecting holiness, taking off the old self, and keeping ourselves in the love of God are all ways in
which the renewal of the image of God takes place. Other New Testament injunctions to live the new
life similarly underscore the believer's responsibility in this renewal: "Let your light... shine before
men" (Matt. 5:16); "Live a life worthy of the calling you have received" (Eph. 4:1); "So whether you
eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God" (1 Cor. 10:31). The passage that sums
it all up has already been quoted: "Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children" (Eph.
3:1).

From passages of this sort emerges a view of the image of God that is not static but dynamic. The
image of God in the New Testament is not like a museum piece that is there simply to be admired;
rather, it 1s more like a living example that we are urged to follow—the example of Christ. New
Testament teachings about the image are not so much like a professor's lecture that we are trying to
copy into a notebook; they are more like the words of a coach who i1s trying to help us play a better
game. The image of God and its renewal challenge us to a new way of thinking, talking, and living.
At the heart of this renewal is a summons to love as God loves.

The renewal of the image of God, therefore, is not an experience in which we remain passive, but
one 1n which we must take an active part. But—and this deserves emphasis—this renewal s still
primarily the work of the Holy Spirit. We are not able to renew ourselves in our own strength. The
image of God can be restored in us only as we remain in union with Christ. Christ himself put this
very clearly: "If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit [another figure for the
renewal of the image]; apart from me you can do nothing" (John 15:5).
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This renewal of the image, as we observed before, is not completed during a person's lifetime. It is a
process that continues as long as one lives. We must never forget that while they are in this present
life believers are genuinely new but not yet totally new. They are incomplete new persons.

This implies that we do not yet see the image of God in its fullest sense on this side of the final
resurrection. To be sure, we see that image fully in Jesus Christ as he is revealed to us on the pages
of Holy Writ. But Christ no longer walks the earth. And on this earth, even in those who are being
renewed, we see the image of God only as "through a glass, darkly." What we see now are only hints
and intimations of what the renewed image of God will be like. Only in the life to come will the full
richness of the image finally come into view; only then shall we see God imaged perfectly and
scintillatingly by a glorified humankind. To that perfection of the image we now turn.



The Perfected Image

It is not until the time of the final glorification of man that the renewal of the image of God will be brought to completion. This final
perfection of the image will be the culmination of God's plan for his redeemed people. We are reminded again of Romans 8:29, "For
those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son"—totally conformed, we may be sure. And the
likeness of God's Son is nothing less than the perfected image of God.

In order to see the Christian view of man in its total brilliance, therefore, we must not just go back to
man as he was originally created; rather, we must go forward to man as he will some day be. We
must see man in the light of his final destiny. For, as was mentioned earlier, Christ through his
redemptive work brings us higher than Adam was before the Fall. Adam could still lose his
sinlessness and blessedness, but the glorified saints will no longer be able to do so. Adam was "able
not to sin and die" (posse non peccare et mori), but the saints in glory will "not be able to sin and
die" (non posse peccare et mori). This unlosable perfection is what man is destined for—and
nothing less!

One may ask, however, How do we know that the final state of redeemed man is one in which he
will "not be able to sin and die"? Scripture clearly teaches that there will be no death in the life to
come: "He [God] will swallow up death forever" (Isa. 25:8); "The body that is sown is perishable,
it 1s raised imperishable" (1 Cor. 15:42); "When the perishable has been clothed with the
imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: 'Death
has been swallowed up in victory'" (1 Cor. 15:54); "There will be no more death" (Rev. 21:4).

Further, a number of New Testament passages teach that glorified saints will be sinless in the life to
come. In Ephesians 5:27 Paul affirms that Christ's ultimate purpose for the church is "to present her
to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and
blameless." The author of Hebrews tells his readers, with an obvious reference to deceased
believers who are now in heaven awaiting the resurrection, "You have come [as those who are
members of 'the church of the firstborn'] to the spirits of righteous men made perfect" (Heb. 12:23).
John sees the Holy City or the New Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God, and describes
it as being "prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband"—a reference to the final
perfection of the glorified church (Rev. 21:3). This perfected church, John says further, will be
permitted to go through the gates into the city of God's glorified people on the new earth, whereas
those who have not been perfected will have no part in it: "Outside are... the sexually immoral, the
murderers, the idolaters, and everyone who loves and practices falsehood" (22).

The perfection of the image of God in man is intimately connected with the glorification of Christ.
Since Christ and his people are one, his people will also share in his glorification. The final
perfection of the image, therefore, will not only be brought about by Christ; it will also be patterned
after Christ. In the life to come we shall "bear the likeness of the man of heaven" (1 Cor. 15:49). In
the resurrection our "lowly bodies" (lit., "the bodies of our humiliation") will be transformed so that
they will be like "his glorious body" (lit., "the body of his glory"; Phil. 3:21). So we shall be totally
like the glorified Christ, not only in our spirits but even in our bodies. The apostle John sums it all
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up: "Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known.
But we know that when he [presumably Christ] appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him
as he i1s" (1 John 3:2).

As we continue to reflect on the future perfection of the image, we realize that it is impossible for us
to visualize in an exact or precise way what that perfected image will be like. We may, to be sure,
find analogies between our present life and our future existence. But they will be only analogies and
no more. How can we know exactly what it will be like to be glorified—to have what Paul calls a
"spiritual body" (1 Cor. 15:44)? We shall only be able to speak about that future existence in
figurative language, as the Bible does, particularly in the Book of Revelation. But insofar as this
figurative language can be translated into anthropological concepts, it gives us a picture of man in
which his functioning in the previously mentioned threefold relationship is brought to its final
perfection.

This perfection will concern, first and most importantly, our relation to God. Man will then be
wholly directed toward God. We shall then worship, obey, and serve God faultlessly, without any
imperfection. Praise and adoration of God will then be as natural and constant as breathing is now.
The Book of Revelation suggests what some of those praises may sound like: "Great and marvelous
are your deeds, Lord God Almighty" (15:3); "Hallelyjah! for our Lord God Almighty reigns. Let us
rejoice and be glad and give him glory!" (19:6-7). The nations (here, presumably, the glorified
saints) will walk by God's light (Rev. 21:24), and no longer by their own understanding. The
servants of God will serve him (Rev. 22:3)—no longer fragmentarily, inadequately, and sinfully, but
perfectly.

The perfection of the image will also concern our relation to our neighbors. Man will then love and
serve his fellowmen perfectly; whatever hindrances to such loving now exist will then be gone.
There will then be perfect fellowship in a perfect society. All the barriers that now separate people
will be gone—national, racial, linguistic, cultural, or religious. There will then be only one church,
of which Christ will be the head. There will then be only one "nation," of which Christ will be the
king. All dwellers on the new earth will be members of the family of God, bound to each other with
intimate and unbreakable ties. Yet in the midst of this oneness there will still be many differences.
Glorified believers will not all be alike, as peas in a pod. They will retain their unique talents and
gifts, purged of all imperfection—talents that will be used for the enrichment of all. As a symphony
orchestra produces a unified sound from many different instruments, so the fellowship of the life to
come will be marked by unity in the midst of great but harmonious diversity.

In the third place, the perfection of the image will concern our relationship to nature. In the beginning
man was given the so-called cultural mandate—the command to rule over the earth and to develop a
God-glorifying culture. Because of man's fall into sin, not even believers have carried out that
cultural mandate in the way God intended it to be done. Only on the new earth will that mandate be
perfectly and sinlessly fulfilled.

One of the promises given to believers is that they shall some day reign with Christ (2 Tim. 2:12). In
Revelation 22:5 we are even told that glorified believers will reign forever. And in the song of
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redemption in the same book the point is specifically made that this reigning will take place on the
earth (Rev. 5:10).

How are we to understand this? The Heidelberg Catechism, perhaps the best-known Reformation
creed, gives us the clue: it will be a reigning by glorified believers over all creation. In the life to
come resurrected and glorified saints will not be flitting from cloud to cloud somewhere off in
space, but will be living on a renewed earth. Then for the first time man will rule over and care for
nature in the way God intended him to do. Human beings will then be stewards, not exploiters, of the
earth, exploring its resources and admiring its beauties in a way that will bring unending praise to
God. We shall then reign perfectly over all creation, with and under Christ.

Revelation 21:24-26 tells us that "the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into it [the holy city
that will be found on the new earth]," and that "the glory and honor of the nations will be brought into
it." These fascinating words suggest that the best contributions of each nation will enrich life on the
new earth, and that whatever potentialities and gifts have been of value in this present life will
somehow, in some way, be retained and enriched in the life to come. This implies that there will be
continuity as well as discontinuity between the present life and the life to come, and that therefore
our cultural, scientific, educational, and political endeavors today help us to prepare for a fuller and
richer life on the new earth.

The possibilities that now rise before us boggle the mind. Will there be "better Beethoven in
heaven," as one author has suggested? Shall we see better Rembrandts, better Raphaels, better
Constables? Shall we read better poetry, better drama, and better prose? Will scientists continue to
advance in technological achievement, will geologists continue to explore the treasures of the earth,
and will architects continue to build imposing and attractive structures? We do not know. But what
we do know is that man's dominion over nature shall then be perfect. God will then be magnified by
our culture in ways that will surpass our most fantastic dreams.

In the life to come, therefore, the threefold relationship for which man was created will be
maintained, deepened, and infinitely enriched. We shall then love God above all, love our neighbors
as ourselves, and rule over creation in a totally God-glorifying way. The image of God in man will
then have been perfected.

It might be helpful at this point to summarize briefly in what the image of God consists, as a brief
synopsis of this chapter. The image of God, we found, describes not just something that man Aas, but
something man is. It means that human beings both mirror and represent God. Thus, there is a sense in
which the image includes the physical body. The image of God, we found further, includes both a
structural and a functional aspect (sometimes called the broader and narrower image), though we
must remember that in the biblical view structure is secondary, while function is primary. The image
must be seen in man's threefold relationship: toward God, toward others, and toward nature. When
originally created, humans imaged God sinlessly in all three relationships. After the Fall the image of
God was not annihilated but perverted, so that human beings now function wrongly in each of the
three relationships. In the process of redemption, however, the image is being renewed, so that man
1s now enabled to be properly directed toward God, others, and nature. The renewal of the image of
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God 1s seen in its richest form in the church. The image is therefore not static but dynamic—a
constant challenge to God-glorifying living. In the life to come the image of God will be perfected;
glorified human beings will then live perfectly in all three relationships. After the resurrection,
redeemed man will be in a higher state than man before the Fall, since he will then no longer be able
either to sin or to die.



Concluding Observations

A few concluding observations about the image of God may still be made. First, we must always see man in the light of his destiny.
This is an important point to remember. As we think about man we must see him not just as he is now but also as he may some day
become. So far we have dealt with the future of the image of God only in terms of those who are believers. The Bible clearly teaches
that the future of the person who is in Christ is everlasting life in a glorified resurrection body—the perfected image. But that same
Bible also teaches that the future of the person who rejects Christ and continues to live in rebellion against God without repentance or
faith is eternal perdition. We must therefore live with ourselves and with each other in the light of that future destiny.

The possibility of future perdition for those who are not in Christ should constrain us to cut off the
offending hand or to pluck out the offending eye, as Jesus counseled us to do, rather than to spend
eternity in hell. The thought of such a future destiny for people whom our lives touch should be a
strong incentive for us to witness to them about Christ and his salvation. At the same time the
prospect of "the glory that will be revealed in us" should help us to bear "our present sufferings"
with patience (Rom. 8:18), and encourage us to "press on toward the goal" (Phil. 3:14). And the
thought that our brothers and sisters in Christ are likewise on their way to ultimate perfection should
help us to think of them not just as poor, stumbling sinners who have many irksome faults but rather
as those who shall some day shine as the sun.

C. S. Lewis expresses this thought vividly and concretely:

It is a serious thing... to remember that the dullest and most uninteresting person you talk to may
one day be a creature which, if you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or
else a horror and a corruption such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare. All day long
we are, in some degree, helping each other to one or the other of these destinations. It is in the
light of these overwhelming possibilities, it is with the awe and the circumspection proper to
them, that we should conduct all our dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all
play, all politics....

It is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub, and exploit—immortal horrors or
everlasting splendors.

A second observation is this: Man and woman together are the image of God. We have already
made the point, in Chapter 3., that man's having been created male and female is an essential aspect
of the image of God. Karl Barth, as we saw, lays great stress on this point: man's existence as male
and female is not something secondary to the image, but is at the very heart of the image of God. This
1s so not just because of the difference in sex between man and woman—since this distinction is
found also among the animals—but because of far-reaching differences in personality between the
two. Man's existence as male and female means that man as a masculine being has been created for
partnership with another being who is essentially like him but yet mysteriously unlike him. It means
that woman 1s the completion of man's own humanity, and that man is wholly himself only in his
relationship with woman.
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This implies that man is not the image of God by himself, and that woman cannot be the image of God
by herself. Man and woman can only image God through fellowship with each other—a fellowship
that 1s an analogy of the fellowship God has within himself. The New Testament teaches that God
exists as a Trinity of "Persons"—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Human fellowship, as between man
and woman, reflects or images the fellowship between God the Father, God the Son, and God the
Holy Spirit. And yet there is a difference. For persons as we know them are separate beings or
entities, whereas God is three "Persons" in one Divine Being. Human fellowship, therefore, is only a
partial analogy of divine fellowship—yet it is an analogy.

It 1s therefore unfortunate that the English language has no word like the German Mensch or the
Dutch word mens, both of which mean "human being, whether male or female." The English word
man has to serve a double purpose: it may mean either (1) "male or female human being" (the
generic sense) or (2) "male human being." This double use of the word man seems to betray a typical
masculine kind of arrogance, as if the male is the carrier of all that is involved in being human. But
man can only be fully human in fellowship and partnership with woman; woman complements and
completes man, as man complements and completes woman. When we use the word man in the
generic sense, therefore (as is often done in this book), we must always keep this in mind.

The fact that man and woman together image God will still be true in the life to come. Jesus once
said, "When the dead rise, they will neither marry nor be given in marriage; they will be like the
angels in heaven" (Mark 12:25). The similarity to angels, however, means only that there will be no
marriage at that time; it does not mean that the differences between men and women will no longer
exist. In the final resurrection we shall not lose our individuality; that individuality will be not only
retained but enriched, and our maleness or femaleness is of the essence of that individual existence.

In the life to come, therefore, not only shall we continue to image God as men and women together,

but we shall then be able to do this perfectly. We do not know how such fellowship and partnership
between men and women will be carried out in a situation where there will be no marriage. But we
do know this: Only then shall we see what the relationship between men and women can be like in

its richest, fullest, and most beautiful sense.

Third, the doctrine of the image of God has important implications for the evangelistic task of the
church. Though, as we have seen, the Bible teaches that man's fall into sin has seriously perverted
the image of God in him, it also teaches that fallen man is still to be regarded as an image-bearer of
God. This fact implies that we must look upon every person, whoever he or she may be, of whatever
nationality or race, of whatever social or economic status, whether Christian or non-Christian, as a
person who is in the image of God. This is what is unique about human beings; this is what gives
them dignity and worth. Even a person who is living a disreputable life, who has become an outcast
from society, who has not a friend in the world—even such a person still bears God's image, and that
image we must honor. Because everyone whom we meet is an image-bearer of God, we may not
curse him or her (James 3:9), but we must love that person and do him or her good.

John Calvin, who was as deeply aware of the sinfulness and unworthiness of man as anyone has ever
been, expressed this same thought in a striking way:
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We are not to consider that men merit of themselves but to look upon the image of God in all
men, to which we owe all honor and love.... Therefore, whatever man you meet who needs your
aid, you have no reason to refuse to help him.... Say, "he is contemptible and worthless"; but the
Lord shows him to be one to whom he has deigned to give the beauty of his image.... Say that he
does not deserve even your least effort for his sake; but the image of God, which recommends
him to you, is worthy of your giving yourself and all your possessions.

As the church does its evangelistic or missionary work, it must keep alive the conviction that every
person on this earth is an image-bearer of God. Every person whom we encounter as we seek to
bring the gospel is someone who bears God's image. He or she is therefore a person in whom we
should respect and recognize that image. If this person is outside of Christ, he or she has been using
God-imaging gifts in the service of sin. Though this person is now, because of his or her sinful life-
style, unworthy in God's sight, he or she is not worthless. God can still use that person in his service.
God can by his transforming power enable him to use his God-reflecting talents to the praise of his
Creator. Because she has been created in the image of God, there are tremendous potentialities in this
person. Therefore we now bring the gospel, urging him or her to be reconciled to God in the hope
that these potentialities may yet bear fruit for God's kingdom. Our concern, then, in evangelizing
people is not just to "save people's souls," but to restore the image of God to its proper functioning in
all of life, to the greater glory of God.

In the life to come the fruits of the church's evangelistic and missionary work will be fully revealed.
Then God will be honored in the final gathering together of those whom Christ has purchased by his
blood out of every tribe and nation. Then the gifts and talents of all those blood-bought saints will be
used everlastingly to God's praise. Our evangelistic and missionary work should be done with a
view to that great future.

A fourth and final observation is this: the image of God in its totality can only be seen in
humankind as a whole. Herman Bavinck has effectively stated this point:

Not the individual man, and not even man and woman together, but mankind as a whole is the
fully developed image of God.... The image of God 1s far too rich to be completely represented
by a single human being, no matter how gifted he might be. That image can only be disclosed in
its depth and riches in the whole of humanity with its millions of members. As the traces of God
[vestigia Dei] are spread out over many works of God, both in space and time, so the image of
God can only be seen in its totality in a humanity whose members exist both after and next to
each other.... To that humanity belong its development, its. history, its expanding mastery of the
earth, 1ts advancement in knowledge and art, and its dominion over all other creatures. All of
this 1s an unfolding of the image and likeness of God according to which man was created. Just
as God has not revealed himself only at the time of creation but continues and enlarges that
revelation from day to day and from age to age, so it is also with the image of God: it is no
unchangeable magnitude but one which unfolds and develops itself in the forms of space and
time.

To this may be added a recent comment by Richard Mouw:



One of the more fascinating proposals which has been made in theological discussions of the
biblical notion of "the image of God" is that this image has a "corporate" dimension. That 1s,
there 1s no one human individual or group who can fully bear or manifest all that is involved in
the image of God, so that there is a sense in which that image is collectively possessed. The
image of God 1s, as it were, parceled out among the peoples of the earth. By looking at different
individuals and groups we get glimpses of different aspects of the full image of God.

This implies that we can only see the full riches of the image of God as we take into account all of
human history and all of man's diverse cultural contributions. Whatever great artists, scientists,
philosophers, and the like have added to our store of knowledge, art, and technological achievements
reflects the greatness of the God who has endowed humankind with all these gifts. We could even put
it this way: whatever is in God—his virtues, his wisdom, his perfections—finds its analogy and
likeness in man, though in a finite and limited form. Of all of God's creatures, the human person is the
highest and most complete revelation of God. "The proper study of mankind is man," said Alexander
Pope; but when we study man we are also learning about the majesty of God.

This means that we must not look down upon the contributions of different groups of people from
various nationalities and races; rather, we must welcome these contributions as adding to our
enrichment. A proper appreciation of the doctrine of the image of God, therefore, should rule out all
racism—all denigration of races other than our own, as if they were inferior to us. God made all
human beings in his image, and all of them can enlighten and enrich us. "The idea of man as made in
the image of God demands... today a deliberate transcending of national and class barriers."

Even those who live in rebellion against God and who do their cultural work without consciously
praising God reflect God through the gifts he has given them—gifts for which we may thank the Lord.
But those in whom the image of God is being renewed reveal that image voluntarily and self-
consciously. In this renewal of the lives of God's people we see the image of God far more fully than
we do in the contributions of non-Christians. We see God's image in its greater richness and wider
splendor only as we look at the Christian community throughout the ages and throughout the world—
in other words, in the universal church. When we look at great saints of the past and of the present—
the apostle Paul, Francis of Assisi, Martin Luther, John Calvin, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Mother Teresa,
and Billy Graham, to mention just a few—we see what God is like. And when we taste the joys of
Christian fellowship in a group of believers where there is "total acceptance, honest sharing, and
genuine loving," we see a reflection of God's love for us.

In the life to come we shall see the image of God not only 1n its perfection but also in its completion.
All of God's people, from every age and every place, resurrected and glorified, will then be present
on the new earth, with all the God-reflecting gifts that have been given them. And all of these gifts,
now completely purged of sin and imperfection, will be used by man for the first time in a perfect
way. Then, throughout eternity, God will be glorified by the worship, service, and praise of his
image-bearers in a scintillating and totally flawless reflection of his own marvelous virtues. And the
purpose for which he created humankind will have been accomplished.






Chapter 6.
The Question of the Self-Image

In the discussion of the image of God, we looked at man in his threefold relationship: to God, to
others, and to nature. But is there not also a possible fourth relationship, namely, man's relationship
to himself? We could say that this relationship is not specifically taught in the Bible. We could,
however, go on to point out that a person's relationship to himself or herself might be an extremely
unhealthy one. What about, for example, the man who hates himself, or the woman who thinks of
herself as worthless? On the other hand, it is also possible for a person to have a sound or healthy
relationship to himself or herself—a relationship of self-confidence. Such a healthy self-image is
never an end in itself; it is rather the presupposition for, a help in, and a result of, one's proper
functioning in the threefold relationship just described.

We should not, therefore, think of man's relationship to himself as a fourth relationship alongside of
the other three. It is, rather, a relationship that underlies all the others, and makes possible a person's
proper performance in his or her relationships toward God, others, and nature. For example, a
person who has an extremely negative self-image, who thinks of himself as totally worthless, will not
be able effectively to love his neighbor as himself; he will not dare to give himself to his neighbor in
fellowship, since he feels he has nothing worthwhile to give. On the other hand, a person with a
positive self-image, who has at least a modicum of self-confidence, will be willing to give herself to
another in fellowship, and thus fulfill the command to love the neighbor. So, though the relationship
of human beings to themselves is not a fourth relationship in addition to the other three, it is
nevertheless an extremely important one, and should be taken into account in our discussion of the
Christian view of man.

First, a word about terminology. Two terms commonly used in discussions about this subject will not
be used in this chapter: self-love and self-esteem. The term self-love may imply that we are to love
what we ourselves are by nature, apart from God's grace. Love of this kind is next door to pride; a
Christian ought therefore not to indulge in it. I agree with Jay Adams that when Christ told us to love
our neighbors as ourselves, he was not commanding us to love ourselves but simply assuming that
self-love is natural and therefore does not need to be commanded. I also basically agree with Paul
Brownback that self-love may easily lead to self-worship:

The greatest peril of self-love is that it is worship of self. It is idolatry with self as the idol, the
antithesis of the legitimate blessedness that comes from being poor in spirit. It leads to pride
toward God and selfishness.

What I do not like about Brownback's statement, however, is its absoluteness. I believe that a proper self-love is possible for the
Christian, when he loves the new person God by his grace is creating within him, thus praising God rather than himself. But because of
the ambiguity of the term self-love, 1 prefer not to use it.

[ also prefer not to use the term self-esteem, defined in Webster's Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary



as "a confidence and satisfaction in oneself." For here again the emphasis seems to be on one's
satisfaction with oneself as he or she is by nature, apart from the grace of God. Though one who is
not a Christian may well be very much satisfied with himself apart from God's grace, this is not the
kind of relationship to himself that a Christian should seek to have.

[ prefer to use the term self-image, defined by Webster as "one's conception of oneself or of one's
role." This i1s a neutral term—one's conception of himself or herself may be either positive (one sees
oneself as a person of worth) or negative (one sees oneself as a person of no worth or of little
worth). This term also lends itself well to a Christian understanding: seeing ourselves not just as we
are by nature, but as we are by grace. In this chapter I will attempt to develop briefly what a
Christian's self-image ought to be, as an important aspect of the Christian doctrine of man.

Before the Fall, when Adam and Eve were still in the state of integrity, they had, we may presume,
very positive images of themselves. They were not aware of any guilt, since they had not sinned
against God. Neither would there have been any possibility of their feeling guilty because they had
sinned against each other. Genesis 2:235, in fact, pictures a state of perfect harmony and of a total
absence of shame: "The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame."
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The Perversion of the Self-Image

At the time of the Fall there occurred a twofold perversion of the self-image. First, the Fall was preceded by an inordinate heightening
of man's self-image. Adam and Eve wanted to be higher than God. Genesis 3 tells the story. Satan, speaking through the serpent, told
Eve that if she were to eat the forbidden fruit her eyes would be opened, and she would be like God (v. 5). "When the woman saw that
the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also
gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it" (v._6). In disobeying God's clear command not to eat of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil, our first parents virtually put themselves above God, taking it into their own hands to decide what was right
and what was wrong. This act revealed their sinful pride: it meant that they were "thinking of themselves more highly" than they ought
to have thought (Rom. 12:3). This pride, this conceit, this perversion of the self-image in an upward direction, was the cause of man's
first sin.

After the sin had been committed, the second perversion of the self-image occurred, this time in a
downward direction. Adam and Eve now felt ashamed of themselves; their self-image became
negative. The Genesis narrative continues: "Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they
realized they were naked" (v. 7). Awareness of their nakedness meant that they now had a sense of
shame. They both realized that they had done wrong, and their self-image began to plummet. Adam
revealed his sense of shame when he responded to God's call by saying, "'l heard you in the garden,
and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid"" (v. 10). Shame now revealed itself in fear—Adam
was afraid of God. He also evaded the real issue: he should have said, "I was afraid because |
sinned"; but instead loc said, "I was afraid because I was naked." Here, then, was shame coupled
with an attempt to cover up guilt.

We can observe this same twofold perversion of man's self-image after the Fall. Man's self-image is
sometimes inordinately high (in the form of sinful pride) or excessively low (in the form of feelings
of shame or worthlessness).

In the first place, ever since the Fall man has tended to have too high an opinion of himself.
Augustine said it long ago: pride is the root sin of man. Apart from the grace of God, human beings
tend to think of themselves as autonomous, or as a law to themselves. Refusing to bow before God
and his commandments, they wish to live as they please. In man by nature there is no sense of
dependence on God, but rather pride in his or her own achievements and an exaggerated sense of
self-importance. Perhaps the most dramatic biblical example of this attitude is King Nebuchadnezzar
who, while walking on the roof of his royal palace, said, "Is not this the great Babylon I have built as
the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty?" (Dan. 4:30). A more
recent example of the same trait would be Adolf Hitler, a man so intoxicated with his own sense of
greatness that he was willing to let millions of people be killed for the purpose of exalting his own
ego. This, again, is the first perversion of the self-image.

The second type of perversion is also commonly found in fallen man: that of an inordinately low
self-image. Because a man realizes that he falls far short of what he should be, he often tends to look
down on himself, despise himself, perhaps even hate himself. Sometimes, in fact, people may think
of themselves as totally worthless. Criminologists tell us that most criminals have negative self-
images; they hate themselves and hate society, expressing their hatred in acts of violence. But this
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phenomenon is not limited to criminals. Psychiatrists, psychologists, and pastoral counselors report
that a great many of their counselees come to them with inferiority feelings and negative self-images.
Carl Rogers, the well-known proponent of client-centered therapy, puts it this way: "The central core
of difficulty in people as I have come to know them... is that in the great majority of cases they
despise themselves, regard themselves as worthless and unlovable."

Both of the deviations just sketched are perversions of the self-image God intended us to have. Pride
and conceit are detestable in his sight, for "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble" (1
Pet. 5:5). The opposite perversion, that of an extremely negative self-image, might be thought of as
more salutary than pride, since a low self-image 1s the necessary condition for true repentance. For
example, in Jesus' parable, the self-castigating tax collector went home justified, not the self-
congratulating Pharisee (Luke 18:9-14). One must indeed first realize the magnitude of his sins
against God (and this will certainly bring with it a nonflattering self-image) before he will feel the
need of repenting of his sin and turning to Christ in faith. Paul makes this very point in 2 Corinthians
7:10, "Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation." All this is sound scriptural teaching,
but it remains true that God does not intend to have his people kept perpetually in bondage to an
extremely low self-image.
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The Renewal of the Self-Image

In the redemptive process, as we saw, the image of God in man, which was perverted through the Fall, is being progressively renewed.
This implies that in this process man's self-image, which because of the Fall has also been perverted, is similarly being renewed. This
renewal of the self-image takes place in two directions.

First, when God by his Spirit renews us, he enables us to renounce sinful pride, the first perversion
of the self-image. He helps us to cultivate true humility. This includes, among other things, an honest
awareness of both our strengths and weaknesses, so as to give us a realistic image of ourselves.
The biblical passage that comes to mind in this connection is Romans 12:3, "For by the grace given
me [ say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of
yourself with sober judgment." Humility includes, further, a readiness to consider others better than
ourselves (Phil. 2:3)—that is, to be more eager to praise others than to have others praise us. This
humility also involves a recognition that all our gifts and talents come from God, thus pulling out
pride by the roots. Paul puts it very vividly in 1 Corinthians 4:7, "What do you have that you did not
receive? And if you did receive it, why do you boast as though you did not?" And in 2 Corinthians
3:5 he writes, "Not that we are competent to claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes
from God." Finally, humility means a willingness to use our gifts in the service of God and in the
service of others. When we look at our gifts in this way, we shall always realize that we could have
used them far more unselfishly than we actually did—and thus we shall be kept from a self-image
that 1s inordinately high.

Does the redemptive process also help to correct the second type of perversion we have looked at:
namely, that of an inordinately low self-image? The answer 1s Yes, when the Bible is understood in a
balanced way. Unfortunately, many evangelical Christians seem to have a self-image that 1s much
more negative than positive, since, when they look at themselves, what is in the center of their field
of vision is their continued sinfulness and inadequacy rather than their newness in Christ. But to
associate this kind of negative self-image with biblical Christianity is, I believe, a serious distortion.
When the Christian faith is grasped in its totality, it will be found to contain tremendous resources for
a positive self-image. Such a positive self-image is one of the salutary results of the redemptive
process, and an aspect of the renewing of the image of God.

In exploring the biblical resources for a positive self-image, I should like briefly to discuss
scriptural teachings on both justification and sanctification. Justification is that act of God by which
he imputes to (that is, credits to the account of) the believer the perfect satisfaction and righteousness
of Christ. What this means is that God totally forgives all the sins of those who are in Christ by faith.
The Bible takes sin very seriously; it teaches us that when we do wrong we sin not just against other
people but against God himself. The Bible also shows us, however, that God has provided a way
whereby we can be delivered not just from the feelings of guilt but from guilt itself. Since Christ
bore our guilt (1 Pet. 2:24) and suffered the punishment for our sins on the cross (Rom. 3:24-25; 2
Cor. 5:21), God now frees from guilt all those who are in Christ. This means that when God looks at
us who are in Christ, he no longer sees our sin and guilt, but sees instead the perfect righteousness of
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Jesus Christ. This marvelous truth of divine forgiveness is the foundation for a positive Christian
self-image.

Sanctification is that work of God by which the Holy Spirit progressively delivers the believer from
the pollution of sin and makes him or her more and more like Christ. What is evident from this
definition is that because of what happens in the process of sanctification the believer is no longer
the same person he or she was before conversion, but is a changed person. This change 1s the second
reason why the Christian should have an image of himself or herself which is primarily positive.

Three biblical concepts—mnew self versus old self, life in the Spirit, and the new creature—help to
illustrate this changed life. We will first look at the question of new self versus old self Many
Christians think that the believer 1s both an "old self" (or "old man") and a "new self" (or "new
man"). Before conversion the one who 1s now a believer was only an old self; at the time of
conversion he or she became a new self—without, however, totally losing the old self. There is,
then, a constant struggle between these two aspects or parts of the believer's being, since the "taking
off" or "crucifixion" of the old self is considered to be a lifelong process.

As we saw earlier, however, in connection with an exposition of Colossians 3:9-10, this
understanding of the relation between the old self and the new self is not in harmony with biblical
teaching. The late Professor John Murray put it very graphically:

The old man is the unregenerate man; the new man is the regenerate man created in Christ Jesus
unto good works. It is no more feasible to call the believer a new man and an old man, than it is
to call him a regenerate man and an unregenerate.

The Christian, in other words, should look upon himself or herself as someone who in the strength of the Spirit has decisively taken off
the old self and just as decisively put on the new self—which new self, however, is still being progressively renewed. On the basis of
God's redemptive work, therefore, the believer's self-image ought to be positive, not negative.

A second way in which the Bible shows us the change that takes place in the believer as a result of
the process of sanctification is its teaching on /ife in the Spirit. In his letter to the Christians in
Rome, Paul contrasts the "mind of the flesh" with the "mind of the Spirit," and then says, "But you are
not in the flesh, you are in the Spirit" (8:9, RSV). The question we now face is, What does Paul here
mean by "flesh" and "Spirit"? By "Spirit" in this passage he probably means the Holy Spirit. By
"flesh" here Paul does not mean the body, but rather the tendency within fallen man to disobey God in
every area of life—with the mind as well as with the body. "Flesh" in this sense is roughly
equivalent to "indwelling sin."

To be sure, believers must still contend with "indwelling sin" or "the flesh" as long as they live on
this side of the resurrection. But Paul here takes pains to say that in spite of this fact believers are not
in the flesh (that is, enslaved to the flesh) but in the Spirit (that is, under the liberating regime of the
Holy Spirit). Instead of being totally dominated and controlled by the flesh, they are now being
directed by the Spirit into a way of life that is pleasing to God and helpful to others. So here again a
positive self-image emerges: Christians should look upon themselves not as being partly in the flesh
and partly in the Spirit but as being in the Spirit and as having been delivered from the tyranny of
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enslavement to the flesh.

One might, however, still raise the question: But does not the Bible teach that there is a continuing
struggle between the Spirit and the flesh in the life of the believer, and does not this continuing
struggle imply the possibility of a negative self-image? Not necessarily. It is instructive to see how
Paul talks about this struggle in Galatians 5:16, "But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not carry
out the desire of the flesh" (NASB).

To be sure, Paul is here describing the Christian life as one involving perpetual struggle between the
Holy Spirit and the flesh. But he is by no means implying that as they engage in this struggle
believers will always lose, will always give way to the flesh. Rather, the atmosphere of this verse is
one of encouragement: if you keep on walking or living by the Spirit, you will not keep on fulfilling
the lusts or evil desires of the flesh. The verse contains a promise, not a threat. If you do the one, you
will not be doing the other. So, Paul is saying, engage in the struggle against sin not expecting defeat
but confident of victory. For in the strength of the Spirit you are able to say No to the flesh. Again we
see that the Christian's self-image ought to be a positive one.

A third way in which the New Testament describes this change is by what it says about the believer
as a new creature. The passage that springs to mind in this connection is 2 Corinthians 5:17:
"Therefore 1f any man is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new
things have come" (NASB). The word rendered here as "creature" (ktisis in Greek) basically means
"creation," and is so rendered in a number of recent versions of the Bible. What the passage means is
probably something like this: the person who is in Christ is to be seen as a member of God's new
creation, as someone who belongs to the new era ushered in by Christ. The Christian, in other words,
no longer belongs to the old era of enslavement to sin; he or she now belongs to the new era of
salvation, joy, and peace inaugurated by Christ's resurrection. As one who belongs to that new
creation, therefore, the believer is in a very real sense a new creature.

Commonly we think of this concept of "the new creation" as applying only to the life to come. To be
sure, the full implications of this new creaturehood will not be revealed until we who are in Christ
have been raised in glory and are living on the new earth. But the words of 5:17 are in the present
tense. To those who are in Christ Paul says, You are new creatures now! Not totally new, to be sure,
but genuinely new. And we who are believers should see ourselves in this way: no longer as
depraved and helpless slaves of sin, but as those who have been created anew in Christ Jesus.

The Christian life involves not just believing something about Christ but also believing something
about ourselves. We must believe that we are indeed part of Christ's new creation. Our faith in Christ
must include believing that we are exactly what the Bible says we are.

All this implies that the Christian believer may have—and should have—a self-image that is
primarily positive. Such a positive self-image does not mean "feeling good about ourselves" on the
basis of our own achievements or virtuous behavior. This would be sinful pride. The Christian self-
image means looking at ourselves in the light of God's gracious work of forgiveness and renewal. It
involves giving God all the praise for what he by his grace has done and is still doing within us and
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through us. It includes confidence that God can use us, despite our shortcomings, to advance his
kingdom and to bring joy to others.

This Christian self-image, when properly understood, is the opposite of spiritual pride. It goes hand
in hand with a deep conviction of sin and a recognition that we are still far from what we ought to be.
It means glorying not in self but in Christ.

The Christian self-image is never an end in itself. It is always a means to the end of living for God,
for others, and for the preservation and development of God's creation. It leads us outside of
ourselves. It delivers us from preoccupation with ourselves and releases us so that we may happily
serve God and love others.

Our self-image as Christians, therefore, must not be static but dynamic. The believer may never be
satisfied with himself or herself. He or she must always be pressing on, in the strength of Christ,
toward the goal of Christian perfection. Christians should see themselves as new persons who are
being progressively renewed by the Holy Spirit.

It 1s said that sometimes an airplane pilot is not sure whether the plane he is piloting is flying upside
down or right side up. At such times he needs to look at his instrument panel to find the answer to his
question. By way of analogy, perhaps we could think of the Bible as our instrument panel. Keeping
our eyes on the Bible will help us to remember who we really are.



Chapter 7.
The Origin of Sin

The origin of sin is obviously an important topic. Man was created in the image of God. But that
image has now been perverted. Human beings are now sinners, inclined to all varieties of evil,
sometimes sinking to unbelievable depths of iniquity. The question therefore naturally arises, Where
did sin come from? Did God create man as a sinful being? Or, if this was not the case, did man
become sinful some time after his creation? And if he became a sinner, how did this happen? In the
history of Christian thought the traditional answer to these questions has been this: God created man
good, without any sinful thoughts or desires. But sin came into the world through the fall and
disobedience of our first parents, Adam and Eve. Since the Fall human nature has become so
corrupted that apart from the grace of God man is now unable to do any true good and inclined
toward all kinds of evil.



Was Adam a Historical Person?

In recent years a number of theologians standing in what is generally called the Reformed tradition have advanced the view that Adam
and Eve were not actual persons who once lived on this earth but symbols of man's divine origin and of his fall into sin. As these
theologians see it, the narrative of the Fall in Genesis 3 does not describe something that actually happened in history. According to Karl
Barth, for example, the narrative of Genesis 3:1-7 is not history but only "saga"; Adam was not a historical figure but exemplarily the
representative of all who followed him; furthermore, at no time was man not a transgressor and therefore guiltless before God. Emil
Brunner, as we saw earlier, rejects what he calls "the historicity of the story of Adam"; for modern man, he insists, the possibility of
accepting such historicity no longer exists. More recently, H. M. Kuitert, a professor of theology at the Free University of Amsterdam,
has stated that we must not understand Adam as a historical figure, but rather as a pedagogical example or a "teaching model"—an
illustration of what happens to every man, which helps us to understand the significance and reality of Jesus Christ.

It 1s my conviction that the denial that Adam and Eve were actual persons who once lived on this
earth and the understanding of Adam and Eve as symbols or "teaching models" is based on an
incorrect understanding of Scripture. The Genesis account is not the only biblical reference to the
first man. The genealogy in the first chapter of 1 Chronicles begins with Adam (v. 1), obviously
treating him as a historical person. Similarly, the genealogy of Jesus in Luke 3 ends with the
following words: "the son of Enos, the son of Seth, the son of Adam, the son of God" (v. 38). This
verse clearly places Adam at the beginning of a list of historical persons, and indicates that Adam
came 1nto existence not through natural generation but by the creative act of God.

Furthermore, when the Pharisees questioned Jesus about divorce (Matt. 19:4-6; Mark 10:6-8), he
referred to statements found in Genesis 1:27 and 2:24. These passages state that God made man male
and female, and that a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife. Jesus' appeal
to the beginning of things as recorded in Genesis would have no relevance for the situation in his day
1f the man and woman described in these verses were mere symbols. Jesus' words assume the
existence of an actual human pair.

Paul, too, accepted the historicity of our first parents. In 1 Timothy 2:13 he gives the following
ground for his injunction that women should not teach or have authority over men: "For Adam was
formed first, then Eve." These words indicate that Paul accepted the temporal sequence of the
creation of Eve after Adam as described in Genesis; temporal sequence implies historical
succession. Paul adds, "And Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a
transgressor" (v. 14, RSV). The statement "the woman was deceived" reflects the words of Genesis
3:13, where Eve is quoted as saying, "The serpent deceived me, and I ate." Paul's words here
indicate that he fully accepted the historicity of the biblical account of the Fall.

Paul again refers to Adam in his letter to the Corinthians: "For as by a man came death, by a man has
come also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made
alive" (1 Cor. 15:21-22, RSV). Note that Paul here contrasts two men: one through whom death came
into the world, and another through whom the resurrection has come; verse 22 specifies that the first
man was Adam and that the second man was Christ. Here Adam and Christ are placed side by side.
Paul obviously believed that Christ was a historical figure—a person who lived on this earth during
a certain period in history. Does not Paul's placing Adam next to Christ imply that he believed that
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Adam was also a historical person? If Adam was only a mythical or symbolical figure, as some
recent theologians insist, we could paraphrase verse 22 somewhat as follows: "As in Pandora [a
character from Greek mythology who 1s said to have opened the box out of which flew all the evils
that have since plagued mankind] all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive." But does this
understanding not wreck the structure of Paul's thought? Is not Paul here clearly contrasting one head
of the human race with another? And if the second head was a historical person, are we not
compelled to conclude that the first head was also a historical person? Paul speaks here of two men;
if the first was only a symbol, what ground have we for believing that the second (our Lord Jesus
Christ) was not a symbol?

A little later in the same letter Paul again speaks of Adam as the first man in contrast to Christ as the
second man: "So it is written: 'The first man Adam became a living being'; the last Adam, a life-
giving spirit.... The first man was of the dust of the earth, the second man from heaven" (15:45-47).
John Murray's comment on these passages is to the point:

The parallelism and contrast [in these verses] demand for Adam as the first man a historical
1dentity comparable to that of Christ himself. Otherwise the basis of comparison and contrast 1s
lost. Adam and Christ sustain unique relations to the human race, but in order to sustain these
relations there must be to both such historical character as will make those relations possible
and relevant.

We find in Paul's letter to the Romans a passage of crucial and decisive significance for the topic
under discussion. In 5:12-21 Paul contrasts the bad results that have come to us through Adam, our
first head, with the blessings that have come to us through Christ, our second head, of whom Adam
was a type (typos). Paul's point is not that death and condemnation have come upon us because all of
us somehow, at some time or other, sin, but that death and condemnation have come upon us because
of the transgression of one man, whom Paul, following the biblical narrative, calls Adam.

Paul begins his discussion by saying, "Therefore as sin came into the world through one man and
death through sin..." (v. 12, RSV). If Barth, Brunner, and Kuitert are right in their understanding of
what the Bible means by "Adam," we really ought to interpret Paul here as saying, "Therefore as sin
came into the world through no one man, and death through sin"—since Adam never existed as a
person but is simply a symbol standing for all people. Paul, however, says nothing of the kind.
Rather, he says "as sin came into the world through one man."

Verse 14 reads: "Yet death reigned from Adam to Moses, even over those whose sins were not like
the transgression of Adam, who was a type of the one who was to come" (RSV). Note that Paul is
thinking of a specific period of time, running from the time of a specific person, Adam, to that of
Moses. Obviously, Paul is referring to a person who lived at a certain time in history; it makes no
sense to say, "from mankind in general to Moses." Further, Paul writes about people "whose sins
were not like the transgression of Adam." If Adam's transgression was simply the transgression of
every man, symbolically expressed in the form of a story or teaching model, what point would there
be in talking about people whose sins were not like the transgression of Adam? Ask yourself what
sense 1t would make 1f we understood verse 14 as follows: "Yet death reigned... even over those
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whose sins were not like the transgression of every man." Who is there whose sins are not like the
transgression of every man?

In verse 15 Paul writes, "For if many died through one man's trespass, much more have the grace of
God and the free gift in the grace of that one man Jesus Christ abounded for many" (RSV). The thrust
of the passage rests on the contrast between the one and the many. If "one man" in the first clause
simply stands for "many," as the position of Barth, Brunner, and Kuitert implies, Paul's entire point is
lost. "The one and the many" are surely not the same as "the many and the many." Further, note again
the parallel between Adam and Christ. None of us would care to assert that in this verse Christ
simply stands for a totality of men. Paul, in fact, describes Christ here as "that one man Jesus Christ."
Paul's point is: through what one man (Adam) did, many died; but through what another man (Christ)
did, the grace of God abounded to many. The statement becomes meaningless if the relation between
the one and the many in the first clause is allegorized away. If Paul thought of Jesus Christ here (and
inv. 17) as a historical person, what right has anyone to suggest that he thought of Adam, whom he
describes in each of these verses with an expression identical to the one used for Christ ("one man...
one man"), as not a historical person?

The denial of the historical Adam has disastrous effects on the interpretation of verse 19: "For as by
one man's disobedience many were made sinners, so by one man's obedience many will be made
righteous" (RSV). All evangelical Christians would reject the thought that we are made righteous
through our own obedience; we insist that we are made righteous only through the obedience of
Christ on our behalf—and we quote the latter half of verse 19 to prove this. But if "one man's
disobedience" in the first half of this verse really means "the disobedience of all men, exemplified in
the symbolical story of Adam and Eve," then the parallelism of the verse would require that we
interpret the second half in a similar way. But we would all recognize such an interpretation as going
directly contrary to Paul's teaching.

The denial of the historicity of Adam is not only contrary to Scripture; it also has devastating results
for the doctrine of man. Professor Kuitert believes that the story of the Fall is not the narration of a
historical event but a teaching model, that there was no time when man was not a sinner, and that
there was no state of integrity previous to our present state of corruption. If this understanding of the
Genesis narrative were correct, however, it would seem that the human person, as he comes from the
hand of his Creator, is a being who invariably and inevitably falls into sin. Such a view would tie sin
inseparably to man's finiteness, to man's creatureliness, to man's humanity. But if sin is inevitably
locked in with man's humanity, is redemption from sin possible? Does the human person then have to
become a completely different type of creature—say, an angel—before he or she can become
sinless?

The narrative of the Fall, however, tells us that man was created in a state of integrity but fell into a
state of 'corruption through an actual event that occurred in time. Though the narration of this event in
Genesis 3 does not give us an explanation for the entrance of sin (this 1s a mystery that can never be
explained), 1t does tell us that at a certain point in time sin entered the world of humankind. This
means that sin is accidental, not essential to man. It means, further, that redemption from sin is
possible: human beings can again become sinless without ceasing to be human. Since sinfulness is
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not essential to humanness, Jesus Christ, though sinless, was a genuine man. Through the first head,
Adam, we became sinful; through the second head, Christ, we can become sinless.

One could rightly observe that Paul's main purpose 1n setting forth the parallel between Adam and
Christ in 5:12-21 is to set forth the blessings that come to us through Christ—blessings that far
outweigh the deleterious results of our oneness with Adam. This is true. But we must not forget that
the work Christ did for us 1s here put into a framework of redemptive history—a history that begins
with our relation to Adam, our first head. Herman Ridderbos puts it this way: "The parallel between
Christ and Adam is of far-reaching significance for the understanding of the salvation-history
background of Paul's preaching of the gospel." On this same point J. P. Versteeg has some incisive
words to say:

The redemptive-historical correlation between Adam and Christ determines the framework in
which—particularly for Paul—the redemptive work of Christ has its place. That work of
redemption can no longer be confessed according to the meaning of Scripture if it is divorced
from the framework in which it stands there. Whoever divorces the work of redemption from
the framework in which it stands in Scripture no longer allows the word to function as the norm
that determines everything.
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Should We Speak of a Covenant of Works?

From the Scripture passages just quoted it is obvious that the origin of sin must be tied in with the fall of man, and particularly with
Adam as our first head. This leads us to consider the question, What is the exact relationship between Adam and humankind?

The traditional Reformed conception of this relationship is that Adam was the head of the first
covenant God made with man, commonly called the covenant of works. Herman Bavinck, who
devotes many pages to this doctrine in his Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, represents this approach.
Adam and Christ, he maintains, are both covenant heads. The covenanting parties in the covenant of
works were God and Adam. Adam was not only the father of the human race, but also our head and
representative. The promise of the covenant of works was eternal life in its fullest sense—an eternal
life in which Adam and his descendants would have been raised above the possibility of sinning.
The condition of the covenant of works was perfect obedience, not only to the moral law that Adam
and Eve knew by nature, but particularly to the so-called probationary or test command: the
command not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. The penalty of the covenant of
works was death in its fullest sense: physical, spiritual, and eternal. Since Adam and Eve broke this
covenant, they were driven out of the garden, and guilt and corruption came upon all humankind.
Because our first parents failed in this first covenant, God graciously made a second covenant with
humankind, the covenant of grace. In this second covenant Christ, the new head, not only suffered the
punishment for the sin of Adam and Eve and the sins of their descendants, but also rendered to God
the perfect obedience that Adam and Eve failed to render, thus earning for all who belong to Christ
eternal life. Bavinck considers the doctrine of the covenant of works so important that he states more
than once that the covenant of works and the covenant of grace stand or fall together.

Other Reformed theologians who have taught and defended the doctrine of the covenant of works
include Charles Hodge, Robert L. Dabney, William G. T. Shedd, Geerhardus Vos, and Louis Berkhof.
More recently, the doctrine of the covenant of works has been defended by two Old Testament
theologians, Meredith Kline and O. Palmer Robertson. Both Kline and Robertson, however, prefer to
call this covenant with Adam before the Fall "the covenant of creation."

In recent years, however, some Reformed theologians have objected to the concept of a covenant of
works before the Fall. Already in 1958 G. C. Berkouwer wrote about his problems with the
covenant-of-works doctrine. In his Reformed Dogmatics, published in 1966, Herman Hoeksema
rejects the doctrine of the covenant of works, developing five objections to it. John Murray, in an
essay on "The Adamic Administration," gives two reasons why the term "covenant of works" ought
not to be used.

Though not necessarily agreeing with all the objections mentioned by these three authors, I share
their conviction that we ought not to call the arrangement God made with Adam and Eve before the
Fall a "covenant of works."

First, the idea of calling this arrangement a covenant of works does not do justice to the elements of



grace that entered into this "Adamic administration." For, though it is true that Adam and Eve were to
receive the blessing of continued life in fellowship with God along the path of "works" (that is, by
perfect obedience to God's commands), it by no means follows that they would by such obedience
earn or merit this continued fellowship, understood by many to include everlasting life. God was
indeed entitled to perfect obedience from his human creatures; he was not obligated, however, to
give them a reward for such obedience. That he promised (by implication) to give man such a
reward must be understood as a gift of God's grace.

Second, the Bible does not call this arrangement a covenant. The only possible exception is Hosea
6:7, which describes the transgressions against God of the people of Ephraim. It reads: "Like Adam,
they have broken the covenant—they were unfaithful to me there." If this passage has been properly
translated, it would seem that there was indeed a covenant that Adam transgressed in Paradise.
However, the translation of ke ‘adam (the Hebrew original rendered "like Adam" in the NIV) is not
at all certain. Even the NIV has a footnote here: "Or As at Adam; or Like men." Other translations
have "like men" (KJV, ASV mg), or "as a man" (Septuagint). Still other translations suggest that ke
("like") should be read as be ("in" or "at"), and therefore render the words in question as "at Adam"
(RSV, Jerusalem Bible). It would not seem wise, therefore, to base a doctrine on a single passage of
this sort, the translation and meaning of which is not altogether certain.

A third objection to the concept of a covenant of works before the Fall is that there is no indication in
these early chapters of Genesis of a covenant oath or a covenant ratification ceremony. When we
read about the probationary or test command in Genesis 2:16-17, nothing is said about either a
covenant oath or a ratification ceremony. Much light has been shed on the nature of covenants in
ancient times, including those mentioned in the Bible, by recent research into ancient Near Eastern
covenantal treaties. These researchers found that the covenants of the Old Testament—particularly
those described in the later chapters of Genesis (beginning with chap. 15), Exodus, and Deuteronomy
—were always ratified by an oath and commonly accompanied by a ceremony, which in some cases
involved the cutting up and/or sacrificing of animals. If such confirmatory oaths were characteristic
of covenants in those days, as the evidence now indicates, we do not seem to be warranted in
concluding that the arrangement God made with Adam and Eve before the Fall was covenantal in
nature.

This view of the nature of covenants in biblical times is supported by several scholars. M. Weinfeld
puts it this way:

Berith as a commitment has to be confirmed by an oath...: Gen. 21:22ff.; 26:26ff.; Dt. 29:91f;
Josh. 9:15-20; T K. 11:4; Ezk. 16:8; 17:13ff.; which included most probably a conditional
imprecation: "May thus and thus happen to me if I violate the obligation." The oath gives the
obligation its binding validity, and therefore we find in the Bible as well as in the

Mesopotamian and Greek sources the pair of expressions: berith ve alah, "covenant and oath"
(Gen. 26:28; Dt. 29:11, 13,20 [12, 14, 21]; Ezk. 16:59; 17:18) in Hebrew.

George E. Mendenhall, whose 1954 articles gave the initial impetus to recent research in ancient Near Eastern covenantal treaties, calls
a covenant "essentially a promissory oath." According to Meredith G. Kline, whose book By Oath Consigned indicates familiarity with
Near Eastern treaty research,
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Every divine-human covenant in Scripture involves a sanction-sealed commitment to maintain a
particular relationship or follow a stipulated course of action. In general, then, a covenant may
be defined as a relationship under sanctions. The covenantal commitment is characteristically
expressed by an oath sworn in the solemnities of covenant ratification.

My fourth objection to the use of the expression "covenant of works" for God's dealings with Adam
and Eve before the Fall is that the word covenant in Scripture is always used in a context of
redemption. God establishes his covenant with fallen man, in order to provide a way whereby fallen
humankind can be redeemed from sin. It does not therefore seem proper to apply this word to an
arrangement God made with his human creatures before the Fall.

Though we should not, therefore, read the opening chapters of Genesis as a description of a
"covenant of works" between God and Adam before the Fall, we must indeed maintain the doctrinal
truths that lie behind the concept of the covenant of works. We must, for example, insist that Adam
was indeed the head and representative of the human race that was to descend from him; that he was
given a "probationary command" to test his obedience; that his disobedience to that command
brought sin, death, and condemnation into the world; and that he was therefore a type of Christ, our
second head, called "the last Adam" in 1 Corinthians 15:45, through whom we are delivered from
the sad results of the first Adam's sin.
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The Fall of the Angels

And so we come back at this point to the question of the origin of sin. Before we focus on the Genesis narrative of the Fall, which
describes the origin of sin in the life of the human race, however, we must observe that sin originated previous to the fall of man in the
fall of the angels. Adam and Eve were tempted in the Garden of Eden by a creature called "the serpent” (Gen. 3:1). From other
scriptural statements, however, it becomes apparent that the serpent was an instrument of or "spokesman" for Satan, a supremely evil
being who, though created by God, rebelled against God and became the leader of a host of fallen angels. Since the serpent tempted our
first parents to sin against God, and since the serpent was a tool of Satan, we conclude that sin was present in the angelic world before
it began in the human world. Satan, who obviously belonged to the angelic order of beings, was created good, but must have fallen from
his state of integrity into an evil state, apparently taking with him a host of angels.

That the angels were created by God is clearly taught in Colossians 1:16, and is implied in passages
that speak of God's creation of all things (Ps. 33:6; Neh. 9:6; John 1:3; Rom. 11:36; Eph. 3:9).
Though we cannot be certain about the time of the creation of the angels, we may be sure that they
were created before the time when God i1s said to have rested from all his work—"God saw all that
he had made, and it was very good" (Gen. 1:31).

Nothing is said in Scripture about the time or the nature of the fall of the angels. It must have
occurred before the fall of man. The passage that comes closest to describing the nature of the angels'
sinis Jude 6: "And the angels who did not keep their positions of authority [Gk.: archén] but
abandoned their own home [apolipontas to idion oikétérion]—these he has kept in darkness, bound
with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day." It would seem that these angels were not
satisfied with the place where God had put them, but desired a position of higher authority. The root
of their sin would therefore appear to be pride, which led to rebellion against God. That the root sin
of Satan and the angels was pride is further alluded to in 1 Timothy 3:6, "He [a person who wishes
to be an overseer in the church] must not be a recent convert, or he may become conceited and fall
under the same judgment as the devil."

What is significant here is that sin did not originate in the world of human beings but in the world of
spirits. These spirits were not tempted to sin by some force or power outside of themselves; they fell
in and by themselves. Jesus, in fact, says that the devil was a murderer "from the beginning," and that
when he lies, he speaks "according to his own nature" (John 8:44, RSV; Gk.: ek ton idion). In other
words, the devil as the leader of the fallen angels brought the lie out of himself.

In the human world, however, the temptation to sin came from the outside. Adam and Eve were
tempted by the devil, who appeared in the form of a serpent. The devil, through the serpent, appealed
to what the New Testament calls "the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life" (1
John 2:16, RSV). Though this fact by no means excuses man's sin, nor provides an explanation for it,
it does indicate an important difference between the sin of man and the sin of the angels.
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Was There a Speaking Serpent?

In our earlier discussion of the historicity of Adam and Eve and of the Fall we concluded that Adam and Eve were persons who lived at
a certain time in history and that the Fall was a historical event. But this does not fully answer the question of the interpretation of the
narrative of the Fall (Gen. 3). While we grant that the Fall occurred at some time i history, should we therefore mterpret literally all
aspects of this narrative? Or should we interpret some aspects in a nonliteral or symbolic way?

The first thing we should note is that the literary genre of Genesis 1 to 3 is different from the types of
literature found in other parts of the Bible, particularly in other historical sections. Ordinarily, Bible
writers wrote history based on what they or their informers had witnessed or experienced;
sometimes they even had access to certain written documents. But there were no actual witnesses to
some of the events described in Genesis 1, such as the creation of the universe and what happened on
each of the creation days, the forming of the man from the dust of the earth, and the formation of the
woman from Adam's rib. Also, it seems highly unlikely that there was an oral tradition going all the
way back to Adam from which the writer of Genesis 1-3 could draw information about the events
described in those chapters. According to recent scientific evidence it seems that human beings have
been on this earth for possibly hundreds of thousands of years, making it extremely improbable that
there could be a dependable oral tradition going all the way back to the beginning. Further, according
to Joshua 24:2 and 14, the true knowledge of God had been lost by Abraham and his father before
they left Ur of the Chaldees; hence the chain of a true tradition about these early events, if there was
such a tradition, would seem to have been broken. Since the writer of Genesis 1-3, therefore, could
not consult eyewitnesses to the events he described, and since there was apparently no dependable
oral tradition to which he could appeal, we must conclude that the literary genre of these chapters is
different from that of other historical sections of the Bible.

This does not mean, however, that what was written in Genesis 3 is not history. The narrative of the
Fall in Genesis 3, as we have seen, must be understood as describing an event that happened in
history. But the narrative involves a different kind of history-writing than is found, say, in Kings or
Chronicles. This raises the question about the literal or nonliteral interpretation of the various
aspects of the narrative of the Fall. Must we interpret the serpent literally? How about the speaking
of the serpent? How about the two trees: the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 2:17) and
the tree of life (Gen. 3, 24)?

There have been and are theologians standing in the Reformed tradition who, while agreeing that the
narrative of the Fall in Genesis 3 describes a historical fall, believe that such details do not
necessarily have to be taken literally but may be understood in a symbolic or figurative way. For
example, this is the position of the signers of the Majority Report of the study committee dealing with
the doctrinal pronouncement of the Synod of Assen of the Gereformeerde Kerken in the Netherlands
(1926)—a report presented to the General Synod of the Gereformeerde Kerken held in Amsterdam
and Lunteren in 1967-68. This committee was asked to give advice on the question of whether the
Gereformeerde Kerken should continue to uphold and enforce the binding character of the following
doctrinal pronouncement of the Synod of Assen:
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That the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, the serpent and his speaking, and the tree of
life, according to the evident intention of the scriptural narrative of Genesis 2 and 3, are to be
understood in a non-symbolic or literal sense, and were therefore realities perceptible to the
senses [zintuiglijk waarneembare werkelijkheden]?

While not denying the historicity of the Fall, the majority of this committee recommended that the synod should repeal the binding
character of this doctrinal pronouncement; this recommendation was adopted by the synod. Those who signed this majority report were
G. C. Berkouwer, W. H. Gispen, K. G. Idema, J. L. Koole, A. D. R. Polman, N. H. Ridderbos, D. Van Swigchem, and S. Van Wouwe.

Another Reformed theologian who has taken a similar position is the professor of Old Testament at
the Theological Seminary of the Christelijke Gereformeerde Kerken in the Netherlands, B. J.
Oosterhoff. In a book published in 1972 he stated that, while the Fall should be understood as a
historic event, and while the serpent in the Paradise story should be understood to have been an
actual animal, the speaking of the serpent should be conceived of as a symbolic reproduction of
something that was historically real.

We must grant, of course, that the most important question in connection with the narrative of the Fall
1s that of the historicity of man's fall into sin, and that therefore the question of the precise
interpretation of the details of the story of the Fall is of lesser importance. Nevertheless, | am
convinced that we should interpret the above-mentioned details of the Genesis narrative (the serpent,
the speaking of the serpent, and the two trees) literally and not symbolically or figuratively. The
reasons why I take this position will become evident as we examine some of the arguments advanced
by those who affirm the historicity of the Fall but believe that we need not understand literally the
details of the Genesis narrative.

We have already mentioned the first of these arguments: that scholars are now expressing doubts
about whether there was an unbroken chain of tradition from Adam's time to the time of the writer of
Genesis 3 (presumably Moses). As we have seen, two reasons are given to support these doubts: the
age of mankind, and the statements in 24 and 14 that Abraham and his fathers served gods other than
Yahweh. In the light of recent scholarship, both in the natural sciences and in biblical studies, we
must conclude that, though such a chain of tradition is not totally impossible, it now seems extremely
unlikely.

However, the fact that there probably was no such unbroken chain of tradition does not necessarily
mean that the four items mentioned above are not to be interpreted literally. Actually, we do not
know how the writer of Genesis came to know the narrative that he wrote down in Genesis 3. It
seems most likely that there was a particular divine revelation to this author about these events at the
very beginning of human history. If God revealed the narrative of Genesis 3 to Moses—a narrative
that depicts a historical fall—what basis do we have for saying that the above-mentioned four items
ought not to be understood literally?

A second argument is that the many anthropomorphisms found in these early chapters of Genesis are
not to be interpreted literally. An anthropomorphism is the ascription of human characteristics to
nonhuman things or beings—in this case, to God. For example, in Genesis 2 we are told that "the
Lorp God formed man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life."
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About this passage G. Ch. Aalders, the late professor of Old Testament at the Free University in
Amsterdam, makes the following comment:

It is definitely not necessary to hold that, on the basis of this passage, man was formed out of
dust or clay into some kind of clay doll. It is far more likely that these words must be
understood as meaning that the body of man is entirely built up of basic substances similar to
those found in the earth.

Another example is found in Genesis 3, "The Lorp God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them." About this
passage Aalders says,

When we read the words, "God made garments" and "clothed them," we must understand these
statements as anthropomorphisms. As Calvin suggests, it would be entirely in conflict with the
spiritual nature of God to envision Him coming down to slaughter animals, skinning them,
converting their skins into clothes, and then putting these garments on the man and the woman,
all with His own hands.

Since, so the argument goes, statements such as these are not to be taken literally, neither should the speaking serpent and the two trees
mentioned in these chapters be understood literally.

Yet anthropomorphisms occur not only in these chapters but in other parts of Scripture as well.
Elsewhere in the Old Testament God is said to have feet (Ex. 24:10), a hand (Isa. 50:11), a heart
(Hos. 11:8), and eyes (Ps. 34:15). Anthropomorphisms occur in connection with the story of
Abraham (God comes to Abraham in the form of a man, Gen. 18), of Jacob (who wrestles with God
in the form of a man, 2:24), and of Moses (the Lord meets Moses and seeks to kill him, Ex. 4:24-26).
The fact that there are such anthropomorphisms in the narratives dealing with Abraham, Jacob, and
Moses does not imply that the history that these narratives describe is to be dismissed as merely
figurative or symbolic.

Obviously, to interpret literally the anthropomorphic expressions about God found in Genesis 2 and
3 would distort the biblical description of God as a spirit (John 4:24) and bring him down to the
level of a mere man. But this by no means necessarily implies that statements about the serpent or
about the trees found in the Garden of Eden are not to be understood literally.

A third argument is that certain aspects of the narrative of the Fall have a symbolic meaning. The two
trees, for example, are a case in point. The tree of the knowledge of good and evil stands for the
possibility of temptation, of learning about what was good and what was evil in the wrong way. The
tree of life stands for the possibility of everlasting and unbroken fellowship with God. The serpent
also has a symbolic meaning: obviously, an evil power behind the serpent desired to cause man to
sin against God. Since the two trees and the serpent have symbolic meanings, so it is argued, why
should we not understand the serpent and the trees as being symbolic or figurative in to to?

In reply, however, we may say that the fact that these trees had symbolic significance does not prove
that they were not real trees. Further, the fact that an evil power was behind the serpent does not
prove that there was not a real serpent.
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In fact, we may put it even more strongly. If we say that the serpent, the speaking of the serpent, the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and the eating of the forbidden fruit were not actual but only
symbolic or figurative, then we really know nothing about how man fell into sin. Then we must
conclude that Adam and Eve did not actually eat the forbidden fruit, but that they sinned against God
in some other way—a way of which we are totally ignorant. As we have seen, however, Genesis 3
gives us God's revelation of how sin came into the world. That revelation was not intended to leave
us in the dark but to instruct us. I conclude that to understand the details of the narrative of the Fall
nonliterally and symbolically is to fail to do justice to the purpose for which God gave us this
revelation.

Both in Genesis 3 and elsewhere the Bible gives clear evidence that the serpent—to mention only
one of the details discussed above—is to be understood literally. In Genesis 3 the serpent is
considered as belonging to the animals God had created: "Now the serpent was more crafty than any
of the wild animals the Lorp God had made." From the same chapter (v. 14) we learn about God's
punishment of the serpent, a punishment that indicates that an actual serpent was being described, not
just a symbolic serpent:

Zursed are you above all the livestock
ind all the wild animals!

tou will crawl on your belly

ind you will eat dust

il the days of your life.

There is also a clear reference to an actual serpent in 2 Corinthians 11:3, "But I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent's
cunning, your minds may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ." That Paul is thinking here of Genesis 3
is obvious from his references to the serpent, his cunning, and the deception he practiced. The way Paul alludes to this passage indicates
that he understood Genesis 3 not as referring to some totally unknown transgression depicted by veiled symbols, but as describing the
deception of Eve by an actual serpent.

As was said, however, it is obvious that there was an evil power or being behind the serpent. The
serpent in Genesis 3 1s described as doing things that no mere serpent could do—talk—and as
knowing things that no mere serpent could know—what God had said to Adam. In his conversation
with Eve, the serpent contradicted God ("You will not surely die," v. 4), and attributed unworthy
motives to God ("For God knows that when you eat of it [the forbidden fruit] your eyes will be
opened, and you will be like God," v. 5). The serpent's purpose in this conversation was to induce
Eve to sin against God. So this was no mere serpent. Behind him was an evil being of some sort,
who knew what God had said, who hated God, and who wished to tempt the woman to sin against
God.

From the New Testament we learn that the evil power behind the serpent was the devil or Satan. In
John 8:44 we hear Jesus saying to the Jews who were disputing with him,
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You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father's desires. He was a murderer
from the beginning, and has nothing to do with the truth, because there 1s no truth in him. When
he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies. (RSV)

The words "he was a murderer from the beginning" obviously refer to the story of the Fall, where the devil through the serpent brought
about the fall into sin and the subsequent death of our first parents. The description of the devil as "the father of lies" again reminds us
of the lying words of the serpent in Genesis 3: "You will not surely die." Behind the serpent, Jesus is implying, was the devil.

The identification of the serpent of Genesis 3 with Satan or the devil is explicit in two passages in
the Book of Revelation. The first of these is 12:9, "The great dragon was hurled down—that ancient
serpent called the devil or Satan, who leads the whole world astray." The second passage is 20, "He
[the angel] seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil, or Satan, and bound him for a
thousand years."

We must therefore understand the serpent in Genesis 3 as an actual serpent who really talked (through
the malicious power of the devil) but who was an instrument of Satan. Satan, in other words, used
the serpent as his tool in leading our first parents to sin against God.

The serpent did not direct himself to the man but to the woman—perhaps because the woman had not
directly received God's command about eating the forbidden fruit, but had heard about it from Adam.
Possibly for this reason the woman would be the more susceptible to argumentation and doubt.

It is obvious that sin began in the heart of Eve already before she actually ate the forbidden fruit. One
may note the following stages: The first thing that happened was that Satan, through the serpent,
aroused doubt in Eve's mind when he said, "Did God really say, "You must not eat from any tree in
the garden'?" (v._1). In the woman's reply we note the beginning of resentment: "The woman said to
the serpent, "We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, ""You must not eat fruit
from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die"" (vv. 2-
3). Actually, God had not said that Adam and Eve could not touch this tree; Eve's mentioning this
seems to suggest the beginning of resentment against what she now deemed to be an unfair restriction
of their activities.

Doubt and resentment soon led to unbelief. When the serpent went on to say, "You will not surely
die" (v.4), Eve began to believe the serpent and to disbelieve God. Next the serpent aroused pride:
"For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing
good and evil" (v. 5). Feeling that some greater height of God-likeness than she had previously
attained had so far been denied her, and wanting in pride to reach that height, the woman was now
ready for the final step. As she looked intently at the tree, evil desire was aroused. There was an
appeal to the appetite ("the fruit of the tree was good for food"), to the eyes (it was "pleasing to the
eye"), and once again to her pride (the fruit was "desirable for gaining wisdom"). The final step was
outright disobedience: "she took some [of the fruit] and ate it. She also gave some to her husband,
who was with her, and he ate it" (v._6). Through these various stages, therefore, Satan succeeded in
leading our first parents to sin against God.
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The Riddle of Sin

The fact that we can discern these stages in the temptation and fall of our first parents, however, does not mean that we have in the
Genesis narrative an explanation for the entrance of sin into the human world. What we have here is the biblical narrative of the origin
of sin, but not an explanation for that origin. One of the most important things we must remember about sin, both in the life of man and
in that of the angels, is that it is inexplicable. The origin of evil is, as Herman Bavinck puts it, one of the greatest riddles of life.

One could say, of course, that the possibility of sinning was present in our first parents when they
were created. Augustine put it negatively: Man as he was first created could be described as posse
non peccare—that is, as a being who was able not to sin. This statement implies, however, that the
possibility of sinning was present in Adam and Eve at the beginning. But how this possibility became
actuality 1s a mystery that we shall never be able to fathom. We shall never know how doubt first
arose in Eve's mind. We shall never understand how a person who had been created in a state of
rectitude, in a state of sinlessness, could begin to sin.

We can find no reason for sin in God's good creation or in the gifts he gave to man. Those gifts were
of such a nature that Adam and Eve should have been able to resist the devil's temptation and remain
obedient to God. We must acknowledge that they could not have remained standing in their moral
integrity apart from the strength of the Holy Spirit who was dwelling within them. But the point is:
Adam and Eve could have and should have remained standing. Why they did not is not to be found in
God's creation.

Neither can we say that God was the cause of the falling into sin of our first parents. How could God
cause them to do what was contrary to his will? The very thought goes counter to everything the
Bible teaches us about God. As James says, "Each one is tempted [to sin] when, by his own evil
desire, he is dragged away and enticed" (1:14). Adam and Eve were enticed by their own desires to
sin, but we shall never understand how or why.

We could say that the sinful deed had as its cause a sinful will, but what was the origin of this sinful
will? How could a sinless will begin to will sinfully? Augustine expressed it well:

Let no one, therefore, look for an efficient cause of the evil will; for it is not efficient, but
deficient.... Now, to seek to discover the causes of these defections,—causes, as I have said, not
efficient but deficient,—is as if someone sought to see darkness or to hear silence.

One may speak, further, of the senselessness and "motiveless-ness" of sin. Every effort to view man's
sin as part of a rational system must be repudiated. One cannot make sense out of the senseless. Sin
is simply inexplicable, and we have to leave it at that.

It remains true, of course, that the fall into sin of our first parents did not occur outside of God's
providential permission. God did not cause man's fall—but he did permit it. This raises the difficult
question of how God can permit things to happen that are against his will. Many years ago Augustine
put it this way:
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This is the meaning of the statement, "The works of the Lord are great, well-considered in all
his acts of will"—that in a strange and ineffable fashion even that which is done against his will
[contra eius voluntatem] is not done without his will [praeter eius voluntatem].

Sin is therefore against God's will but never outside of or beyond (praeter) God's will. God
permitted the Fall to occur because in his omnipotence he could bring good even out of evil. But the
fact that man's sin does not occur outside of the will of God neither excuses it nor explains it. Sin

will always remain a riddle.



Chapter 8.
The Spread of Sin

The Results of the First Sin

After Adam and Eve had eaten of the forbidden fruit, the first result was great disappointment.
Instead of feeling that they were like God, as the serpent had predicted, they were overwhelmed by a
deep sense of shame: "Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were
naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves" (Gen. 3:7). Previously
they had been aware of their nakedness, but had not been ashamed (2:25). Their sense of shame was
the immediate response of a guilty conscience. Now, however, Adam and Eve both realized that they
had done wrong, and so they contrived to cover themselves by sewing fig leaves together. "That the
sense of shame should concentrate itself on that portion of the body which is marked by the organs of
generation, no doubt has its deeper reason in this that man instinctively feels that the very fountain
and source of human life is contaminated by sin."

The next result of the first sin was fear. The man and his wife now hid from God; when God called,
"Where are you?" Adam answered, "I was afraid..." (3:10). Consciousness of guilt had now brought
fear—fear of what God might do to them as punishment for their sin.

But along with the fear came evasion of responsibility. What Adam actually said to God was, "I was
afraid because I was naked; so [ hid" (v. 10). What Adam should have said was that he was afraid
because he knew that he had done wrong; instead, he attempted to cover up his guilt. Adam continued
this evasion by blaming Eve (v. 12), who in turn blamed the serpent (v. 13). Neither the man nor the
woman was willing to own up to personal responsibility in the guilt of this first sin.

We learn further from Genesis 3 that God passed sentence upon all three of the parties directly
involved in the Fall (serpent, woman, man). According to the account, God cursed the serpent (v.
14), and, for Adam's sake, he also cursed the ground (v. 17); but the word curse 1s not used of the
man and woman themselves. So, though we may speak of God's curse upon the serpent, we must
refer to God's sentence or judgment upon the man and the woman.

Because the serpent was instrumental in the fall of man, a curse now rested upon him, indicating
God's displeasure and wrath against man's first sin. God cursed the serpent above all cattle and wild
animals: "You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life" (v. 14). The
words "You will crawl on your belly" may mean that the serpent had previously had a different mode
of locomotion, but we cannot be sure of this. "You will eat dust" does not refer to the kind of food the
serpent was to eat, but rather to the fact that when he is creeping on his belly the serpent is certain to
get some dust into his mouth. However, the expression "to eat dust" is also intended to indicate that
the serpent would now occupy the position of a defeated enemy.


http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ge+3%3A7
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ge+2%3A25
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ge+3%3A10
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ge+3%3A10
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ge+3%3A12
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ge+3%3A13
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ge+3
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ge+3%3A14
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ge+3%3A17
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ge+3%3A14

The words to the serpent now continue with what is often called the Protevangelium (the first gospel
message) or the Mother Promise:

"will put enmity between you and the woman,
ind between your seed and her seed;
1e shall bruise your head,

ind you shall bruise his heel. (v. 15, RSV)

Though these words occur as part of the curse upon the serpent, they clearly indicate the redemptive grace of God toward fallen man.
This passage, in fact, bursts upon us like a rising sun dispelling darkness, gloom, and misery.

The words of this text lead us beyond the serpent to the evil power that was behind him: the devil or
Satan. When Eve followed the advice of the serpent, she had, in effect, made a league of friendship
with the devil. God now graciously substituted enmity for that friendship, in effect saying to Eve,
Though you have just turned your back on me by eating of the forbidden fruit, I will still continue to
be a friend to you; I will continue to be on your side. God's first response to human sin, therefore, is
a response of grace.

This enmity between the woman and the serpent (or, rather, the devil who was behind the serpent) is
to continue into the future: "and between your seed and her seed." "Your seed" does not mean the
literal animal offspring of the serpent, but rather those human beings who will share the devil's
purpose and will therefore, like him, be enemies of God. This reminds us of Jesus' words to the Jews
who were opposing him: "You belong to your father, the devil, and you want to carry out your father's
desire" (John 8:44). "Her seed," on the other hand, means those of the woman's descendants who
will be God's people—people who will believe God's promises and will live in harmony with his
purposes. So in this part of the text the enmity between the woman and Satan is broadened to include
enmity between two groups of people. The history of the world from now on will be a history of
antithesis, of opposition, between the people of God (the seed of the woman) and the opponents of
God (the seed of the serpent).

In the last part of the passage God seems to turn from the collective to the individual understanding
of the two types of seed. "He ['her seed,' now thought of as an individual] shall bruise your head [the
head of the serpent—or, rather, of the devil who stands behind the serpent]." Since we should
understand "bruise" as meaning "crush" (NIV), this individual is said to be one who will totally
defeat Satan or the devil. Though Adam and Eve, we presume, did not fully or clearly understand all
this, from the rest of Scripture we learn that the one who was to give Satan the deathblow would be
none other than our Lord Jesus Christ. So here already, in Genesis 3, we have the promise of the
coming Redeemer.

"And you [the serpent—or, rather, the devil] shall bruise his heel [the heel of the woman's seed—that
1s, of Christ]." The imagery here 1s of a man stepping on a serpent's head to crush it, but getting his
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heel hurt in the process. So the coming Redeemer will have to suffer in the process of winning the
victory over Satan (we think of the sufferings of our Lord, particularly on the cross), but he will
conquer in the end.

In this beautiful passage we see the wonders of God's grace. Genesis 3, which is actually part of
God's curse on the serpent, contains in seed form all that God intends to do for the redemption of
those whose first parents fell into sin. All the rest of the Bible will be an unfolding of the contents of
this marvelous promise.

The judgment of God on the woman is found in verse 16. One of the results of the first sin for the
woman 1s pain in giving birth to children: "I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing; with
pain you will give birth to children." The bearing of children will, of course, be a blessing—a
fulfillment of the mandate given to our first parents to be fruitful and increase in number (Gen. 1:28).
But the pain and discomfort involved in childbirth is a result of the Fall. The second half of the
judgment reads, "Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you." "Desire" here
probably means the wife's longing for sexual fellowship with her husband; this will continue despite
the pains that can be expected at the time of childbirth.

The statement "he will rule over you" tells us that one of the results of the Fall for the woman is that
she will be in a position of subordination to her husband. The word translated "will rule" (mashal)
1s also used to describe the governing authority of a monarch. Because of the fall into sin, the
harmonious relationship between husband and wife has become distorted. In place of the proper
relationship in which, though the husband is the head of the wife and though he occupies a leadership
role in the marriage, his wife still stands next to him in a position of equality as a "suitable helper"
(Gen. 2:20), now the wife will stand under the husband as someone who is to be subjugated by him
or subservient to him. Because of sin the ruling of the husband over the wife will tend to become
tyrannical and domineering. In the cultures of many Oriental peoples, where wives have been treated
by their husbands as not much more than slaves, we see one of the worst forms of this "ruling." In the
Christian community, needless to say, we must try to overcome this result of the Fall, and seek to
restore the relationship between husband and wife to that which God originally intended.

We come now to the judgment of God on the man, found in Genesis 3:17-19. Though the judgment
pronounced in these verses 1s addressed to the man, it is significant to note that all the elements of
this judgment apply to the woman as well as to the man. First, God says to Adam, "Cursed is the
ground because of you" (v. 17). This is the second curse: nature suffers along with humanity; it must
share with humankind the results of sin. In this way human beings will be continually reminded of
their transgressions against God, and of their need for repentance. The cursing of the ground means
that there is a sense in which God will withdraw his favor from the earth—though, as Calvin reminds
us, this will not be a total withdrawal; such passages as "the earth is full of the goodness of the Lord"
(Ps. 33:5, KJV) and "his [the Lord's] tender mercies are over all his works" (Ps. 145:9, KJV) assure
us of that. Scripture describes the result of this cursing of the ground in three ways, which we will
look at in turn.

1. "Through painful toil you will eat of it [the ground] all the days of your life" (v. 17). The word
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translated "painful toil" (“it-sabon) is the same word that was rendered "pains" in verse 16, which
described the judgment on the woman. As the woman will bear children with pain, so the man will
eat the produce of the ground with a painful kind of toil. Whereas Adam's work in the garden before
the Fall had been most pleasant and delightful, from now on his work and the work of his
descendants will be unpleasant, accompanied by toil and trouble. Though this painful toil is one of
the results of sin, these words still imply a blessing. For human beings will continue to eat what the
ground brings forth; their lives will still be sustained. We may therefore note two elements in this
judgment: (1) a continuity with the original arrangement—the man must continue to till the ground
and the ground will continue to provide food for him; (2) a discontinuity from the original
arrangement—the man's work will now be attended by hardship. We noted a similar situation in
connection with the judgment on the woman, which had a continuity with the original arrangement—
the woman would continue to bring forth children—but also a discontinuity—childbearing would
now become very painful. In the judgments on the man and the woman, therefore, we can see both
blessing and punishment.

2. "It [the ground] will produce thorns and thistles for you" (v. 18). Undesirable types of plants will
now begin to spring up, and weeds will multiply, making the task of tilling the soil much more
difficult than before. We note that only such aspects of the curse as apply to agriculture are here
mentioned. But surely other types of results must be included as well, such as natural disasters—
floods, earthquakes, and the like—and disease germs, viruses, and disease-spreading insects. Calvin
put it this way: "The whole order of nature was subverted by the sin of man." And we remember that
Paul spoke of the "frustration" and "bondage to decay" to which the whole creation has been
subjected because of sin (Rom. 8:20-21).

3. "By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food" (v. 19). Here we have a restatement of the
"painful toil" of verse 17. Hard labor will now be the man's lot. Life will not be easy.

We come now to the last part of the judgment on the man: God tells him he will return to the ground
from which he was taken—"for dust you are and to dust you will return" (v. 19). Since man had been
formed from the dust of the ground (2:7), it is obvious that these words describe physical death.
Though some theologians taught that man would have died anyway, whether he had sinned or not, the
fact that these words occur as part of God's judgment on man because of the first sin indicates that
physical death is one of the results of sin. God warned that death would be one of the results of
Adam's transgression in the so-called Probationary Command: "But you must not eat from the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil, for when (or in the day that) you eat of it you will surely die" (Gen.
2:17). Though more than physical death was intended here, physical death was certainly included,
since this would be the obvious and primary meaning of the Hebrew verb miith used in this passage.

The question might be asked: since God had said, "in the day that you eat of it you shall die" (KJV,
NASB, RSV; Heb. beyom ‘akaleka mimmennii), why did not Adam and Eve die in the physical sense
on the very day that they ate the fruit? Some Reformed theologians, who understood this passage to
mean precisely this, suggest that the execution of the death sentence was postponed because of God's
grace, that is, his common grace. It is not necessary, however, to understand the words of the
Probationary Command in this way. Geerhardus Vos calls attention to the fact that the expression "in
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the day that you eat of it" is simply a Hebrew idiom meaning "as surely as you eat of it." Therefore
the fact that Adam and Eve did not die on the day they committed the first sin does not need to cause
us difficulty.

The words of Genesis 3:19 indicate that from now on death in the physical sense would be
inevitable for the human race. From the state of being "able not to die" (posse non mori) humankind
had now entered upon the state of "not able not to die" (non posse non mori).

We should add that since, according to Scripture, the deepest meaning of life 1s fellowship with God,
the deepest meaning of death must be the disruption of the fellowship with God that man enjoyed
before the Fall, and this disruption is spiritual death. Hence the death that came upon man and
woman at the Fall must have included spiritual death—in this sense one could say that our first
parents died immediately when the first sin occurred. As a further consequence, every human being
since the Fall is born in a state of spiritual death (cf. Eph. 2:1-2). At the time of the Fall humankind
also became subject to what we call eternal death—that is, eternal separation from the loving
presence of God.

If the grace of God had not intervened, death in all three senses—physical, spiritual, and eternal—
would have been the lot of every human being, including our first parents. But we thank God that his
grace did intervene, beginning with our first parents. For already to them, as we have seen, God gave
his gracious Mother Promise—and we have no reason to doubt that Adam and Eve accepted and
believed that promise.

Something remains to be said about the last result of sin mentioned in this chapter: the expulsion of
our first parents from the Garden of Eden. We find this described in verses 22-24:

(22) And the Lorp God said, "The man has now become like one of us, knowing good and evil.
He must not be allowed to reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live
forever." (23) So the Lorp God banished him from the Garden of Eden to work the ground from
which he had been taken. (24) After he drove the man out, he placed on the east side of the
Garden of Eden cherubim and a flaming sword flashing back and forth to guard the way to the
tree of life.

Some Bible scholars believe that God's statement, "The man has now become like one of us,
knowing good and evil," is a kind of holy irony. Webster defines irony as "the use of words to
express something other than and especially the opposite of the literal meaning." That is, God, in a
kind of sarcastic way, is telling Adam and Eve that they have indeed attained what the serpent
promised them: they have become like God; while saying this, however, God means exactly the
opposite. Other interpreters, however, feel—and rightly so—that one should not speak of irony here,
since such an understanding of God's words is to fail to honor the majesty and holiness of God.

What God 1s saying here is this: "Man wished to be like 'one of us." Man desired to be so by
assuming a divine prerogative: that of determining for himself what was good and what was evil. But
this 1s something only I may do. And I had told man what was good and evil in my sight. But he
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refused to obey my command. Instead, he took it into his own hands to determine what was good.
Thus he became, as it were, his own god. He became like me in the wrong way, in the way of sin and
rebellion. Man now knows good and evil in the way that I forbade."

For this reason Adam and Eve were banished from the Garden of Eden. By their sin they had
forfeited the privilege of remaining in the garden, and eating of the tree of life. God therefore now
said, "He [man] must not be allowed to reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat,
and live forever" (v. 22). The fruit of the tree of life would have enabled human beings, in a way that
1s not further described here, to continue to live forever, without dying. Since Adam and Eve had
now become sinners, and since one of the results of sin, as we saw, is physical death, they could not
be allowed to stay in the Garden of Eden and to eat of this tree. And so they—and their children—
were permanently banished from Paradise.

Yet even here we may see evidence of the grace of God. For if fallen man had continued to eat of the
tree of life, he would have lived forever in a sin-torn and sin-defaced body, which would have been
a great calamity. We thank God that through the work of Christ we may be delivered from "the body
of our humiliation" and may look forward to receiving from Christ at the final resurrection a new
body that will be conformed to "the body of his glory" (Phil. 3:21, ASV). And we who are in Christ
also thank God that on the new earth, in the life to come, we may look forward to eating once again
of that tree of life from which our first parents were driven away (Rev. 22:2).
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The Universality of Sin

As a result of the Fall, sin has become universal; except for Jesus Christ no person who ever lived
on this earth has been free from sin. This sad fact is acknowledged even by those who are neither
adherents of Christianity nor believers in the Bible.

The recognition that there is something wrong with the moral nature of man is found in all religions.
In primitive religions many offerings, some of them even human sacrifices, are made to propitiate the
gods for man's wrongdoing. The Koran, the sacred book of Islam, admits the universal sinfulness of
man, understanding this sinfulness as being a violation of the will of a personal god. In Hinduism no
personal god is recognized, and therefore sin is considered to be an illusion; yet the sacred books of
Hinduism have much to say about sin, and prescribe many penances by which sin may be removed.
Buddhism totally denies the existence of God; yet it affirms the universality of sin—for the Buddhist
sin consists essentially of desire, either any desire or particularly selfish desire.

Most philosophers also affirm that the tendency to evil is found in all human beings. Plato, for
example, taught that people do wrong when they follow their appetites and passions instead of being
ruled by their intellects. Immanuel Kant believed that there is in all human persons a radical evil
(das radikale Bose), which invariably leads them to do wrong.

Man's inevitable drift toward wrongdoing is also recognized in literature. Such well-known writers
of fiction as Fyodor Dostoyevski, Aldous Huxley, George Orwell, William Faulkner, Albert Camus,
Graham Greene, and William Golding all describe human nature as basically flawed, as imperfect,
as inclined to various types of evil, hypocrisy, and sin. Two recent volumes of nonfiction have made
a similar point. In Whatever Became of Sin? Dr. Karl Menninger affirms that, though the word sin
has largely disappeared from our vocabulary, sin, both individual and collective, is still very much
in evidence in our present-day culture. Still more recently, M. Scott Peck, like Menninger a
psychiatrist, has written an unsettling book entitled The People of the Lie. Peck's main thesis is that
evil is far more widespread than most of us think. Evil, he affirms, is not found only among
criminals, whose atrocious deeds are widely publicized by the media; it is found in the lives of most
people who want to be thought good but whose "goodness" is mere pretense. These are people—and
many of us are among them—whose lives are filled with various devices for covering up and
refusing to acknowledge their sins; hence Peck calls them "the people of the lie."

Granted, many of the groups and individuals described above would not call this moral deficiency
sin in the biblical sense; namely, transgression of the will of a holy God. Yet they do recognize that
there is something radically wrong with human nature today.

The Bible clearly teaches the universality of sin—in the sense of rebellion against God's
commandments. After the fall of man has been recorded in Genesis 3, the narrative goes on to
describe the first murder: Cain's killing of his brother Abel. As the history continues, we learn how
sin spread and increased among humankind until it finally reached such an intensity that the judgment
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of the flood became necessary. At the time of the flood "the Lorp saw how great man's wickedness
on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the
time" (Gen. 6:5). The flood, however, did not basically change the human heart, for even afterward
God said, "Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his
heart is evil from childhood" (Gen. 8:21).

Many other Old Testament passages convey the thought of the universality of sin, but I will mention
only a few. An incidental reference is found in Solomon's prayer at the dedication of the temple:
"When they [the people of Israel] sin against you [ God]—for there 1s no one who does not sin..." (1
Kings 8:46). In the Book of Job we find these words: "Who can bring a clean thing out of an
unclean? There is not one" (Job 14:4, RSV). Many references to the universal sinfulness of man are
found in the Psalms. Note, for example, the following: "If you, O Lorbp, kept a record of sins, O
Lorp, who could stand?" (Ps. 130:3); "Do not bring your servant into judgment, for no one living is
righteous before you" (Ps. 143:2). From the Book of Proverbs we glean this passage: "Who can say,
'l have kept my heart pure; I am clean and without sin'?" (Prov. 20:9). And from Ecclesiastes: "There
1s not a righteous man on earth who does what is right and never sins" (Eccl. 7:20).

The New Testament also clearly teaches that sin is universal. When Jesus said to Nicodemus, "I tell
you the truth, unless a man is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God" (John 3:3), he was
implying that man's nature is now so evil that a spiritual rebirth is necessary. In the opening chapters
of his Epistle to the Romans, Paul describes the universality of sin in vivid strokes; his indictment
culminates in these words:

Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every
mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God. Therefore no one will be
declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become
conscious of sin. (Rom. 3:19-20)

In fact, says Paul, "All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God" (Rom. 3:23). Not only are unbelievers "children of wrath"—that is,
objects of God's wrath because of their sin—but believers are also in this state by nature: "We all once lived in the passions of our flesh,
following the desires of body and mind, and so we were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind" (Eph. 2:3, RSV). James
recognizes the universal sinfulness of man: "We all stumble in many ways" (Jas. 3:2). And the language of the apostle John on this point
is crystal clear: "If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.... If we claim we have not sinned, we
make him [God] out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives" (1 John 1:8, 10).
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Original Sin

We must now consider the question of original sin, which has always been an essential aspect of the Christian doctrine of man. First, I
should point out that we must distinguish original sin from actual sin. Original sin is the sinful state and condition in which every human
being is born; actual sin, however, is the sins of act, word, or thought that human beings commit. Later we shall come back to a fuller
consideration of actual sin.

We use the expression "original sin" for two reasons: (1) because sin had its origin at the time of the
origin of the human race, and (2) because the sin that we call "original" is the source of our actual
sins (though not in such a way as to take away our responsibility for the sins we commit).

Before I set forth the doctrine of original sin, we should note that many recent theologians reject that
doctrine in the traditional sense. The Christian church has traditionally taught that the Fall was a
historical event in which Adam and Eve rebelled against God by eating from the forbidden tree.
Because of this first sin, all of Adam and Eve's descendants are now born with a corrupt nature and
are under a sentence of condemnation because of their connection with Adam, who, in committing the
first sin, acted as their head and representative. However, recent theologians have taught otherwise.

I have previously mentioned Karl Barth (1886-1968), whose denial of the historical Fall was
discussed earlier, but quote here two statements that clearly show his position:

In the matter of human disobedience and depravity there is no "earlier" in which man was not
yet a transgressor and as such innocent.

There was never a golden age. It makes no sense to look back longingly to one. Primordial man was a sinner "from the
beginning."

G. C. Berkouwer summarizes Barth's view as follows: "Original sin does not involve a transfer (in time) from integrity to corruption, but
Adam is exemplarily the representative of all who followed him."

Emil Brunner (1889-1966) similarly denies the historicity of the Fall. In The Christian Doctrine of
Creation and Redemption he says that the Augustinian teaching on original sin is "a perversion of the
Biblical doctrine of Sin, and of the genuine Christian truth about sin." Though Brunner wishes to
maintain the idea that sin is a dominant force in human life and that all human beings are connected in

the solidarity of sin, he clearly rejects the traditional view of original sin. In fact, he says of Romans
5:12 that

it does not refer to the transgression of Adam in which all his descendants share; but it states the
fact that "Adam's" descendants are involved in death, because they themselves commit sin.

Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976), well known for his program of demythologization, believes that the
traditional doctrine of original sin should be eliminated as mythological and therefore unacceptable
to modern man.

Reinhold Niebuhr (1893-1971) also rejects the historicity of the Fall. Theodore Minnema says that
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in Niebuhr's view
original sin is defined within the structure of self-consciousness....

The interpreting of original sin with respect to the complexities of the moral consciousness of
man substantially alters the traditional and evangelical doctrine of original sin. By original sin
Niebuhr does not mean evil in its entire sweep of history beginning with the fall of Adam.

The question of original sin has stirred some recent developments in Roman Catholic theology as
well. "Since the early fifties," says George Vandervelde, "Roman Catholic publications on the
subject of original sin have been issued in a constant stream, and as yet the discussion shows no
signs of abating." The immediate occasion for this proliferation of literature, he continues, is

the gradual erosion of the framework that seems indispensable for the traditional doctrine of
original sin, a framework that was never at issue until modern times. This framework consists
essentially of a static view of man and his world: the world and man proceed ready-made from
God's hands; all men originate from a single human pair; historical development is orientated to
and bound by its beginning; a primordial fall has catastrophic and historically irreversible
consequences for all men.

...The contemporary discussion of the doctrine of original sin presupposes that this stable
framework has been eroded and finally washed away by a dynamic, evolutionary world view.

The "good creation" lies not at the beginning, but at the end of history. Within this view there is
hardly room for a pristine paradise, much less for a primordial fall with catastrophic
consequences for all men. Thus the mainstays of the traditional doctrine of original sin have
crumbled.

Vandervelde goes on to discuss the reinterpretations of the doctrine of original sin found in the writings of A. Vanneste and U.
Baumann, two contemporary Roman Catholic theologians who reject the historicity of the Fall.

Three recent Roman Catholic publications have defended this new and radically different
interpretation of the doctrine of original sin. One is the New Catechism, subtitled "Catholic Faith for
Adults," published originally in Dutch in 1966 and issued in an English translation in 1967. Denying
that there was a historical Fall and that creation was different before man sinned, the authors of this
catechism maintain that "original sin is the sin of mankind as a whole (including myself) insofar as it
affects every man."

Another Dutch book, translated into English in 1968 as Evolution and the Doctrine of Original Sin,
was written by S. Trooster, a professor in a Roman Catholic theological seminary. According to the
author, "evolution has utterly destroyed the Eden-myth and the Adam-myth." Further, "acceptance of
the modern viewpoint... eliminates the possibility of accounting for the genesis of evil in the world
on the basis of sin committed by the first man." Yet, while he rejects the historicity of the Fall,
Trooster wishes to preserve the "reality" of original sin.



Shortly afterward, another Roman Catholic theologian, Herbert Haag, wrote in German a book that
was translated Is Original Sin in Scripture? From the introduction by Bruce Vawter we learn that the
Darwinian revolution lies in the background of this book (p. 11). Here again we have a complete
reinterpretation of the doctrine of original sin:

The 1dea that Adam's descendants are automatically sinners because of the sin of their ancestor,
and that they are already sinners when they enter the world, is foreign to Holy Scripture.

No man enters the world a sinner.... Consequently, he is not at birth, as is often maintained, an
enemy of God and a child of God's wrath. A man becomes a sinner only through his own
individual and responsible action.

Given such a reinterpretation, this doctrine, even under the label of "original sin," no longer
describes original sin. What the authors mentioned above understand by original sin is really actual
sin: the following of "Adam's" example, or the deliberate sinning of the members of the human race
from the very beginning. We could then ask, But why do human beings invariably sin? How can we
then account for the sad situation recognized even by Emil Brunner, namely, that sin is "a dominant
force [in human life], and... that all men are connected in the solidarity of sin..."?

Earlier I dealt with the question of the historicity of the Fall and the interpretation of the narrative of
the Fall found in Genesis 3. In that discussion I took the position that the narrative of the Fall does
indeed describe an event that happened in history, and that the details of the narrative should not be
allegorized but should be understood literally. I based this interpretation, following the well-known
dictum that Scripture best interprets Scripture, primarily on New Testament teachings, particularly
those found 1n the writings of Paul, which clearly point to a historical Fall.

The authors mentioned above, however, base their reinterpretation of the doctrine of original sin
primarily on evidence from the natural sciences about the age of the earth, the age of man, and the
nature of primitive man. Over against this method of interpreting Scripture, the historic Reformed
position has been that the content of the Christian faith may not be determined by the results of natural
science, valuable though these results may be, but must be drawn primarily from the Bible itself.

It 1s, of course, very important that we keep informed about the growing results of scientific
investigation in the areas of paleontology, geology, biology, and physical anthropology. And there
have been times when our understanding of the Bible has indeed been modified by conclusions
derived from natural science—witness the Copernican revolution of the sixteenth century. One result
of recent scientific research that most Christian scholars would now concede is that the earth is much
older than was formerly believed, and that man has been on the earth for a much longer time than was
previously thought. But this does not at all mean that these conclusions (obviously tentative in nature)
about the age of the earth and the age of man contradict the teachings of the Bible. As John Jefferson
Davis puts it, "the conceptions of human origins as presented by Genesis and by [physical]
anthropology, when both are properly understood, are not in contradiction, but form a complementary
whole."
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Since the New Testament clearly teaches that the fall of man was an event in history, and that there
was indeed a first human pair whose sin affected all subsequent history, we must continue to
maintain the historic doctrine of original sin. The difficulties that recent scientific research has
placed before us in connection with the Genesis narrative must therefore be considered problems
with which we must live, in the hope that some day adequate solutions will be found, rather than
information that overthrows what the Bible clearly teaches.

As we proceed, then, to set forth the doctrine of original sin, we need to remember Herman
Bavinck's comment: "The doctrine of original sin is one of the most important but also one of the
most difficult topics in dogmatics." The reason why this doctrine is so important is twofold: (1) the
Bible teaches it, and (2) it is only when we understand man's condition by nature (that s, apart from
God's grace) that we can appreciate his need for the rebirth and total renewal that redemption in
Christ brings about.

The doctrine of original sin tells us what are the results of Adam's sin for us. Because of Adam's sin,
every human being is now born in a sinful state. The question of how sin is transmitted from Adam to
us will be taken up later in this chapter.

Original sin includes both guilt and pollution. Guilt is a judicial or legal concept describing one's
relationship to the law—in this case, specifically to God's law. Guilt is the state of deserving
condemnation or of being liable to punishment because the law has been violated. When we say that
original sin includes guilt, we do not mean that each of us is considered personally responsible for
what Adam did. You and I cannot be held directly responsible for something someone else has done.
But the doctrine of original sin does mean that we are involved in the guilt of Adam's sin because he
acted as our representative when he committed the first sin. Earlier I mentioned that though we can
no longer hold to the doctrine that God made a covenant of works with man before the Fall, we must
maintain the truth that Adam was our head and representative.

The apostle Paul, in particular, teaches that Adam is our representative. In 1 Corinthians 15 Paul
draws a contrast between Adam and Christ—a contrast, however, that also involves a certain
similarity. Though the results of our connections with Adam and Christ are diverse, yet both Adam
and Christ are described as heads through whom the woe or weal involved comes to us: "For as in
Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive" (v. 22). Paul focuses the parallel between Adam
and Christ in verse 45: "So it 1s written: 'The first man Adam became a living being'; the last Adam,
a life-giving spirit." When Paul here calls Christ "the last Adam" (eschatos Adam), he implies that
Adam stands toward us 1n a relationship analogous to that of Christ. Adam is our head in one sense,
while Christ is our head in another sense.

The fact that Adam was our head and representative is most fully developed in Romans 5:14-18. In
verse 14 Paul calls Adam "a type [¢ypos] of the one who was to come" (RSV). How could Adam be
a type of Christ? Obviously not in the sense that he acted as a deliverer of his people (as did, for
example, Moses, who was also a type of Christ), nor in the sense that Adam was an example after
whom we should pattern our lives. Adam was a type of Christ in the sense that he, like Christ, was
our head and representative; what he did affected all of us who are in him—and that includes all
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human beings. In verse 16 Paul says, "For the judgment following one trespass [the sin of Adam]
brought condemnation" (RSV). Here again it becomes crystal clear that Adam acted as our
representative when he sinned, since we all have been placed under condemnation (katakrima)
because of his sin. Verse 18 reads as follows: "Then as one man's trespass [or, one trespass] led to
condemnation for all men, so one man's act of righteousness [or, one act of righteousness] leads to
acquittal and life for all men" (RSV). In this passage it is clearly said that condemnation rests upon
all human beings because of Adam's sin. But Paul here draws a parallel between what happens to us
because of our relation to Adam and what happens to us because of our relation to Christ: through
Christ we receive "acquittal and life" (lit., "justification of life," dikaiosin zoés). As we have
received condemnation through Adam, so we receive justification through Christ. Again we see the
analogy between Adam and Christ. If Christ acted representatively for us, so did Adam. If Christ was
and 1s our head, Adam must also have been our head.

By original guilt, then (the guilt involved in original sin), we mean that we deserve condemnation
because Adam, our head and representative, broke God's law.

Another aspect of original sin is pollution. Pollution, in distinction from guilt, is a moral concept; it
has to do with our moral condition rather than with our status before the law. We can define original
pollution (the pollution involved in original sin) as the corruption of our nature that is the result of
sin and produces sin. As a necessary implication of our involvement in Adam's guilt, all human
beings are born in a state of corruption. We should distinguish between two aspects of original
pollution: pervasive depravity and spiritual inability.

What I prefer to call pervasive depravity has been traditionally known in Reformed theology as
"total depravity"—a term that has often been misunderstood. Negatively, the concept does not mean:
(1) that every human being is as thoroughly depraved as he or she can possibly become; (2) that
unregenerate people do not have a conscience by means of which they can distinguish between good
and evil; (3) that unregenerate people will invariably indulge in every conceivable form of sin; or
(4) that unregenerate people are unable to perform certain actions that are good and helpful in the
sight of others. Since to many people "total depravity" suggests these misunderstandings, I prefer
"pervasive depravity."

Pervasive depravity, then, means that (1) the corruption of original sin extends to every aspect of
human nature: to one's reason and will as well as to one's appetites and impulses; and (2) there is not
present in man by nature love to God as the motivating principle of his life.

What is the scriptural proof for the doctrine of pervasive depravity? Actually, this doctrine underlies
all of New Testament teaching. Jesus' insistence that unless one is born again he cannot see the
kingdom of God (John 3:3) implies that human beings are unable, in their natural, unregenerate state,
even to see the kingdom of God, let alone enter it. The entire New Testament message is addressed to
sinners who do not love God by nature, who do not love one another, and who need to be radically
changed by the Holy Spirit before they will be able to do what is pleasing in God's sight.

But let us look at some specific passages. An Old Testament text that comes to mind in this
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connection is Jeremiah 17:9, "The heart [the innermost aspect of man] 1s deceitful above all things,
and desperately corrupt; who can understand 1t?" (RSV). Two passages from the Gospels are
relevant to this issue. Jesus, in a dispute with the Pharisees about the necessity of washing one's
hands before eating, explains that it is not what goes into a man but what comes out of a man that
defiles him: "For from within, out of men's hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft,
murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly. All these evils
come from inside and make a man 'unclean'" (Mark 7:21-23). In a disputation with the Jews in
connection with the healing of a man on the Sabbath day, Jesus said, "I know that you do not have the
love of God in your hearts" (John 5:42).

A number of passages in the Pauline epistles teach the doctrine of pervasive depravity. One is
Romans 7:18, "For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is
right, but I cannot do it" (RSV). We should note here that although Paul does not always use the word
flesh in a bad sense, it is characteristic of his writing that he often uses it to denote the willing
instrument of sin. In this passage and the one next quoted, therefore, flesh does not refer to man's
physical body, but rather designates his total nature when it is under the domination or enslavement
of sin. This concept of flesh, in other words, is precisely the biblical way of describing what I have
called pervasive depravity.

The other passage that speaks of the flesh is Romans 8:7a, "For the mind that is set on the flesh is
hostile to God" (RSV). Note that this text confirms the second point made under the definition of
pervasive depravity, namely, that man by nature does not love God but 1s hostile toward him.

Another vivid description of pervasive depravity is found in Ephesians 4:17-19:

So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in
the futility of their thinking. They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life
of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. Having lost
all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of
impurity, with a continual lust for more.

To the same effect are Paul's words in Titus 1:15-16:

To the pure, all things are pure, but to those who are corrupted and do not believe, nothing is
pure. In fact, both their minds and consciences are corrupted. They claim to know God, but by
their actions they deny him. They are detestable, disobedient, and unfit for doing anything good.

In another epistle, however, Paul tells us that even those who are now believers were at one time in
the same state of depravity as these wicked Gentiles:

And you [the believers in Ephesus, or, possibly, throughout Asia Minor] he made alive, when
you were dead through the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course
of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the
sons of disobedience. Among these we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, following the
desires of body and mind, and so we were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.
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(Eph. 2:1-3, RSV)

"Children of wrath," as was observed earlier, means the objects of God's wrath. In other words, Paul is saying, even believers are by
nature, apart from God's renewing grace, so evil and depraved that they are rightly the objects of the wrath of God.

It is important to remember that the passages just quoted describe not the believer who through the
working of God's Holy Spirit is now in Christ but the human being as he is by nature, unregenerate
man. The doctrine of pervasive depravity, in other words, is not a description of the regenerate
person or of the Christian believer, but of the natural man.

The second aspect of original pollution is spiritual inability, traditionally called "total inability."
That every person is born in a state of spiritual inability is another result of Adam's sin. This
inability does not mean that the unregenerate person by nature is unable to do good in any sense of
the word. Because of God's common grace, as we shall see later, the development of sin in history
and society 1s restrained. The unregenerate person can still do certain kinds of good and can exercise
certain kinds of virtue. Yet even such good deeds are neither prompted by love to God, nor done in
voluntary obedience to the will of God.

When we speak about man's spiritual inability, we mean two things: (1) the unregenerate person
cannot do, say, or think that which totally meets with God's approval, and therefore totally fulfills
God's law; and (2) the unregenerate person is unable apart from the special working of the Holy
Spirit to change the basic direction of his or her life from sinful self-love to love for God. "Spiritual
inability" is really only another way of describing the doctrine of "pervasive depravity," this time
with an emphasis on the spiritual impotence of the will. Needless to say, these two concepts overlap
1n meaning.

What is the scriptural proof for the doctrine of spiritual inability? This doctrine, too, underlies all of
New Testament teaching. The New Testament's insistence on man's need for rebirth, spiritual
renewal, and sanctification underscores man's inability by nature to turn to God in repentance and
faith and to live a life that totally pleases God. But let us again look at some specific passages.

We turn first to the Gospels, specifically the Gospel of John. Here Jesus said to Nicodemus, "I tell
you the truth, unless a man is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.... Unless a man is born
of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God" (3:3, 5). Nicodemus needed to be told
that a person can neither see nor enter the kingdom of God that Jesus founded unless a radical change
should have taken place in him, a change here called a new birth. In John 6:44 Jesus said to some
Jews who were arguing with him, "No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws
him," thus expressing in vivid terms the inability of human beings to turn to Christ in their own
strength. In the allegory of the vine and the branches Jesus further described the inability of man to
bear spiritual fruit apart from him:

Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the
vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me.

I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit;
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apart from me you can do nothing. (5)

We find more evidence for the doctrine of spiritual inability in Paul's writings. In Romans 7:18 Paul
highlights in graphic terms the impotence of men and women by nature, telling us that even if such
persons wish to do what is good and right, they still are not able to do it:

For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh. I can will what is right, but I
cannot do it. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do. (RSV)

Romans 8:7-8 sets forth man's spiritual inability in bold relief: "For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to
God's law, indeed it cannot; and those who are in the flesh [that is, under the enslavement of the flesh] cannot please God" (RSV).

Other Pauline passages stress the same thought. Just as Jesus said that apart from spiritual rebirth
man cannot even see the kingdom of God, Paul says that the natural man can neither understand nor
accept what God's Spirit teaches: "The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come
from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they
are spiritually discerned" (1 _Cor. 2:14). In a passage in which he speaks about the ministry of the
apostles and other Christian workers, Paul further describes the inability of man apart from God's
strength to fulfill his calling as a Christian worker: "We dare to say such things because of the
confidence we have in God through Christ. Not that we are in any way confident of doing anything by
our own resources—our ability comes from God" (2 Cor. 3:4-5, Phillips). No more striking way of
expressing our spiritual impotence could be found than to say that we are by nature spiritually dead;
this 1s precisely what Paul says about the former state of believers in Ephesians 2:4-5: "But because
of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were
dead in transgressions."

As we have seen, Scripture has a lot to say about original sin. Yet, even as believers, we often fail to
emphasize this teaching. We need to recognize the necessity of a thorough understanding of the
doctrine of original sin. As Philip Hughes says,

Original sin, however mysterious its nature may be, tells us that the reality of sin is something
far deeper than the mere outward commission of sinful deeds.... It tells us that there is an inner
root of sinfulness which corrupts man's true nature and from which his sinful deeds spring. Like
a deadly poison, sin has penetrated to and infected the very center of man's being: hence his
need for the total experience of rebirth by which, through the grace of God in Christ Jesus, the
restoration of his true manhood is effected.
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The Transmission of Sin

Earlier in this chapter we discussed the headship of Adam and the fact that we all stand under condemnation because of our
involvement in Adam's sin. But now the question arises, What is the precise nature of the relationship between Adam and his
descendants? In what way has Adam's sinfulness and guilt been transmitted to us?

To this difficult question various answers have been given. Some theologians deny that there is any
connection between Adam's sin and our own sins. The most prominent advocate of this view was
Pelagius, a British monk and theologian who settled in Rome about the year 400 A.D. According to
Pelagius and his followers there is no necessary connection between Adam's sin and the sins of his
descendants. Adam was created neutral: neither good nor bad. Man today is born in the same
condition. There is no such thing as original sin; there is no transmission of guilt from Adam to us,
and neither is there any transmission of pollution. Sin is not a condition into which one is born; there
are only sinful deeds, and these deeds always have a personal character. Human beings today have
wills that are totally free; they can do either good or bad as they please. When man does something
wrong, his nature is not affected; afterwards he is just as capable of doing the right as he was before
he did the wrong. Like a "spring" doorstop, after every movement in either direction, man springs
back to a neutral position. Pelagius even said that a person can, if he or she will, keep God's
commandments without sinning; Scripture, so he claimed, points to many examples of blameless
lives.

How, then, does Pelagius account for the universality of sin? By means of imitation. Adam set before
his descendants a bad example. We all tend to imitate the bad examples of our parents, brothers,
sisters, wives or husbands, friends and associates. This is the way sin is transmitted from one
generation to another, and from one person to another.

In other words, human persons do not need to be regenerated or born again in order to do what is
pleasing to God; they have that ability by nature. Pelagius's view of divine grace was purely
external. Grace, for him, is not an inward-working influence of the Holy Spirit inclining our wills
toward the good, but it consists only of external gifts and natural endowments, such as man's rational
nature and free will, the revelation of God's law in Scripture, and the example of Christ.

Pelagius's view of man was quite unsatisfactory; in fact, the church decisively rejected it. We can
refute his view by making several observations.

First, Pelagius's view is contrary to Scripture. Romans 5:12 clearly indicates that there i1s a very real
connection between Adam's sin and that of his descendants (the exact nature of this connection will
be discussed later in this chapter). In Ephesians 2:3 Paul, writing to believers, affirms, "Like the
rest, we [who are now believers] were by nature objects of wrath." Why should anyone be an object
of wrath by nature if all human beings have been born in a morally neutral state?

Second, Pelagius's position is contrary to our experience. Sin does not leave our nature untouched
but intimately affects it. After a sinful act we are no longer the same. Sinful deeds spring up out of a
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bad nature, and, when unchecked, lead to sinful habits and, ultimately, to sinful enslavement. One is
reminded of Jesus' words, "I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a slave to sin" (John 8:34).

Third, bad examples do not invariably corrupt. Think of Joseph in Egypt and of Daniel at the court of
Nebuchadnezzar. The environment may occasion sin but it does not cause it. The root of sin lies
deeper: in the corrupt human heart.

Another unsatisfactory view of the transmission of sin from Adam to us is that called "mediate
imputation." Imputation, as the word is commonly used in theology, is a legal or judicial term that
means "to reckon something to someone's account." The term is used in three senses in Christian
theology: "To denote the judicial acts of God (1) by which the guilt of Adam's sin 1s imputed to his
posterity, (2) by which the sins of Christ's people are imputed to Him, and (3) by which the
righteousness of Christ is imputed to his people." At this point we shall be dealing with the first of
these three meanings.

The view of mediate imputation was first advanced by Josué De La Place (or Placeus; 1596-1655)
of the School of Saumur in France. His views were condemned by the Synod of Charenton held in
1645, and by the Formula Consensus Helvetica, a Swiss confession of faith issued in 1675.
However, Placeus's views found wide acceptance in France, England, Switzerland, and America; in
the last-named country such New England theologians as Samuel Hopkins, Timothy Dwight, and
Nathanael Emmons taught this doctrine.

Placeus taught that the imputation to us of the guilt of Adam's sin was not immediate but mediate—
that 1s, not direct but mediated by something else. We all derive sinful corruption from Adam through
our parents. On the basis of this corruption we are also considered to be involved in the guilt of
Adam's fall. We are considered guilty because we have been born in a state of corruption. The
imputation of Adam's guilt to us is therefore mediate: mediated through the corruption in which we
have been born.

It is easy to understand the motivation for this view. Placeus and his followers wanted to avoid the
suggestion that God imputes guilt to people who are not guilty. To justify the seeming arbitrariness of
the imputation of Adam's sin on humankind, then, Placeus posited the view that the corruption in
which we are born makes us guilty, and that therefore the imputation of Adam's guilt to us rests upon
a "guiltiness" that we have from birth.

We may object to this view for three reasons. 1. The corruption into which we are born is an
implication, and thus a result, of Adam's sin; it cannot therefore be considered the basis on which we
are regarded as guilty of Adam's sin. To affirm this is almost like saying that we are guilty of Adam's
sin because we all have to die.

2. If Adam's guilt is mediated to us through the corruption in which we are born, why does not God
impute to us the guilt of all the sins of all our ancestors?

3. There is no indication in the key passage on which the doctrine of the imputation of Adam's guilt is
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based (Rom. 5:12-21) that the imputation of the guilt of Adam's sin is mediated through our
corruption. In verses 16 and 18 Paul clearly states that condemnation came upon us because of the
one trespass of Adam; so to say that that condemnation was grounded upon the sinful depravity in
which we were born is to introduce an element into the text that is not there.

We now take up two additional views dealing with the transmission of sin from Adam to us—those
called "realism" and "immediate imputation"—which do greater justice to the biblical data than do
the views just treated. Before we do so, however, it may be well to remind ourselves that we are
dealing here with something deeply mysterious. We simply cannot understand how we sinned in
Adam; the Bible does not tell us. Nor can we understand how the guilt of Adam's sin is imputed to
us; the Bible does not answer this question either. What the Bible does tell us is that we sinned in
Adam, and that the guilt of Adam's first sin is imputed to us; further than that we should not go. Sin
remains a mystery, not only in its commission but also in its transmission.

The view of the relation between Adam's sin and the sin of his descendants commonly called
"realism" 1s by no means a new one. In the early church Tertullian and Augustine held it; more
recently, William G. T. Shedd, Augustus H. Strong, S. Greijdanus, and K. Schilder have championed
it.

Briefly stated, according to this view God originally created one generic human nature, which in the
course of time was divided into many separate individuals. Adam, however, possessed the whole of
this human nature. Thus, when he sinned, all of human nature sinned. Therefore we are all guilty of
Adam's sin, since we, as part of this generic human nature, actually committed the first sin in him and
with him. Augustine put it this way:

For we were all in that one man, since we all were that one man who fell into sin.... For not yet
was the particular form created and distributed to us in which we as individuals were to live,
but already the seminal nature was there from which we were to be propagated; and this being
vitiated by sin, and bound by the chain of death, and justly condemned, man could not be born of
man in any other state.

One can understand the motivation behind this view. Both Shedd and Greijdanus make the point that
the sin in which we are involved through our relationship with Adam must be actually our sin. It is
not fair, so they contend, to think of God as imputing to us the guilt of a sin that we have not
committed. If God is to hold us guilty because of this sin, there must be a real sense in which it is our
sin. And this it is on the basis of the realistic view: we were all in Adam when he sinned; hence
Adam's sin is actually the sin of us all.

One reason why the realistic view developed in the early church may be the translation of the last
clause of Romans 5:12, eph’ ho pantes hémarton, in the Vulgate by these words: in quo omnes
peccaverunt ("in whom all sinned"). This was the way Augustine rendered the passage, and one can
readily see how this translation led to his realistic view. Eph’ ho, however, does not mean in whom;
it 1s a Greek idiom meaning because or since. The proper translation of this clause, therefore, is
"because all sinned." The realistic understanding of our relationship to Adam's sin, however, does
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not stand or fall with the Vulgate translation; even when rendered "because all sinned," these words
can still convey the realistic view.

A number of difficulties involved in this view have been advanced. Let us look at some of these, and
see whether these objections can be answered.

Opponents of realism hold that this view does not really solve the problem of the relation between
Adam's sin and ourselves. We do not solve the problem by agreeing that we were all present in
Adam when he sinned, for we were not present in him as individuals, but as "parts" of an
undifferentiated total human nature. This certainly does not make clear our personal responsibility in
the commission of Adam's first sin.

This objection, however, can be answered. 10 explains that Levi paid tithes to Melchizedek through
Abraham, since he was "still in the loins of his ancestor" (v. 10, RSV; Gk.: en té osphui tou patros)
when Abraham met Melchizedek. Obviously Levi, Abraham's great-grandson, was not aware of his
having paid tithes to Melchizedek 180 or more years before he was born; yet the author of Hebrews
says that Levi, in effect, did pay tithes to Melchizedek. If we accept the fact that Adam was the father
of the human race, as the Bible says he was, then we all were in a sense "in the loins of Adam" when
Adam committed the first sin. Though we cannot understand how we then sinned in Adam, any more
than we can understand how Levi paid tithes to Melchizedek before the former had been born, there
must be some sense in which we did actually do so.

A second difficulty is that the realistic view does not make clear why we are involved only in the
guilt of Adam's first sin, and not also in the guilt of Adam's other sins, or of the sins of our parents, or
of the sins of all our ancestors.

This objection, too, can be answered. As many theologians have pointed out, Adam was a "public
person" when he committed the first sin. He was then acting as our head—something that could not
be said about him when he committed subsequent sins, nor about our parents and ancestors when they
sinned.

Third, the analogy between Adam and Christ found in Romans 5:12 presents an obstacle to the
realistic interpretation. For there is no generic human nature in Christ that is individualized in all
who believe in him. The parallelism between Adam and Christ found in this passage, therefore,
seems to rule out the relationship between Adam and us that is affirmed by the realistic view.

In response to this objection, we should remember a very important point: though Romans 5:12-21
does point to a parallelism between Adam and Christ, that parallelism is not total. There are
significant differences between the headship of Adam and that of Christ, not only in the sense that we
receive bad things from Adam and good things from Christ, but also in the manner in which we are
related to each. The proponents of realism point out that these differences in our relationship to
Adam and Christ include two matters: (1) We were never "in the loins of Christ" but we were "in the
loins of Adam"; and (2) since we were in Adam's loins when he sinned, we did in a sense sin in him,
so that our being regarded as sinners by God because of our relationship to Adam is not something
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that does not comport in any way with our actual status. In the case of Christ, however, his
righteousness 1s imputed to us in such a way that God now looks upon us "as if [we] had never
sinned... and as if [we] had been as perfectly obedient as Christ was obedient for [us]." Though our
righteousness in Christ is an "as if" righteousness—not our own but someone else's—our sinfulness
1in Adam is not "as 1f"; it 1s indeed our own.

I believe that the insights embodied in the realistic view of the transmission of Adam's sin to us are
important, and reflect significant scriptural teachings. They are, however, not sufficient; they need to
be supplemented by a view that does greater justice than does the realistic view to the representative
character of Adam's headship. Herman Bavinck, in fact, had this to say about the matter: "Federalism
[the view of immediate or direct imputation, which will be discussed. below] does not exclude the
truth which lies hidden in realism; on the contrary, it fully accepts this truth; it proceeds from that
truth, but does not remain standing there." In general, Reformed theologians have separated these two
lines of interpretation (realism and immediate imputation). It is my conviction, however, that they
ought to be combined. In other words, the decision we should make about these two understandings
of the transmission of sin is not an either-or but rather a both-and.

Another view of the nature of the transmission of sin from Adam to us, usually called "immediate
imputation," teaches that the imputation of Adam's guilt to us 1s not mediated by anything else (like
the presence of corruption in us), but is immediate and direct. Because the term immediate suggests
immediacy in time, and is therefore somewhat confusing, I prefer to designate this view as that of
direct imputation. Such Reformed theologians as Herman Bavinck, J. Gresham Machen, A. D. R.
Polman, John Murray, and Louis Berkhof have held this view.

According to the proponents of the "direct imputation" view, Adam stands in a twofold relationship
to his descendants: he is both their natural or physical head (in the sense of being their progenitor)
and their representative. When he sinned, he did so as our representative, and therefore we are all
involved in the guilt of that sin, and in the condemnation that results from it. We may call this
involvement in guilt and condemnation imputation. God imputes to us the guilt of Adam's first sin.
This imputation is not mediated by our innate corruption, but is direct and unmediated.

As an implication, and therefore a result, of our involvement in Adam's guilt, all human persons are
born in a state of corruption. This corruption (also called pollution or depravity) is transmitted to us
through our parents. Our involvement in and identification with Adam's sin carries with it the
perversity apart from which sin does not exist. We are born in a state of corruption because we are in
solidarity with Adam in his sin. We do not understand how this corruption can be transmitted from
parents to children; the laws of human heredity can provide no explanation for this process. But both
Scripture and experience tell us that the pollution of sin is indeed passed on from parents to their
offspring.

Direct imputation, therefore, refers only to the transmission of guilt, not to the transmission of
corruption. In other words, there is a direct imputation of guilt, and a mediate transmission of
corruption. Probably the greatest difficulty with this view is that it seems to suggest that God imputes
to us the guilt of a sin that we did not commit. Note, for example, Berkouwer's comment: "In



federalism [the view of direct imputation] the idea of a 'representation’ is linked together with
imputation in a manner which leaves the impression that the unguilty are merely 'declared' to be
guilty." Theologians who voice this objection usually quote passages like the following to show that
God does not consider children guilty of the sins of their fathers:

Fathers shall not be put to death for their children, nor children put to death for their fathers;
each is to die for his own sin. (Deut. 24:16)

In those days people will no longer say, "The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge." Instead,
everyone will die for his own sin; whoever eats sour grapes—his own teeth will be set on edge. (Jer. 31:29-30)

The soul who sins is the one who will die. The son will not share the guilt of the father, nor will the father share the guilt of the
son. The righteousness of the righteous man will be credited to him, and the wickedness of the wicked will be charged against
him. (Ezek. 18:20)

Though we do stand before a most difficult problem, and though we can in no way understand fully
what is involved here, at this point we must again remember the truth that is stressed by the
proponents of the realistic view: we were all in Adam when he sinned. If this is so, then we cannot
say that the guilt that is imputed to us because of Adam's sin is totally foreign to us. In a very real
sense, in other words, Adam's sin was our sin.

Since we have surveyed these various views on the transmission of sin, we should now take a
careful look at the Scripture passage that is foundational to this discussion: Romans 5:12-21. We
must grant at the outset that Paul's primary purpose in this section is not to describe the transmission
of sin and its results, but rather to unfold the amazing benefits we receive through Christ, and thus to
glorify the abounding grace of God toward sinful humanity. But in order to bring out the splendor of
Christ's gifts, Paul sketches them against the dark background of man's sinful and condemned state.
And we need to understand that background.

Verse 12 is the key verse: "Therefore, just as sin entered the world through one man, and death
through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned...." The first half of the verse
obviously refers to Adam (though his name is not mentioned until v. 14), and tells us why death came
upon him. The second half deals with "all men," and answers the question, Why did death come upon
all human beings? The answer is: "because all sinned." Some scholars have interpreted these words
as pointing to actual sin, that is, the sin we commit, in distinction from the sin in which and with
which we were born. In other words, to these interpreters "because all sinned" means "because all
human beings committed sins after they were born."

In my judgment, however, this interpretation is incorrect. Paul is not referring here to actual sin; he
1s saying that death came upon all human beings because they all sinned in Adam. Note what he says
in verses 15 and 17: "the many died by the trespass of the one man"; "by the trespass of the one man,
death reigned." These clauses clearly tie in the death of the many, not with the actual sins of those
who died but with the one sin of the one man, Adam.

Further, verses 13 and 14 read as follows:
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For before the law was given, sin was in the world. But sin is not taken into account when there
1s no law. Nevertheless, death reigned from the time of Adam to the time of Moses, even over
those who did not sin by breaking a command, as did Adam.

"Who did not sin by breaking a command, as did Adam," is a paraphrase of a clause that, translated literally, reads: "even over those
who had not sinned according to the likeness of Adam's transgression." The thrust of these verses is this: the people who lived between
Adam and Moses were not given a clear command with a clear threat of death in case of disobedience, as was Adam. Nevertheless,
they all died. Since this fact is adduced as an argument to support verse 12, it is apparent that Paul's point is that these people did not die
because of their own personal, actual sins, but because of their connection with Adam.

Finally, the fact that humans may die in infancy also militates against the view that Paul means actual
sin, for on the basis of this interpretation, infants ought not to die, since they are incapable of actual
sin.

We should, therefore, understand the clause "because all sinned" as referring not to actual sin but to
original sin. We should not understand it to mean "because we all were accounted to be sinners in
Adam," but rather "because we all sinned in Adam," since we were all "in his loins" when he
sinned. This, Paul is saying, is why death has come to all human beings because of Adam's
transgression.

We should consider, for a moment, the last clause of verse 14: "Adam, who was a type [fypos] of the
one who was to come" (RSV). A type in the Bible is a figure, model, or pattern of something or
someone else—in this case, of a person who was still to come, namely, Jesus Christ. Earlier we
discussed the sense in which Adam was a type of Christ. As Christ represented us and functioned for
us, so did Adam; like Christ, Adam was both our head and our representative. Herman Bavinck puts
it this way: "There have been only two men whose life and works have reached out to the very
boundaries of humankind, whose influence and dominion extend to the ends of the earth and even into
eternity. They are Adam and Christ." F. F. Bruce quotes a statement made by Thomas Goodwin, a
seventeenth-century British theologian: "In God's sight there are two men—Adam and Jesus Christ—
and these two men have all other men hanging at their girdle strings."

We have already dealt briefly with verses 16 and 18, in connection with the headship of Adam.
However, we should add here that the language of these verses is legal or judicial language.
Condemnation (pronouncing someone guilty) is contrasted with justification (acquitting someone
from guilt). From both verses we learn that one trespass (the sin of Adam) brought or led to
condemnation for all people.

To be sure, Paul does not here use the word impute (the Greek word logizomai, sometimes rendered
impute in the KJV, is not found in these verses).

What he tells us here is that all human beings are under condemnation because of Adam's sin, but he
does not say exactly how this condemnation is transmitted to us. Since the language of these verses is
legal, and since imputation is a legal concept, we may, if we wish, interpret these verses as teaching
the direct imputation of guilt and condemnation from Adam to us. But we must remember that when
we do so, the concept of imputation is an inference from the scriptural data.
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The question could be raised: Does this teaching mean that all infants who die are eternally lost? Not
necessarily. To be sure, all infants are under the condemnation of Adam's sin as soon as they are
born. But the Bible clearly teaches that God will judge everyone according to his or her works. And
those who die in infancy are incapable of doing any works, whether good or bad. One cannot be
dogmatic about this question. But we may find wise counsel in the words of a highly respected
Reformed theologian, Herman Bavinck:

With respect to the salvation... of children who die in infancy, we can on the basis of Scripture
go no further than to refrain from uttering a determinative and decisive judgment [beslist en
stellig oordeel] either in a positive or negative sense. Only it deserves to be mentioned that as
regards these momentous questions Reformed theology is in a much more favorable position
than any other theology.... For the Reformed did not wish, in the first place,... to determine the
grade or extent of the knowledge that was considered indispensable for salvation. And, in the
second place, they maintained that the means of grace were not absolutely necessary for
salvation, but that God could also regenerate to eternal life outside of or without Word and
sacraments.

Finally, we should take a close look at verse 19, which reads as follows in the Revised Berkeley
Version: "For as through the disobedience of one man many were placed in the position of sinners, so
through the obedience of the One many will be placed in the position of righteous ones."

The key word in this passage is the verb kathistemi, which occurs twice in this verse. Among the
meanings of kathistémi listed in the Greek-English Lexicon of Arndt and Gingrich, the choice here is
between two groups of meanings: ordain or appoint and make or cause. Most English translations
render the two occurrences of kathistemi in this verse by the word made: "were made sinners," and
"will be made righteous." Only the Berkeley version, quoted above, renders this as "were placed in
the position of"" sinners and righteous ones (a rendering that is close to ordain or appoint). Which is
the better translation?

The second half of the verse uses legal or forensic language: dikaioi katastathésontai refers to
justification—a legal or judicial act of God whereby he declares us to be righteous in Christ. That
these words do not refer to sanctification (the renewing work of the Holy Spirit whereby he makes us
more holy) is evidenced by the frequent references to justification as a judicial act in both the remote
(vv. 1 and 9) and the nearer context (vv. 16, 17, and 18). Further, it is not until Chapter 6. that Paul
begins to discuss in depth the topic of sanctification. Therefore, since we must understand the second
half of verse 19 in a legal or forensic sense, the Berkeley translation, "placed in the position of
righteous ones," is a more accurate rendering of this half of the text than that found in the other
English translations.

If the second half of the verse is to be understood in a legal sense, by way of analogy the first half of
the verse should be similarly understood. Here again the form of kathistemi that is used does not
mean made but ordain or appoint. Again the Berkeley translation is to be preferred: "through the
disobedience of one man many [lit., the many] were placed in the position of sinners." Albrecht
Oepke, writing about Romans 5:19, comments as follows: "Here... the emphasis is on the judicial
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sentence of God, which on the basis of the act of the head determines the destiny of all." According
to the first half of this verse, therefore, Adam's disobedience placed all human beings in the position
of sinners, in the category of sinners, so that they were considered to be guilty in Adam.

In the above interpretation of Romans 5:12-21 I have combined the approaches of direct imputation
and realism. Because Adam was our head and representative when he sinned, the guilt of his sin is
reckoned to our account (direct imputation). And because we were in Adam when he sinned, we
were involved in his sin, and therefore we have been born with a corrupt nature (realism).

It needs to be said again, however, that all this is but the background for the glorious message of the
abundant grace of God. The first eleven verses of Romans 5 celebrate the marvels of God's love:
"But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us"
(v.8). The second half of Romans 5, verses 12-21, continues to celebrate that love, this time against
the background of what came upon us because of our relationship to Adam, our first head. Twice in
these later verses Paul uses the expression "much more" when he describes the grace of God (in vv.
15 and 17). In verse 20, in fact, he puts it this way: "where sin increased, grace increased all the
more." His point in this section of the chapter is that the grace of God fills our lives to overflowing
with blessings that are abundantly greater than the evil results of Adam's fall.

Note the contrasts found in these verses: Through Adam came death, but through Jesus Christ came
everlasting life. Because of Adam's sin we are regarded as sinners, but because of Christ's
obedience we are regarded as righteous. Because of Adam we are subject to condemnation; because
of Christ we receive justification, and are permanently reconciled to God.

What is said about Adam in this passage is like the dark background of Rembrandt's painting of the
presentation of Christ in the temple: the mysterious darkness dramatizes the heavenly brilliance of
the Christ-child, on whom the shaft of light falls. Ultimately, therefore, Romans 5 should move us to a
ringing doxology:

J for a thousand tongues to sing
Wy great Redeemer's praise,
The glories of my God and King,

The triumphs of His grace.
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Chapter 9.
The Nature of Sin

In the preceding two chapters we have discussed the origin of si—how sin came into the world—
and the spread of sin—how it has been transmitted to us through the ages. But what is the nature of
sin? How should we define and describe it? In this chapter we will consider these questions.



The Essential Character of Sin

Sin has no independent existence. In this connection mention should first be made of the views of Matthias lllyricus Flacius, a
German Lutheran theologian who lived from 1520 to 1575. Flacius claimed that sin was not just an "accident”" of man's condition (that is,
a perversion of his essence), but that it was now the essence and substance of man. Flacius's views remind us of those associated with
Manichaeism, a third-century dualistic religious movement which taught that good and evil are two eternal principles that continue to
exist side by side, and that evil is to be associated particularly with the body. The Formula of Concord, a Lutheran confession that
appeared in 1577, took issue with Flacius's view, tying it in with Manichaeism, in these words:

But, on the other hand, we reject also the false dogma of the Manichaeans, where it is taught that
original sin is, as it were, something essential and substantial, infused by Satan into the nature,
and mingled with the same, as wine and poison are mixed.

Over against the view that sin is a separate substance, Christian theologians from Augustine on have
maintained that sin should be thought of as a defect in something that is good. This is what Flacius's
opponent, Victorinus Strigel, meant when he called sin "accidental" to human nature. Many years
before, Augustine had called sin privatio boni, that is, a deprivation or loss of the good. Sin is like
the blindness that robs a previously sighted person of his or her sight. Or, to use a different figure, sin
is like a wounded hand. The fact that the hand is only wounded implies that it can be healed. On the
basis of this understanding, man's sin can ultimately be overcome and done away with. If sin were a
substance, if it were indeed now part of the essence of human nature, how could it ever be
conquered? The fact that sin is not part of the essence of our nature made it possible for Christ to
assume a human nature that was not totally other than that of fallen man and still to be without sin.

This understanding implies that sin has not changed our essence but has changed the direction in
which we are moving. In connection with the discussion of the image of God I pointed out that human
beings after the Fall still retain that image in the structural sense but have lost it in the functional
sense. That is, though fallen man still bears the image of God, he now functions wrongly as an image-
bearer of God. This, in fact, makes sin all the more heinous. Sin is a perverse way of using God-
given and God-reflecting powers.

Sin, therefore, 1s not something physical but something ethical. It was not given with creation but
came after creation; it is a deformation of what is. To call sin privatio boni may not be a totally
satisfactory definition of sin, since sin is more than a deprivation of the good and is also active
rebellion against God. Nevertheless, this definition does convey an important truth about the nature
of sin.

Sin is always related to God and his will. Many people consider what Christians call sin mere
imperfection—the kind of imperfection that is a normal aspect of human nature. "Nobody's perfect,"
"everybody makes mistakes," "you're only human," and similar statements express this type of
thinking. Over against this we must insist that, according to Scripture, sin is always a transgression
of the law of God.



Though there are many laws in the Bible, particularly in the first five books of the Old Testament,
what is meant here by /aw 1s the small group of commands that we recognize as containing a brief
summary of what God requires of man, namely, the Ten Commandments.

Though this law was given by God to the Israelites at Mount Sinai, it did not contain moral standards
that were totally foreign to man. Lewis Smedes puts it this way:

What Moses brought from Sinai endorsed a morality that was endemic to the human race,
affirmed in conscience as much as it was violated in practice. People who know little and care
less about what the Bible tells us to do tend nevertheless to know in spite of themselves what
the Bible actually requires in the moral life. Paul assumed that, as far as morality was
concerned, people who never heard of God's commands were somehow familiar with his will.

By way of proof for his last statement, Smedes goes on to quote Romans 2:14-16:

When Gentiles who have not the law do by nature what the law requires, they are a law to
themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that what the law requires is
written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts
accuse or perhaps excuse them on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the
secrets of men by Christ Jesus. (RSV)

What is "written on the hearts" of people who have never seen a Bible, however, is specifically set
forth in the Decalogue or Ten Commandments found in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 5. From that
same Bible the believer learns that to break God's commandments is sin. In other words, as the
Heidelberg Catechism puts it, the Christian learns to know his sin from the law of God. The
following Scripture passages confirm this: "Through the law we become conscious of sin" (Rom.
3:20b); "Indeed I would not have known what sin was except through the law. For I would not have
known what it was to covet if the law had not said, 'Do not covet"' (Rom. 7:7b); "If you show
favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as law-breakers" (Jas. 2:9); "Every one who sins
breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness" (1 _John 3:4).

That all sin, even sin against our neighbors, is ultimately sin against God is shown by the familiar
words of Psalm 51:4. David had sinned flagrantly and grievously against Bathsheba and Uriah; yet
when he finally confessed his sin he said to God, "Against you, you only, have I sinned and done
what is evil in your sight." David did not mean that he had not sinned against people, but in the depth
of his repentance he had come to the conviction that all sin is finally sin against God. The sin of our
first parents was one of disobedience to God's command, and the same thing can be said about every
subsequent sin.

Sin 1s therefore fundamentally opposition to God, rebellion against God, which roots in hatred of
God. To quote the Heidelberg Catechism again, "I have a natural tendency to hate God and my
neighbor." By way of proof, the catechism refers to Romans 8:7: "The sinful mind [the mind of man
by nature] is hostile to God. It does not submit to God's law, nor can it do so."

Before we leave this point, however, something else should be said. To be fully understood, sin must
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be seen not only in the light of the law but also in the light of the gospel. The gospel—the good news
about what Christ has done to save us from sin—is necessary precisely because we have broken
God's law. When we see what Christ had to go through to save us from sin, when we look to Calvary
and hear Christ's heart-rending cry, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" (Matt. 27:46),
we see the awful magnitude of sin. The revelation of God's wrath against sin displayed at the cross
of Christ, who was made sin for our sake (2 Cor. 5:21), speaks volumes about the unfathomable
gravity of our iniquity. Anselm put it well when he responded to the question, "Why could God not
simply wipe out man's sin without requiring an atonement?" by saying, "You have not yet considered
how great is the weight of sin." The gospel, however, not only reveals the enormity of our sin; it also
proclaims the way in which we can be delivered from our sin, thus calling us to repentance.

Sin has its source in what Scripture calls "the heart.” Augustine used to say that sin has its source
in man's will: "Either, then, the will itself 1s the first cause of sin, or there 1s no first cause of sin."
What we commonly call "the will," however, is simply another name for the total person in the act of
making decisions. We never exercise an isolated "will"; what we call willing always involves other
aspects of the self, like intellect and emotion. Behind willing is the person who wills.

Therefore, using scriptural language, I prefer to say that sin has its source in the seart. I here use the
concept heart as it is used in Scripture: as a description of the inner core of the person; the "organ"
of thinking, feeling, and willing; the point of concentration of all of our functions. In other words, sin
has its source not in the body nor in any one of man's various capacities, but in the very center of his
being, in his seart. Since sin has poisoned the very fountain of life, all of life is bound to be affected
by it.

Biblical support for this point can be found in the following passages: "Keep your heart with all
vigilance; for from it flow the springs of life" (Prov. 4:23, RSV); "The heart is deceitful above all
things, and desperately corrupt; who can understand it?" (Jer. 17:9, RSV); "For out of the heart come
evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, slander" (Matt. 15:19); "The
evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart
his mouth speaks" (Luke 6:45b).

Sin includes thoughts as well as acts. According to human law, wrongdoing only concerns what one
does or leaves undone, not what one thinks; no one is ever jailed for wrong thoughts (unless those
thoughts have been expressed). But God's law goes much deeper than this. That thoughts may be
sinful as well as words or deeds is evident from the tenth commandment, which forbids coveting.
Jesus clearly taught that even should an adulterous thought not be carried out into action, it is still
sin: "But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with
her in his heart" (Matt. 5:28). Paul, in fact, speaks of the "lust of the flesh" in Galatians 5:16, 17, and
24 (KJV). Flesh here means man's total nature under the enslavement of sin; the New International
Version translates epithumian sarkos in verse 16 by "desires of the sinful nature." Obviously, in
these passages the Greek word epithumia (desire) means bad desire, desire for what is forbidden.
So perhaps the King James rendering, "lust of the flesh," in these passages is really more accurate as
well as more vivid than the RSV's "desires of the flesh." When Paul says in verse 17, "for the flesh
lusteth against the Spirit" (KJV), he is underscoring the fact that there are sinful desires as well as
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sinful deeds.

Sin includes both guilt and pollution. Earlier we discussed original guilt and pollution. Now the
point must be made that not only original sin but also actual sin involves both guilt and pollution.

In the earlier discussion of pervasive depravity and total inability we saw that the pollution of
original sin also attaches itself to our actual sins. Actual sin not only springs forth from the pollution
involved in original sin, it also intensifies that pollution. Sinful deeds often lead to sinful habits, and
sinful habits may eventually bring about a totally sinful kind of life. As Augustine put it, the pollution
involved in original sin is both the mother and the daughter of sin.

Actual sin, however, also involves guilt—namely, the state of deserving condemnation or of being
liable to punishment because the law has been violated. In the fifth petition of the Lord's Prayer, for
example, our Lord taught us to pray, "Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors"
(Matt. 6:12). Paul says in Romans 3:19, "Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those
who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to
God." And in Romans 1:18 Paul puts it quite vividly: "The wrath of God is being revealed from
heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their
wickedness." That God is here said to be wrathful against men because of their sin must imply that
the objects of his wrath are considered guilty.

Sin is at root a form of pride. We have already seen this in the narrative of the Fall: the serpent
aroused pride in Eve's heart when he said, "For God knows that when you eat of it [the forbidden
fruit] your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God" (Gen. 3:5). We have also noted that the
root sin of the fallen angels was pride. What was true of the first sin of man and of the first sin of the
angels is still true of every sin today. Augustine put it this way:

And what is the origin of our evil will but pride? For "pride is the beginning of sin" (Ecclus.
10:13). And what is pride but the craving for undue exaltation? And this is undue exaltation,
when the soul abandons Him to whom it ought to cleave as its end, and becomes a kind of end to
itself.

At root sin means refusing to recognize our total dependence on God, and wanting to be on our own.
In other words, sin is basically self-interest: wanting things our way instead of God's way. As C. S.
Lewis said, pride is the basic sin behind all particular sins.

From the moment a creature becomes aware of God as God and of itself as self, the terrible
alternative of choosing God or self for the centre 1s opened to it. This sin... is the fall in every
individual life, and in each day of each individual life, the basic sin behind all particular sins:
at this very moment you and I are either committing it, or about to commit it, or repenting it. We
try, when we wake, to lay the new day at God's feet; before we have finished shaving, it
becomes our day and God's share in it is felt as a tribute which we must pay out of "our own"
pocket, a deduction from the time which ought, we feel, to be "our own."
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Sin is usually masked. This 1s one of the most baffling characteristics of sin. Sin is a pervasive
aspect of our lives, and yet all too often we fail to realize it. In this connection three observations are
in order:

1. Sin is always committed for "some good reason." Eve ate the forbidden fruit because she thought
that this was a way of becoming more like God. A person steals because he thinks he needs this
money more than the owner does, and it is only fair that in this way the rich should contribute to the
welfare of the poor. A murderer kills because his victim is considered to be a menace to society,
which would be better off without him. A person might even commit adultery as a way, so he
imagines, of showing love to a lonely person.

Since we are "rational" creatures, we always want to have reasons for doing things. Whether the
reasons we give when we sin are the real reasons is another story. Psychologists call this process
"rationalization"—people tend to invent reasons for doing what they know they should not do, but
nevertheless want to do.

2. We often fail to recognize our own sin. We see sin very clearly in others, but very dimly in
ourselves. It was David who prayed in Psalm 19:12, "Who can discern his errors? Forgive my
hidden faults." Moses admitted to God in Psalm 90:8, "You have set our iniquities before you, our
secret sins in the light of your presence." Jesus spoke of this same problem when he said that we are
able to see the speck of sawdust in the brother's eye but fail to notice the plank in our own eye (Matt.
7:3). Our sins, as someone has said, are like notes pinned to our backs; we just don't see them.

Error and sin both have this property, that the deeper they are the less their victim suspects their
existence; they are masked evil.... We can rest contentedly in our sins.

3. We often tend to cover up our sins. The well-known story of David before the prophet Nathan (2
Sam. 12:1-15) illustrates this point. Previous to his confession to Nathan, the guilty king had been
hiding his sin. In Psalm 32 David describes his state of mind during the cover-up:

Vhen I kept silent,

ny bones wasted away

hrough my groaning all day long.
Yor day and night

rour hand was heavy upon me;
ny strength was sapped

1s in the heat of summer. (vv. 3-4)

The Pharisee in Jesus' parable, his eyes totally closed to his own hypocrisy, prayed, "God, I thank you that I am not like all other men—
robbers, evildoers, adulterers—or even like this tax collector" (Luke 18:11). Though most of us would not express ourselves as bluntly as
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did this Pharisee, there is enough of this kind of pride in each of us to make the shoe pinch.

The universal tendency we have to fail to recognize our sins is vividly and unforgettably portrayed in
Dorothy Sayers's play, The Zeal of thy House. The play deals with the rebuilding of Canterbury
Cathedral, a part of which had been destroyed by fire. The members of the cathedral chapter have
engaged an architect from France, William of Sens, to rebuild the damaged structure. William has a
consuming passion to construct the most beautiful cathedral ever built, presumably for the glory of
God. Before the rebuilding has been completed, however, William has an accident: he falls fifty feet
from a traveling cradle, and is severely injured. Feeling the need to confess his sins, William asks a
priest to come to his sickbed; to the priest he confesses all the sins he can remember. But now the
angel Michael comes to him, saying, "God is condemning you for your great sin." "What sin?"
William asks. "Didn't I just confess all my sins? What sin is left?" "The cathedral!" is Michael's
reply. What William thought he was doing for the glory of God he was really doing to exalt himself.



Biblical Words for Sin

We learn some important things about the nature of sin by looking at the various biblical words used for this concept. The most
commonly used term in the Old Testament is chatta th. Basically, it means "to miss the mark," conveying the thought that all
wrongdoing is a falling short of the way God intends his children to live. Sin, this word is saying, means failing to fulfill the purpose for
which God created us.

Other Old Testament words include ‘awon, iniquity or guilt; pesha ‘, rebellion, revolt, refusal to be
subject to authority; ‘a@bhar, transgression (lit., "crossing over"); resha ‘, wickedness or ungodliness;
ra‘, evil or wickedness; ma ‘al, trespass or act of treachery; and ‘@wen, 1dolatry, iniquity, or vanity.

Among the New Testament words for sin, the most common one is hamartia, which is the Greek
equivalent of the Hebrew word chatta 'th, and, like it, means "to miss the mark"—or, putting it into
New Testament language, to "fall short of the glory of God" (Rom. 3:23). Less commonly used are
the following: anomia, lawlessness or the breaking of the law; paraptoma, derived from parapipto
(to fall aside) and therefore meaning trespass or false step; parabasis, derived from parabainé (to
overstep) and therefore meaning transgression or stepping over the boundary of what is right;
asebeia, godlessness or impiety; parakoé (lit., disobedience to a voice), failing to listen when God
1s speaking; and adikia, unrighteousness, injustice, or wrongdoing. Each of these words sheds light
on the way the Bible understands sin.
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Various Types of Sin

There are as many different kinds of sin as there are commandments of God. Sins can be classified in many ways; I will mention only
some of these classifications here.

One ancient classification, which goes back to the early history of Christian monasticism, refers to
the so-called "seven deadly sins" (also sometimes called the capital sins). These seven sins were
thought to be the roots from which many other sins could arise. Traditionally, the seven deadly sins
were listed as follows: (1) vainglory or pride; (2) covetousness; (3) lust, usually understood as
inordinate or illicit sexual desire; (4) envy; (5) gluttony, which usually included drunkenness; (6)
anger; and (7) sloth.

Other ways of classifying sins include the following: Sins against God, the neighbor, or ourselves;
sins of thought, word, or deed; sins that have their roots in "the lust of the flesh," "the lust of the
eyes," or "the pride of life" (1 John 2:16, RSV); sins of weakness, ignorance, or malice; sins of
omission or commission; secret sins or open sins; private sins or public sins.
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Gradations in Sin

All forms of sin are displeasing to God and entail guilt. Not every sin, however, is equally serious. We may and should recognize certain
gradations in the seriousness of sin.

We take up first the traditional Roman Catholic distinction between mortal and venial sins—a
distinction already made by Tertullian and Augustine, and further worked out by such scholastic
theologians as Lombard and Aquinas. This distinction still plays an important part in the Roman
Catholic understanding of their sacrament of penance, the purpose of which is the forgiveness of sins
committed after baptism.

The following descriptions have been culled from Roman Catholic sources. Mortal sin is defined as

a complete turning from God which results in the death (thus the term "mortal") of sanctifying
grace in the soul. Three conditions are generally laid down as necessary in order that an offense
be judged a mortal sin: (1) The offense in itself must be gravely wrong, either objectively (such
as murder or adultery) or subjectively (that is, the offender considers the offense to be gravely
wrong); (2) the offender must know that the offense i1s gravely wrong; (3) the offender must be
free in the commission of the offense.

Another Roman Catholic source describes mortal sin as follows:

The transgression in a grave matter of law which is made with full advertence [attention] and
full consent. It is called mortal (bringing death) because it cuts the sinner off from sanctifying
grace and in a sense brings death to the soul. Since it is a grave rebellion against God, a person
who dies in mortal sin dies cut off from God.

In the Maryknoll Catholic Dictionary venial sin (the term is derived from a Latin word meaning
"pardon") 1s defined as

an offense against God not serious enough to cause the loss of sanctifying grace. Venial sin is
likened to an illness of the soul, and not its death. A sin is venial when its matter is not grave
(e.g., stealing a nickel, a jocose lie), or when there is wanting full advertence or full consent to
grave matter. Venial sins can become mortal sins through an erroneous conscience, through
malicious intent and through the accumulation of matter, as in theft.

When a Roman Catholic goes to confession and receives the sacrament of penance, all mortal sins must be confessed, since, if one dies
in mortal sin, he or she will be lost. Although venial sins do not result in the loss of salvation, it is highly desirable (though not absolutely
necessary) that they be confessed as well.

Calvin rejected this distinction, not because he recognized no gradations in the seriousness of sin, but
because, in his judgment, all sins are mortal in the sense that they all deserve damnation.

Let the children of God hold that all sin is mortal. For it is rebellion against the will of God,



which of necessity provokes God's wrath, and it is a violation of the law, upon which God's
judgment is pronounced without exception. The sins of the saints are pardonable, not because of
their nature as saints, but because they obtain pardon from God's mercy.

Calvin is right. The Bible clearly rejects the distinction between mortal and venial sin. As Paul says
in Galatians 3:10, quoting from Deuteronomy 27:26, "All who rely on observing the law are under a
curse, for it is written: 'Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the
book of the law."" If this 1s so, how can anyone say that certain sins, that is, certain ways of breaking
God's law, do not bring one under this curse? James further reminds us that "whoever keeps the
whole law, and yet stumbles at just one point, is guilty of breaking all of it" (Jas. 2:10). Certainly a
"venial sin" would be a "stumbling at one point." A practical difficulty with the above-mentioned
distinction is the danger either of keeping believers in a continual state of anxiety and fear ("have 1
perhaps committed a mortal sin, and am I therefore lost?") or of bringing about an attitude of
lighthearted carelessness about sin, by suggesting the thought that most sins are venial and are
therefore not too serious.

Rejecting the distinction between mortal and venial sins, however, does not imply that there are no
differences or gradations in the seriousness of sin. Four such differences may be noted.

The distinction based on "sins of the spirit" over against "sins of the body." Earlier 1 pointed out
that according to Augustine the root sin of man is pride; he further taught that what he called
"concupiscence," which we would call "sensuality" or "carnal appetite," was secondary to and a
result of pride. What Augustine meant was that rebellion against God, which is primarily a "sin of
the spirit" (though, of course, the body is also involved), is a more weighty transgression of God's
will than a so-called sin of the body like adultery (though in such a sin the "spirit" is also involved).

Luther made a similar point. He taught that many people pursue virtue only for the sake of their own
honor, thus revealing their "fleshliness" even in their "noblest" pursuits. Luther, in fact, distinguished
between two kinds of fleshly people: sinistrales (those on the left) and dextrales (those on the right).
The former, he said, show their fleshliness in yielding to their passions and lusts (like drunkards and
adulterers); the latter show their fleshliness even while they are subduing their lusts and ostensibly
practicing virtue. The latter, Luther added, are the worse of the two. One 1s reminded of Jesus'
denunciation of the Pharisees, who were so wretchedly evil precisely because they thought they were
righteous.

C. S. Lewis, a Christian layman with deep insights into the faith, once put it this way:

If anyone thinks that Christians regard unchastity as the supreme vice, he is quite wrong. The
sins of the flesh are bad, but they are the least bad of all sins. All the worst pleasures are purely
spiritual: the pleasure of putting other people in the wrong, of bossing and patronising and
spoiling sport, and backbiting; the pleasures of power, of hatred.... That is why a cold, self-
righteous prig who goes regularly to church may be far nearer to hell than a prostitute. But, of
course, 1t 1s better to be neither.
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I believe that the Bible confirms this point. In Romans 1:24-32 we read that God gave up those who
refused to acknowledge him, who "although they knew God... neither glorified him as God nor gave
thanks to him" (v. 21), to all kinds of unmentionable bodily lusts. And in Matthew 21 Jesus is
reported as having said to the chief priests and Pharisees who in their pride had rejected him and his
message,

I tell you the truth, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead
of you. For John came to you to show you the way of righteousness, and you did not believe
him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes did. And even after you saw this, you did not
repent and believe him. (vv. 31-32)

The distinction based on the degree of knowledge the sinner has. Both the Old and the New
Testament teach that the sin of a person who knows the will of the Lord but goes against it is greater
than that of someone who breaks God's law without full knowledge of what that law requires. We
know that the Old Testament sometimes speaks about "the curses of the covenant." God had made a
covenant with his ancient people, promising them great blessings if they would fear him and walk in
his ways. If, however, they disobeyed him, they would be punished all the more severely because of
the greater knowledge of God's will that he had given to them. The covenant of grace, therefore,
entailed not only blessings but also curses. We see this in Deuteronomy 29:18-28, particularly verses
20-21, where Moses, speaking of a person who has turned away from God in the stubbornness of his
heart, says:

The Lorp will never be willing to forgive him; his wrath and zeal will burn against that man.
All the curses written in this book will fall upon him, and the Lorp will blot out his name from
under heaven. The Lorp will single him out from all the tribes of Israel for disaster, according
to all the curses of the covenant written in this Book of the Law.

Similarly, Jeremiah says:

The Lorp said to me, "Proclaim all these words in the towns of Judah and in the streets of
Jerusalem: 'Listen to the terms of this covenant and follow them. From the time I brought your
forefathers up from Egypt until today, I warned them again and again, saying, "Obey me." But
they did not listen or pay attention; instead, they followed the stubbornness of their evil heart.

So I brought on them all the curses of the covenant I had commanded them to follow but that they
did not keep."" (Jer. 11:6-8)

And Amos, addressing the disobedient people of Israel, thunders like a lion, "You only have I [the Lorp] chosen of all the families of the
earth; therefore I will punish you for all your sins" (Amos 3:2).

The New Testament also teaches that the seriousness or gravity of a person's sin depends on the
degree of knowledge that he or she had when the sin was committed. This is evident first of all from
Jesus' words about two kinds of servants:

That servant who knows his master's will and... does not do what his master wants will be
beaten with many blows. But the one who does not know and does things deserving punishment
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will be beaten with few blows. From everyone who has been given much, much will be
demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.
(Luke 12:47-48)

Jesus made a similar observation about Sodom and Gomorrah, cities whose wickedness had become
proverbial: "I tell you the truth, it will be more bearable for Sodom and Gomorrah on the day of
judgment than for that town [a town that refuses to heed the gospel message as brought by the
disciples]" (Matt. 10:15). The point is clear: the sins of those who heard the gospel and yet rejected
it are more serious in the sight of God than the wrongdoings—notorious though they may be—of
those who never heard the gospel.

After Pilate had said that he had power either to free or to crucify him, Jesus answered, "You have
no power over me that was not given to you from above. Therefore the one who handed me over to
you is guilty of a greater sin" (John 19:11). Jesus was apparently referring to Caiaphas, the ruling
high priest, who had condemned him and delivered him up to Pilate. Caiaphas's sin was greater than
Pilate's because he had acted with greater knowledge of Christ and his mission than had Pilate.

Paul also makes the point that lack of knowledge reduces the gravity of a sin: "Even though I was
once a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent man, I was shown mercy because I acted in
ignorance and unbelief [lit., "ignorantly in unbelief"]" (1 Tim. 1:13).

The distinction based on the degree of intent involved in the sin. In the Old Testament a clear
distinction is made between sins committed unintentionally and those committed intentionally. From
Numbers 15:27-29 we learn about the sacrifice that could be brought to make atonement for a person
who had sinned unintentionally. But in verse 30 we read the following: "But anyone who sins
defiantly [lit., "with a high or uplifted hand"], whether native-born or alien, blasphemes the Lorp,
and that person must be cut off from his people." Note that in the case of the second kind of sin no
atoning sacrifice was available. Whether this means that a person who sinned defiantly was for that
reason always beyond forgiveness and salvation is another question (think of David's adultery and
murder, which were yet subsequently forgiven), but it is clear that intentional sin is much more
serious than unintentional sin.

From Leviticus 4:22 we learn that when a leader sinned unintentionally, he was indeed guilty; after
the proper sacrifice had been brought, however, this sin could be forgiven. A similar distinction
between sins 1s made in Numbers 35, where we read that the Lord instructed Moses to select some
towns in the land of Canaan that were to be "cities of refuge,"

to which a person who has killed someone accidentally [or unintentionally—the same Hebrew
word is used here as in Numbers 15:27] may flee. They will be places of refuge from the
avenger, so that a person accused of murder may not die before he stands trial before the
assembly. (vv. 11-12)

In 20-21 of the same chapter, however, we are told that "if anyone with malice aforethought [lit., "in hatred"] shoves another or throws
something at him intentionally so that he dies..., that person shall be put to death."
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In other words, though an unintentional sin is still a sin that brings guilt on the one who commts 1it, it
1s a sin of lesser magnitude than an intentional sin. Criminal law today still recognizes this principle
when it distinguishes between first-degree murder and manslaughter.

The distinction based on the extent to which a person gives in to sin. Earlier reference was made
to Matthew 5:28, where Jesus 1s quoted as saying, "But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman
lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart." A lustful look is therefore sinful. But
surely the sin is magnified and intensified when the lustful look is permitted to lead to an adulterous
act. Similarly, to have sinful anger in your heart is bad enough, but to give vent to that anger in
vitriolic word or violent deed is worse.

Louis Berkhof sums up what the Bible teaches about gradations in sin as follows:

Sins committed on purpose, with full consciousness of the evil involved, and with deliberation,
are greater and more culpable than sins resulting from ignorance, from an erroneous conception
of things, or from weakness of character. Nevertheless the latter are also real sins and make one

guilty in the sight of God.
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The Unpardonable Sin

Though all forms of sin are displeasing to God, the Bible speaks of one sin that is unpardonable—not because it is too great for God to
forgive, but because by its nature it excludes the possibility of repentance.

We look first at the chief Scripture passages that describe this sin. Probably the most frequently
quoted text is Mark 3:28-30 (par. Matt. 12:31-32; Luke 12:10). Matthew tells us that on this occasion
Jesus had localed a demon-possessed man who was blind and mute. When the Pharisees heard about
this miracle, they countered that Jesus was driving out demons only through Beelzebub, the prince of
demons. In his rebuke of these Pharisees Jesus said that he was driving out demons by the Spirit of
God, as evidence that the kingdom of God had come upon them (Matt. 12:22-28). Jesus then uttered
these telling words:

I tell you the truth, All the sins and blasphemies of men will be forgiven them. But whoever
blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be forgiven; he is guilty of an eternal sin. He said
this because they were saying, "He has an evil spirit." (Mark 3:28-30)

Webster's dictionary defines blasphemy as "the act of insulting or showing contempt or lack of
reverence for God." According to the above passage, some blasphemies can be forgiven, but
blasphemy against the Holy Spirit can never be forgiven. What is the nature of this blasphemy? It
would appear that, in the light of Jesus' words, the Pharisees had just committed this sin. They had
deliberately attributed to the devil something that Christ, according to his own testimony, had done
through the power of the Spirit of God. The imperfect tense of the verb for saying in verse 30
(elegon) suggests that the Pharisees said this not just once, but continually. This sin, therefore, was
not committed in ignorance. The Pharisees saw the miracle and heard Jesus say that he had done this
through the power of the Holy Spirit. Nevertheless they persisted in ascribing this marvelous deed to
the devil.

What leaps out at us here is the expression Jesus uses to describe this transgression: the person who
commits it "is guilty of an eternal sin" (aioniou hamartématos, Mark 3:29). This is the only place in
the Bible where this expression occurs. An eternal sin is one that remains forever—that is, it can
never be forgiven.

Another passage that deals with the unpardonable sin is found in 1 John 5:16, where John writes:

If anyone sees his brother commit a sin that does not lead to death, he should pray and God will
give him life. I refer to those whose sin does not lead to death. There is a sin that leads to death.
I am not saying that he should pray about that.

In a sense all sin leads to death (Rom. 6:23; Jas. 1:15). But God will forgive a sin that is repented of and confessed (1 _John 1:9). Why,
then, does John say that this "sin that leads to death" (hamartia pros thanaton) need not be prayed for?

John Stott ties in this sin with the blasphemy against the Holy Spirit described by Jesus in the
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Gospels, and suggests that the death to which this sin leads is, in fact, "'the second death,' reserved
for those whose names are not 'written in the book of life' (Rev. xx.15, xxi1.8)."

It is interesting to note that John does not forbid prayer for the forgiveness of such a sin but merely
abstains from recommending such prayer. If a person has committed the unpardonable sin, we know
that God will not grant him or her forgiveness and eternal life in answer to our prayer. But can we

know for certain that a person has committed this sin? Alexander Ross's words about this problem
are helpful:

It [the sin against the Holy Spirit] seems to describe rather a settled state of sin, in which a man
may go so far as to call evil good and good evil (Is. 5:20)...; the character of such a person
becomes fixed in evil. But then, how can we mortals, with our limited knowledge and insight,
ever be certain that any man has reached that condition of soul? It ought to be observed that John
does not say that the sin unto death can be definitely recognized as such. The practical
conclusion, then, to which this passage leads us, is, possibly, that we ought to go on praying,
exercising the judgment of charity.

We turn next to two passages from the Book of Hebrews. The first is from Hebrews 6:4-6:

It 1s impossible for those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift,

who have shared in the Holy Spirit, who have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the
powers of the coming age, if they fall away, to be brought back to repentance, because to their
loss they are crucifying the Son of God all over again and subjecting him to public disgrace.

Without going into detail on this passage, we may observe that the people here described have
received some instruction in the truths of salvation, and have after such instruction, and after certain
types of religious experiences, fallen away. The writer states specifically that these people cannot be
brought back to repentance. The words "crucifying the Son of God all over again" suggest that now,
after their defection from the faith, they are expressing a hatred for Christ that is comparable to the
hatred of the Pharisees described in Mark 3:29. Since it is clearly stated that these people cannot
now repent of their sin, it would seem reasonable to suppose (though we cannot be absolutely sure)
that here again we have a description of the unpardonable sin.

The other Hebrews passage is from Chapter 10:

If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have received the knowledge of the truth, no
sacrifice for sins is left, but only a fearful expectation of judgment and of raging fire that will
consume the enemies of God. Anyone who rejected the law of Moses died without mercy on the
testimony of two or three witnesses. How much more severely do you think a man deserves to
be punished who has trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the
blood of the covenant that sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? (vv. 26-29)

Here again there is reference to previous instruction in the faith: "after we have received the
knowledge of the truth." The intentional nature of this sin is stressed: "If we deliberately (hekousios)
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keep on sinning." The words "no sacrifice for sins is left" use Old Testament language to express the
unpardonableness of this sin.

This sin is described in vivid terms. The person who is committing this sin has totally despised
Christ ("trampled [him] under foot"), spurned and repudiated the blood shed by Christ for the
purpose of bringing him or her closer to God, and has insulted and spat in the face of the Holy Spirit
who is the bringer of grace. Most commentators, therefore, including Calvin, see also in these words
a description of the unpardonable sin.

Louis Berkhof has defined the unpardonable sin as

the conscious, malicious, and wilful rejection and slandering, against evidence..., of the
testimony of the Holy Spirit respecting the grace of God in Christ, attributing it out of hatred and
enmity to the prince of darkness.

There are five comments that we should make by way of elucidating this point.

1. The unpardonable sin is not the same as doubt, since it is a deliberate rejection of known truth
about God's revelation in Christ, often including defiance of God and ridicule of sacred things.

2. This sin presupposes a revelation of the grace of God, a working of the Holy Spirit, and some
illumination of the mind about the truths of salvation. It cannot therefore be committed by one who
has no previous knowledge of "saving truth."

3. The unpardonable sin consists of a deliberate turning away from the grace of God in Christ.
Calvin describes it as "striving knowingly to extinguish the Spirit dwelling within us," "deliberately
and maliciously turning light into darkness," and "changing the one medicine of salvation into a
deadly poison."

4. This sin excludes the possibility of repentance, and is therefore unpardonable. When he commits
it, the sinner has reached a point of no return. As R. Laird Harris puts it, "This sin, by its nature,
makes forgiveness impossible, for the only possible light is deliberately shut out." Herman Bavinck,
after saying that God has laid down certain laws even for the realm of sin, goes on to affirm that

the law which is operative in this sin is that it excludes all repentance, sears the conscience,
altogether hardens the sinner, and in this way makes his sins unpardonable.

5. Finally, a person who fears that he or she has committed this sin probably has not done so, since
such a fear is incompatible with the state of mind of one who has sinned in this way.



Chapter 10
The Restraint of Sin

We have already discussed the devastating effects of the Fall on man's behavior. First, we saw that
the Fall perverted the image of God in which man was created, with the result that the human person
now functions sinfully in his relation to God, to others, and to nature. I further described the
universality of sin, and went on to show that the condition of human beings after the Fall, apart from
God's redemptive grace, 1s one of pervasive depravity and spiritual inability.

If these descriptions are true, it would seem that life on earth today ought to be virtually impossible.
Because of the Fall, every human being is basically self-centered and unloving, hating God, hating
others, and exploiting nature. If this is so, it would appear that we have today nothing better than a
hell on earth.

It 1s interesting to note that there has been a shift of thinking in recent years in the assessment of the
behavior of human beings. There was a time in Western thought when human nature was described in
rosy terms as basically good, and human beings were thought of as capable of noble and unselfish
behavior, given the proper training and education. A number of liberal theologians who lived in the
early decades of the twentieth century taught this view. But this romantic, optimistic view of human
nature is no longer in vogue. Beginning with the works of Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) and
continuing with the writings of Karl Barth (1886-1968) and Reinhold Niebuhr (1893-1971), there
emerged a much more realistic view of man as basically sinful and self-centered. This sober and
uncomplimentary view is also echoed by recent novelists, and has surfaced in nonfiction volumes in
which human nature is pictured as sinful and hypocritical.

Also illustrative of this shift is a fascinating book published in 1966, Shantung Compound, by
Langdon Gilkey. Gilkey was a liberal theologian who had been taught in seminary that man was
basically good and unselfish. During the Second World War he was interned by the Japanese in a
detention camp in China. Having been put in charge of housing, Gilkey tried to improve living
conditions in the camp, which contained people from a number of countries, by appealing to the
generosity, helpfulness, and good will of his fellow detainees. But it was all in vain. To his
amazement, he learned through many frustrating experiences that human beings are all basically self-
centered, even though they do not like to admit it. Life had disproved his theory. An unforgettable
sentence sums up his conclusion: "Those humanists who insist that men are naturally wise and good
enough to be moral seemed to me to be continually refuted by the patent persistence of dangerous
selfishness among people whose intentions were good."

We must agree, therefore, in the light of biblical teaching and human observation, that fallen man is
indeed basically self-centered. Therefore, men and women need to be regenerated, to have a basic
change of commitment and a new center of loyalty before they will be able to live the unselfish life
to which God calls them.



But now we face a problem. As we live on this earth, we do not seem to experience consistently the
kind of human badness and depravity sketched above. Many of us do have good neighbors. We find
that most of the time we can trust people with whom we have business dealings. Often we run into
people—and they are not always Christians—who seem to be kind, helpful, and unselfish. How can
we account for this? How can we account for the degree of goodness we find in our fellow human
beings, for the amount of truth we find in the writings of unbelievers, and for the amount of beauty
that has been produced by musicians, painters, poets, and novelists who, as far as we can discern,
are not Christians?

Augustine had an answer to this question. When his Pelagian adversaries reminded him of the virtues
of the heathen, he called these virtues "splendid vices" (splendida vitia), since they were not
practiced for God's glory but for self-love and human praise.

Calvin, however, though basically agreeing with Augustine, was not totally satisfied with this
answer. The former was just as deeply convinced of the sinfulness and corruption of fallen man as
was the latter. But, Calvin went on to ask, how can we account for the elements of truth, goodness,
beauty, civilization, and order that we find in this fallen, sinful world? Surely we cannot ascribe
them to man's native ability, since he 1s unable to do any good in his own strength. We must,
therefore, attribute these good things to the grace of God—a grace that restrains sin in fallen
humankind even though it does not take away man's sinfulness. This type of grace Calvin
distinguished from the particular or saving grace whereby man's nature is renewed and whereby he is
enabled to turn to God 1n faith, repentance, and grateful obedience. Though Calvin used various
terms to describe the general grace of God that restrains sin without renewing human beings, later
theologians in the Reformed tradition were to call this common grace.



The Doctrine of Common Grace

We note now some of the ways in which Calvin described how this common grace functions:

But here it ought to occur to us that amid this corruption of nature there is some place for God's
grace; not such grace as to cleanse it, but restrain it inwardly.... Thus God by his providence
bridles perversity of nature, that it may not break forth into action; but he does not purge it
within.

Then follow the arts, both liberal and manual. The power of human acuteness also appears in learning these because all of us
have a certain aptitude.... Hence, with good reason we are compelled to confess that its beginning [that is, the beginning of
aptitude or talent in the arts] is inborn in human nature. Therefore this evidence clearly testifies to a universal apprehension of

reason and understanding by nature implanted in men. Yet so universal is this good that every man ought to recognize for himself
i it the peculiar grace of God.

Whenever we come upon these matters [valuable contributions in art and science] in secular writers, let that admirable light of
truth shining in them teach us that the mind of man, though fallen and perverted from its wholeness, is nevertheless clothed and
ornamented with God's excellent gifts. If we regard the Spirit of God as the sole fountain of truth, we shall neither reject the truth
itself, nor despise it wherever it shall appear, unless we wish to dishonor the Spirit of God. For by holding the gifts of the Spirit in
slight esteem, we contemn and reproach the Spirit himself.

We can summarize here what Calvin is saying in this last quotation: (1) unbelievers may have the
light of truth shining in them; (2) unbelievers may be clothed with God's excellent gifts; (3) all truth
comes from the Spirit of God; (4) therefore to reject or to despise the truth when it is uttered by
unbelievers is to insult God's Holy Spirit.

In another place Calvin says this:

I do not deny that all the notable endowments that manifest themselves among unbelievers are
gifts of God.... For there is such a great difference between the righteous and the unrighteous
that 1t appears even in the dead image thereof. For if we confuse these things, what order will
remain in the world? Therefore, the Lord has not only engraved such a distinction between
honorable and wicked deeds in the minds of individual men but often confirms it also, by the
dispensation of his providence. For we see that he bestows many blessings of the present life
upon those who cultivate virtue among men.... All these virtues—or rather, images of virtues—
are gifts of God, since nothing is in any way praiseworthy that does not come from him.

Calvin, therefore, did pioneer work in this area of theological thought. Though he did not develop a
full-blown doctrine of common grace, he did clearly teach that there is a grace of God that restrains
the manifestation of sin in human life without taking away man's sinfulness, permitting unbelievers to
utter many truths (even though they do not know the truth) and to produce many cultural products that
are good.

One of the later Reformed theologians who has made significant contributions to the doctrine of
common grace is Herman Bavinck. On his assumption of the presidency of the Theological Seminary



of the Gereformeerde Kerken in the Netherlands at Kampen in 1894, he delivered a presidential
address (rectorale rede) entitlted Common Grace (De Algemeene Genade). In this address he
showed that the doctrine of common grace 1s grounded in Scripture, was first taught by Calvin, and is
still of great significance and value. The following quotations will indicate how important Bavinck
considered this doctrine to be:

From this common grace proceeds all that is good and true that we still see in fallen man. The
light still shines in the darkness. The Spirit of God lives and works in everything that has been
created. Therefore there still remain in man certain traces of the image of God. There is still
intellect and reason; all kinds of natural gifts are still present in him. Man still has a feeling and
an impression of divinity, a seed of religion. Reason is a priceless gift. Philosophy is an
admirable gift from God. Music is also a gift of God. Arts and sciences are good, profitable,
and of high value. The state has been instituted by God.... There is still a desire for truth and
virtue, and for natural love between parents and children. In matters that concern this earthly
life, man is still able to do much good.... Through the doctrine of common grace the Reformed
have, on the one hand, maintained the specific and absolute character of the Christian religion,
but on the other hand they have been second to none in their appreciation for whatever of the
good and beautiful is still being given by God to sinful human beings.

Sin is a power, a principle, which has penetrated deeply into all forms of created life.... It would, if left to itself, have devastated
and destroyed everything. But God has interposed with his grace. Through his common grace he restrains sin in its disintegrating
and destructive working. But this [kind of grace] is still not sufficient. It subdues, but does not change; it restrains, but does not
conquer.

Ten years after Bavinck delivered this lecture, his illustrious contemporary, Abraham Kuyper,
published the first volume of the most extensive treatment of common grace ever written, De
Gemeene Gratie (Common Grace). Volume 1, called the historical section, is a biblical-theological
study that traces the history of common grace from the covenant with Noah through the New
Testament era, with concluding chapters about the significance of common grace for the life to come.
Volume II, the doctrinal volume, discusses the relation between common grace and creation,
predestination, world history, the church, providence, the curse, and culture. Volume III, the practical
section, applies the concept of common grace to such topics as government, church and state, the
family, education, and society.

G. C. Berkouwer, who deals with the doctrine of common grace in Chapter 5. of Man: the Image of
God ("Corruption and Humanness"), recognizes Kuyper's contribution to the study of common grace.
Kuyper, he says,

follows in Calvin's footsteps in his view of God's general grace or common grace.... According
to Kuyper, this teaching... forms an indispensable part of Reformed doctrine. It arises from the
confession of the deadly character of sin, and not from an attempt to relativize the extent of
corruption. Kuyper, like Calvin, is enthralled by the beautiful and imposing achievements of
men outside the church. This undeniable fact, says Kuyper, puts us before the apparent dilemma
of either denying all these achievements or else viewing man as after all not completely fallen.
But Reformed doctrine refuses to choose either horn of the dilemma. On the one hand, this good



may not and can not be denied; and on the other hand, the completeness of corruption may not be
diminished. There is only one solution: that grace is at work even in fallen man, to check the
destruction which is inherent in sin.

Those who acknowledged that there is such a thing as common grace, Berkouwer goes on to say,

wished to reckon with the fact that in real life we do not encounter an antithesis between
fullgrown badness and perfect holiness, but that even in the lives of unbelievers deeds become
visible which reveal an undeniable likeness to the good works of believers.

Not all Reformed theologians, however, agreed with Calvin, Bavinck, and Kuyper on the question of
common grace. In the United States, Christian Reformed pastors Herman Hoeksema and Henry
Danhof rejected the concept of common grace as unbiblical. Their position, briefly stated, was as
follows: (1) God's grace is always particular and never common. Only the elect (those chosen for
salvation from eternity) receive grace from God; those who are not elect, called "the reprobates,"
receive no grace from God whatever. (2) There is no such thing as a gracious restraint of sin on the
part of God in the lives of "reprobate" persons. (3) The unregenerate cannot do any kind of good.
Even the so-called virtues of the unregenerate, because they are wrongly motivated, are really sins.

A heated discussion of this issue ensued within the Christian Reformed Church, reflected by the
publication of many articles, pamphlets, and books on the subject. Taking issue with Hoeksema and
Danhof, the 1924 Synod of the Christian Reformed Church of North America adopted the following
three points: (1) There is, besides the saving grace of God shown only to those chosen to eternal life,
also a certain favor or grace of God that he shows to his creatures in general. (2) God restrains sin in
the life of the individual and in society. (3) The unregenerate, though incapable of "saving good" [the
kind of good of which a regenerate person is capable], can perform "civil good" (burgerlijk goed) [a
relative kind of good that meets certain external norms of social behavior].

The Christian Reformed Church, therefore, by means of these decisions, endorsed the concept of
common grace and rejected the views of Hoeksema and Danhof. These pastors, together with their
followers, then proceeded to form a new denomination, the Protestant Reformed Churches in
America.

There were also discussions of the doctrine of common grace in the Netherlands. In the 1930s and
'40s Klaas Schilder, Professor of Dogmatics at the Theological Seminary of the Gereformeerde
Kerken of the Netherlands in Kampen, publicly criticized the doctrine as Kuyper had defended it.
Schilder's position was, in fact, quite similar to that of Herman Hoeksema. Schilder objected to the
term common grace (algemeene genade) on the ground that, in his judgment, the term grace as used
in Scripture always implies the forgiveness of sins. That the effects of God's curse on fallen mankind
are being somewhat alleviated, Schilder does not see as an evidence of God's grace. The
prolongation of human history after the Fall is not due to divine grace. There is no grace of God that
restrains sin in the unregenerate. The doctrine of common grace, he maintains, weakens biblical
teaching about human depravity and tends to introduce a "two-territory concept"—that is, the idea
that, 1n addition to the fallen world in which sin reigns, there is a kind of neutral territory in which



the effects of sin are minimized, and in which the antithesis between faith and unbelief is denied.

Schilder's views gave rise to widespread discussion and debate. The General Synod of the
Gereformeerde Kerken that met from 1940 to 1943 took issue with Schilder and his followers on the
question of common grace, and adopted the following four-point pronouncement on the matter: (1)
That God, despite his wrath against the sinfulness of men, still endures this fallen world in his
longsuffering, doing good to all human beings. (2) That he has caused to remain in man certain small
remnants of the original gifts of creation and a certain light of nature, though this light is insufficient
for salvation. (3) That these remnants and blessings serve to restrain sin temporarily, so that
possibilities given in the original creation can still come to development in this sinful world. (4)
That God in this way shows undeserved goodness to the evil and the gopod—a goodness we call
common grace (algemeene genade or gemeene gratie), but that is to be distinguished from the saving
grace that is shown to those who have been given to Christ by the Father.



Biblical Basis for Common Grace

Does the Bible teach that there is a grace of God that restrains sin in the lives of those who are not his people? I believe it does. Let us
look at some relevant Scripture passages.

Genesis 20 tells the story of Abraham's brief sojourn in the country of the Philistines. After he had
said that his wife, Sarah, was his sister, the Philistine king Abimelech took Sarah with the intent of
adding her to his harem. But one night God told Abimelech in a dream not to touch Sarah on pain of
death, since she was a married woman. When Abimelech protested that he had taken Sarah under the
impression that she was Abraham's sister, God said to him, "Yes, I know you did this with a clear
conscience, and so I have kept you from sinning against me. That is why I did not let you touch her"
(Gen. 20:6). Abimelech was obviously not a believer. Yet God restrained him from sinning. The fact
that God promised Abimelech that Abraham would pray for him so that he might not die (v. 7)
indicates that this restraint of sin was a gracious act on God's part.

In his letter to the Romans, Paul describes what happens to those who, though they knew God, did not
glorify him as God:

Therefore God gave them over [Gk.: paredoken] in the sinful desires of their hearts to sexual
impurity for the degrading of their bodies with one another.... Because of this, God gave them
over to shameful lusts.... Furthermore, since they did not think it worthwhile to retain the
knowledge of God, he gave them over to a depraved mind, to do what ought not to be done.
(Rom. 1:24, 26, 28)

In verse 18 of this chapter Paul tells us that the wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against
the godlessness and wickedness of men and women who suppress the truth. In this suppression of the
truth they are without excuse, "since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God
has made it plain to them" (v. 19). Because they refused to glorify God as God, even though he had
revealed himself to them in nature, God gave them over to sexual impurity, shameful lusts, and many
other types of sinful and arrogant behavior. Three times in these verses Paul uses the aorist form
paredoken, meaning "he gave them over" or "he abandoned them" to their sins. The aorist tense of the
verb paradidomi suggests that there were specific times in the lives of these people when this
"giving up" or "giving over" occurred. This clearly implies that previous to the "giving over" God
was restraining the manifestation of sin in their lives; at a certain point, however, that restraint was
taken away. Charles Hodge, commenting on this passage, puts it this way: "He [God] withdraws
from the wicked the restraints of his providence and grace, and gives them over to the dominion of

"

S11.

One of the ways in which sin is restrained in the lives of human beings is through the penalties
imposed by the state on criminals and other transgressors of the law—penalties like fines, prison
sentences, and even, sometimes, capital punishment. As Paul points out,
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rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong. Do you want to be free
from fear of the one 1n authority? Then do what 1s right and he will commend you. For he 1s
God's servant to do you good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he does not bear the sword for
nothing. He 1s God's servant, an agent of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer. (Rom.
13:3-4)

When Paul here tells us that every earthly ruler is God's servant, he clearly implies that it is God who by means of such rulers is
restraining sin.

Similarly, Peter writes:

Submit yourselves for the Lord's sake to every authority instituted among men: whether to the
king, as the supreme authority, or to governors, who are sent by him to punish those who do
wrong and to commend those who do right. (1 Pet. 2:13-14)

The punishment of those who do wrong—surely a means whereby sin is restrained, though imperfect and sometimes counterproductive
—is here said to be done by governmental authorities who have been sent by the king. But Peter urges his readers to submit themselves
to such governmental authorities "for the Lord's sake," implying that these rulers have been established among humankind by God's
providence, and that therefore through their rule God is restraining sin.

In his second letter to the Thessalonians, Paul discusses the time of the Second Coming of Christ. He
tells his readers that the Second Coming will not occur until "the man of lawlessness" (whom most
interpreters identify with the antichrist mentioned in the Epistles of John) 1s revealed (2:3). Paul
goes on to speak of a power that is now holding back the appearance of this man of lawlessness:

And now you know what is holding him back, so that he may be revealed at the proper time. For
the secret power of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who now holds it back will
continue to do so till he is taken out of the way. (2:6-7)

Paul does not tell us who or what is holding back the manifestation of the man of lawlessness. What
1s puzzling here is that Paul speaks of this restraint or holding back in both impersonal and personal
terms: "You know what is holding him back" (v. 6), and "the one who now holds it back" (v. 7). We
cannot identify the power or person restraining the man of lawlessness, but it is clear from this
passage that there is a power or a person holding him back. Furthermore, since the appearance of the
man of lawlessness will usher in a period of intense wickedness, at which time a man will proclaim
himself to be God (v. 4) and the work of Satan will be evidenced in every sort of evil (vv. 9-10), it
is clear that the holding back of this incarnation of wickedness is tantamount to a restraint of sin. That
God's gracious control is behind this restraint is so obvious that it hardly needs to be mentioned.
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The Means by Which Sin Is Restrained

By what means does God restrain sin? It has often been said that it is through their own reason and will that human beings are enabled
to restrain sin and to practice certain virtues. This position was often defended by the scholastic theologians; Thomas Aquinas, for
example, believed that man's reason is able to control his lower passions. Though there may be some truth in this conception, it must be
judged deficient for at least two reasons. First, it is too individualistic—sin is restrained more through social pressure than through the
reasoning of an individual. Second, as was pointed out earlier, we often use our reason simply to justify the wrong thing we want to do, a
process psychologists call rationalization. Reason, therefore, may as often be used to defend an evil deed as to prevent it. A smart
crook is, in fact, more dangerous than a stupid one.

One important means by which God restrains sin in those who are not his people is his general
revelation, which has an impact on the conscience of every human being. General revelation is the
theological term that means God's revelation of himself through nature, which is addressed to all of
humankind, and which has as its goal the revelation of enough knowledge of God to render men and
women inexcusable when they do not serve or glorify God. In his letter to the Romans Paul sets forth
the role of general revelation in restraining sin:

Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they
are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law, since they show that the
requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and
their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them. (2:14-15)

The Gentiles, unlike the Jews who belong to God's covenant people, "do not have the law"—that is,
they do not have the law of Moses, and are living outside the sphere of the special revelation of
God's saving grace found in the Scriptures. What does Paul mean when he says that at times such
Gentiles "do by nature things required by the law" (¢a tou nomou, lit., "the things of the law")? He
does not mean that these Gentiles are able to keep the law from the inner motive of love for God and
with the purpose of glorifying God. First, he points out that the Gentiles do things required by the law
—not stressing an inner motivation but rather their outward actions. Second, Paul does not say that
they keep the law (which would require inward as well as outward conformity to it), but only that
they do the things of the law, that is, that they do certain outward things prescribed by the law. Third,
he says that they do the things required by the law by nature (phusei). By nature describes these
Gentiles as they are in themselves, apart from God's regenerating and sanctifying grace. But the
Scriptures plainly teach that apart from such regenerating grace no one can even begin to keep the
law of God in its inward sense (see, e.g., Rom. 8:7-8). Hence what these Gentiles are able to do by
nature must preclude the possibility of true inward obedience to the law, and must point to a type of
obedience, not motivated by a love for God, that is only outward conformity to certain precepts of
the law.

Translated literally, the next words read, "these, not having law, are to themselves law" (houtoi
nomon mé echontes heautois eisin nomos). In other words, though these Gentiles do not have the
law of Moses, there 1s within them a law that they must recognize—we may call this, if we wish,
natural law. This law is the impact of God's general revelation on their consciences. The evidence
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for this is that "they show that the requirements of the law [to ergon tou nomou, lit., "the work of the
law"] are written on their hearts" (v. 15). Paul does not say that these Gentiles reveal the law written
on their hearts, as 1s said of God's redeemed people (e.g., Jer. 31:33), but that they show the work of
the law written on their hearts. Whenever Gentiles do by nature things required by the law, Paul says
here, they show that there is in their hearts an effect produced by the law that makes them recognize
certain types of outward behavior as good and certain other types of outward behavior as bad. What
law 1s this? The law expressed in God's general revelation, which teaches even Gentiles that there 1s
a difference between right and wrong, that wrong is punished and right is rewarded.

In the last part of verse 15 Paul tells us that these Gentiles also have consciences that pass judgment
on their deeds in the light of the moral standards they recognize. In this way their consciences reveal
the impact upon them of God's general revelation.

We learn from this passage that Gentiles are capable "by nature" of a kind of outward conformity to
God's law because of the impact on their consciences of God's general revelation. This outward
conformity, to be sure, is not to be confused with the kind of obedience to God's law of which even
believers have only a small beginning, but it does indicate that by means of his general revelation
God restrains sin in the lives of those who are not his people.

The Canons of Dort, a Calvinistic creed adopted by the Dutch Synod of Dordrecht (1618-1619),
recognized this restraint of sin through God's general revelation in a statement that is reminiscent of
2:14-15. Instead of speaking about general revelation, however, the Canons mention "the light of
nature," clearly implying that this light is available to every human being. The article affirms not only
the fact that even unregenerate persons have some capability for "virtue and outward discipline"
(thus implying a certain restraint of sin), but also the spiritual inadequacy of such behavior and the
perversion of this natural light by sinful man:

There is left in man after the fall, to be sure, a certain light of nature [/umen aliquod naturae]
by means of which he retains certain ideas about God [notitias quasdam de Deo], about natural
things, about the distinction between what 1s honorable and what is shameful, and shows some
zeal for virtue and outward discipline [aliquod virtutis ac disciplinae externae studium
ostendit]. But so far 1s this light of nature from enabling him to arrive at a saving knowledge of
God [ad salutarem Dei cognitionem] and from converting himself to God that he does not even
use it properly in natural and civil matters. Rather, he wholly pollutes it—such as it is—in
various ways and suppresses it in unrighteousness. By doing this, he makes himself inexcusable
before God.

Another means by which God restrains sin in human life is through the various types of penalties for
wrongdoing provided by human government—through laws, codes of behavior, and coercive
measures whereby these laws are enforced. This point has been commented on above.

G. C. Berkouwer mentions a third means whereby sin is restrained in human society by what he calls
mede-menselijkheid. This term is difficult to translate; literally, it translates as "fellow-
humanbeingness," but could perhaps best be rendered as "social relationships." What Berkouwer
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means 1s this: since man never exists in isolation, but always in relatedness to fellow human beings,
his sin is restrained through this relatedness. For example, we are often kept from doing the wrong
we might feel inclined to do because we are married to someone who would be hurt by such action,
or because our wrong action would cause our children to suffer and would perhaps bring disgrace to
our parents. We are sometimes restrained from sin because we have neighbors and fellow workers
who watch our actions closely, and because we have a good reputation among our associates that we
wish to maintain. We are restrained from doing bad things because we have friends who would be
deeply hurt by such conduct on our part. Still, as Berkouwer warns us, this social relatedness does
not always keep us from sinning, since sometimes the entire society in which we live may be so
corrupt as to exert a negative influence upon us. We think, for example, of the way in which the
German people (with some notable exceptions) blindly followed their Fiihrer in his demonic
program of murder and destruction during the Nazi war years.



The Value of the Doctrine of Common Grace

The doctrine of common grace, like any other doctrine, can be and sometimes is abused. Belief in common grace could be used as an
excuse for softening the antithesis between a Christian world-and-life view and a non-Christian one, or as an excuse for questionable or
worldly behavior. The doctrine of common grace could also lead to a toning down of biblical teaching on the depravity of man, and on
the absolute necessity of regeneration.

Despite these possible abuses, against which the Christian Reformed Synod of 1924 already warned,
the doctrine of common grace has great significance and many values. What are some of these
values?

The doctrine of common grace underscores the destructive power of sin. When properly understood,
it 1s not a denial of either the antithesis between a Christian and a non-Christian way of looking at
culture, or the pervasive depravity of fallen man. This doctrine does not intend to create a kind of
"neutral territory," where art and science may be pursued without concern for Christian
distinctiveness. Actually, as we noted when we looked at Calvin's view of common grace, the
affirmation of this doctrine grew out of a recognition of the depravity of man.

The doctrine of common grace recognizes the gifts we see in unregenerate human beings as gifts
from God. This doctrine reminds us that, as Calvin said, we may appreciate the truths uttered by
unregenerate philosophers even while recognizing that they do not know the ¢ruth as it is in Christ.
We as Christian believers, therefore, may learn much from great works of literature written by
unbelievers, even though we do not share their ultimate commitment. We may appreciate what has
been produced by non-Christians in such areas of artistic endeavor as architecture, sculpture,
painting, and music, since their gifts are from God. We may therefore enjoy the cultural products of
non-Christians in such a way as to glorify God through them—even though such praise of God was
not part of the conscious intent of these artists.

The doctrine of common grace also helps us to account for the possibility of civilization and culture
on this earth despite man's fallen condition. As was said earlier, if God did not restrain sin in the
unregenerate world, this earth would be like hell. But because of common grace, and because of the
restraint of sin that this grace has brought about, civilization and culture have been possible. In fact,
the civilizations of the past and present, despite the imperfections that have adhered to them, have
made significant and abiding contributions to human culture.

One of the important implications of the doctrine of common grace for us is that we must continue to
work and pray for a better world. The sentiment of many evangelical Christians seems to be, "This
world is in the hands of the devil; let's just write it off as a total loss. Why paint the ship when it's
sinking? Why vacuum the rug when the floodwaters are rising? This world is bad and it's getting
worse; let's just forget about it and concentrate on evangelism." Such a view of the present world,
however, does not reflect a proper, biblically based attitude.

This earth is still God's earth. He created it, maintains it, and directs it in such a way that sin is to



some extent restrained, civilization is still possible, and human culture is significant.

So we must continue to concern ourselves with this present world, its politics, its economics, its life,
and its culture. Not that we expect to see a totally Christianized world on this side of the new earth;
we do not. But we must continue to work for a better world here and now. To that end we must use
the resources of education and the printed page. We must be active in the political arena, through the
efforts of Christian legislators, judges, and magistrates; through the ballot box, petitions, and
referendums; through bringing pressure to bear on elected officials. We must continue to do all we
can to alleviate suffering and hunger in the world, and to bring justice to the oppressed. We must
keep on opposing the senseless nuclear arms race, and keep on working for world peace. We must
continue to try to eliminate the enslavement caused by poverty and the inhumanity of slums. We must
persistently oppose all forms of racism.

Our Reformed understanding of Scripture implies that all of life is to be brought under obedience to
Christ. This means that Christian missions will involve a deed-ministry as well as a word-ministry.
This means that the church should be concerned not only about spiritual problems but also about
material needs—of people both in far-distant lands and in the local community. This means that we
must be concerned to make our contribution toward a growing Christian culture: Christian art,
literature, and education. This means that we must teach our children and young people to see all of
life in the light of God's word.

All of this ties in with that branch of theology called eschatology (the doctrine of the last things).
Our future as believers includes a new earth in which righteousness will dwell (Isa. 65:17-25; 2 Pet.
3:13; Rev. 21:1-4). This new earth will not be totally other than the present earth; it will be the
present earth renewed and glorified, purged of all the results of sin. Paul makes this point in Romans
8:19-21:

The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For the creation was
subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in
hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the
glorious freedom of the children of God.

The new earth, Paul is saying here, will not be a world that has no continuity whatever with the present earth, but it will be the old
creation completely liberated from its present bondage to decay, corruption, and sin. In other words, there will be continuity as well as
discontinuity between the present earth and the new earth. This implies that our life and work on this earth will have abiding significance
for the new earth that is to come.

According to Revelation 21:24 and 26, "the glory and the honor of the nations" will be brought into
the Holy City that will be found on the new earth. These intriguing words suggest that the unique
contributions of every nation to the life of the present earth will in some way enrich life on the new
earth. How this will be, we do not know. But this statement and the words of Revelation 14:13 that
the works or deeds (erga) of the dead who die in the Lord will follow them, suggest some sort of
continuity between what is done and accomplished on this earth and the life to come. Jean Daniélou
puts it this way:
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Each of us will be eternally that which we shall have made ourselves on earth. Likewise, the
new heaven and the new earth will be the transfiguration of this world, such as the work of man
will have contributed to constitute it. In this sense the history of civilizations as that of the
cosmos enters into the total compass of the history of salvation.

Richard Mouw makes a similar point:

The Holy City [1.e., the new Jerusalem of Revelation 21] 1s not wholly discontinuous with
present conditions. The biblical glimpses of this City give us reason to think that its contents
will not be completely unfamiliar to people like us. In fact, the contents of the City will be more
akin to our present cultural patterns than is usually acknowledged in discussions of the afterlife.

On the basis of this continuity between the present earth and the Holy City of the new earth, Mouw urges his readers to keep active in
their cultural, scientific, educational, and political pursuits, knowing that in this way they will be preparing for a fuller and richer life on
the new earth that awaits them.

Some day the restraint of sin will be complete. To that day we look forward in faith and hope.
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Chapter 11
The Whole Person

One of the most important aspects of the Christian view of man is that we must see him in his unity,
as a whole person. Human beings have often been thought of as consisting of distinct and sometimes
separable "parts," which are then abstracted from the whole. So, in Christian circles, man has been
thought of as consisting either of "body" and "soul," or of "body," "soul," and "spirit." Both secular
scientists and Christian theologians, however, are increasingly recognizing that such an
understanding of human beings is wrong, and that man must be seen in his unity. Since our concern is
with the Christian doctrine of man, we now look anew at the biblical teaching about human beings, to
see whether this is so.

What we ought to observe first of all is that the Bible does not describe man scientifically; in fact,

the general judgment [of theologians] is that the Bible gives us no scientific teaching about man,
no "anthropology" that would or could be in competition with a scientific investigation of man
in the various aspects of his existence or with philosophical anthropology.

Further, the Bible does not use exact scientific language. It uses terms like soul, spirit, and heart more or less interchangeably. This is
because

the parts of the body are thought of, not primarily from the point of view of their difference
from, and interrelation with, other parts, but as signifying or stressing different aspects of the
whole man in relation to God. From the standpoint of analytic psychology and physiology the
usage of the Old Testament is chaotic: it is the nightmare of the anatomist when any part can
stand at any moment for the whole.

It 1s therefore not possible to construct an exact, scientific, biblical psychology. Some have attempted
to do so; most notable among them is Franz Delitzsch, whose System of Biblical Psychology was
originally published in 1855. But even Delitzsch had to admit that "the Scripture is no scholastic [or
didactic] book of science" and that "it is true that on psychological subjects, just as little as on
dogmatical or ethical, does Scripture comprehend [or contain] any system propounded in the
language of the schools."

In 1920 the Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck wrote a book entitled Biblical and Religious
Psychology. But he, like Delitzsch, admitted that

[the Bible] does not furnish us with a popular or scientific psychology, any more than it
provides us with a scientific account [schets] of history, geography, astronomy, or agriculture....
Even if one wished to try it, it would be impossible to draw from the Bible a psychology that
would in some way meet our need. For not only would one be unable to give a complete
account of all the various data, but the words that the Bible uses, such as spirit, soul, heart, and
mind, have been borrowed from the popular language of the Jews of those days, ordinarily have



a different content than that which we associate with those terms, and are not always used in the
same sense. The Scriptures never use abstract, philosophical concepts, but always speak the
rich language of everyday life.

Though we cannot derive an exact, scientific psychology or anthropology from the Bible, we can
learn from Scripture many important truths about man. We have, in fact, been doing so in the earlier
chapters of this book. We should first of all remind ourselves again that the most important thing the
Bible says about man is that he is inescapably related to God. Berkouwer puts it this way: "We may
say without much fear of contradiction that the most striking thing in the Biblical portrayal of man
lies in this, that it never asks attention for man in himself, but demands our fullest attention for man in
his relation to God." We may add that the Bible also focuses our attention on man as he is related to
others and to creation. In other words, the Scriptures are not primarily interested in the constituent
"parts" of man or in his psychological structure, but in the relationships in which he stands.



Trichotomy or Dichotomy?

From time to time, however, it has been suggested that man should be understood as consisting of certain specifically distinguishable
"parts." One of these understandings is commonly known as trichotomy—the view that, according to the Bible, man consists of body,
soul, and spirit. One of the earliest proponents of trichotomy, as we saw, was Irenaeus, who taught that whereas unbelievers have only
souls and bodies, believers acquire in addition spirits, which have been created by the Holy Spirit. Another theologian who is usually
associated with trichotomy is Apollinarius of Laodicea, who lived from approximately 310 to approximately 390 A.D. Most interpreters
ascribe to him the view that man consists of body, soul, and spirit or mind (pneuma or nous), and that the Logos or divine nature of
Christ took the place of the human spirit in the human nature that Christ took upon himself. Berkouwer, however, points out that
Apollinarius first developed his erroneous Christology in a dichotomistic context. But J. N. D. Kelly says that it is a question of
secondary importance whether Apollinarius was a dichotomist or a trichotomist.

Trichotomy was taught in the nineteenth century by Franz Delitzsch, J. B. Heard, J. T. Beck, and G. F.
Oehler. More recently it has been defended by such writers as Watchman Nee, Charles R. Solomon
(who states that through his body man relates to the environment, through his soul to others, and
through his spirit to God), and Bill Gothard. It is interesting to note that trichotomy is also defended
in both the old and the new Scofield Reference Bible. In spite of this support, we must reject the
trichotomist view of human nature.

First, it must be rejected because it seems to do violence to the unity of man. The very word itself
suggests that man can be split up into three "parts": trichotomy, from two Greek words, tricha,
"threefold" or "into three," and temnein, "to cut." Some trichotomists, including Irenaeus, even
suggest that certain people have spirits whereas others do not.

Second, we must reject it because it often presupposes an irreconcilable antithesis between spirit
and body. Actually, trichotomy originated in Greek philosophy, particularly in the view of Plato,
who also had a tripartite understanding of human nature. Herman Bavinck has a helpful discussion of
this point in his Biblical Psychology. He points out that in Plato and other Greek philosophers a
sharp antithesis was posited between invisible and visible things. The world as a material substance
was not created by God, so said the Greeks, but stood eternally over against him. A mediating power
was therefore necessary that could bind the world and God together and bring them into fellowship
—the so-called world-soul. The view of man found in Greek thought, Bavinck continues, is similar:
Man is a rational being who possesses reason (nous), but he 1s also a material being who has a body.
Between these two there must be a third reality that acts as a mediator: the soul, which is able to
direct the body in the name of reason.

The Bible, however, does not teach any such sharp antithesis between spirit (or mind) and body.
According to the Scriptures matter is not evil but has been created by God. The Bible never
denigrates the human body as a necessary source of evil, but describes it as an aspect of God's good
creation, which must be used in God's service. For the Greeks the body was considered "a tomb for
the soul" (soma séma) that man gladly abandoned at death, but this conception is totally foreign to the
Scriptures.

We must also reject trichotomy because it posits a sharp distinction between the spirit and the soul



that finds no support in Scripture. We can see this most clearly when we observe that the Hebrew
and Greek words rendered soul and spirit are often used interchangeably in the Bible.

1. Man is described in the Bible both as someone who is body and soul and as someone who is body
and spirit: "Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul" (Matt. 10:28); "An
unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord's affairs: Her aim is to be devoted to the
Lord in both body and spirit" (1 Cor. 7:34); "As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without
deeds is dead" (Jas. 2:25).

2. Griefis referred to the soul as well as to the spirit: "In bitterness of soul Hannah wept much and
prayed to the Lorp" (1 Sam. 1:10); "The Lorp will call you back as if you were a wife deserted and
distressed in spirit" (Isa. 54:6); "Now 1s my soul troubled" (John 12:27, RSV); "After he had said
this, Jesus was troubled in spirit" (John 13:21); "Now while Paul was waiting for them at Athens,
his spirit was provoked within him" (Acts 17:16, RSV); "For by what that righteous man [Lot] saw
and heard as he lived among them, he was vexed in his righteous soul day after day with their
lawless deeds" (2 Pet. 2:8, RSV).

3. Praising and loving God is ascribed to both soul/ and spirit: "My soul magnifies the Lord, and my
spirit rejoices in God my Savior" (Luke 1:46-47, RSV); "Love the Lord your God with all your heart
and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength" (3).

4. Salvation is associated with both sou/ and spirit: "Receive with meekness the implanted word,
which is able to save your souls" (Jas. 1:21, RSV); "Hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful
nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord" (1 Cor. 5:5).

5. Dying is described as the departure either of the soul or of the spirit: "And as her soul was
departing (for she died), she called his name Ben-oni" (Gen. 35:18, RSV); "Then he stretched
himself upon the child three times, and cried to the Lorp, 'O Lorp my God, let this child's soul come
into him again' (1 Kings 17:21, RSV); "Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill
the soul" (Matt. 10:28); "Into your hands I commit my spirit" (Ps. 31:5); "And when Jesus had cried
out again in a loud voice, he gave up his spirit" (Matt. 27:50); "Her spirit returned, and at once she
stood up" (Luke 9:55); "Jesus called out with a loud voice, 'Father, into your hands I commit my
spirit" (Luke 23:46); "While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, 'Lord Jesus, receive my spirit'"
(Acts 7:59).

6. Those who have already died are sometimes referred to as souls and sometimes as spirits: Matt.
10:28 (quoted above); "When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who
had been slain" (Rev. 6:9); "You have come to God, the judge of all men, to the spirits of righteous
men made perfect" (Heb. 12:23); "He [Christ] was put to death in the body but made alive by the
Spirit, through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison who disobeyed long ago
when God waited patiently in the days of Noah" (1 Pet. 3:18-20).

Trichotomists often appeal to two New Testament passages, Hebrews 4:12 and 1 Thessalonians
5:23, as specifically supporting their view; but neither of these passages does so.
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Hebrews 4:12 reads as follows:

The word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even
to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.

These words describe the penetrating power of the word of God. The author of Hebrews does not
intend to say that the word of God causes a division between a "part" of human nature called the soul
and another "part" called the spirit, any more than he intends to say that the word causes a division
between the joints of the body and the marrow found in the bones. The language 1s figurative. The
next clause indicates the intent of the author: he wishes to say that the word of God judges "the
thoughts and attitudes (or intentions) of the heart." God's word (whether understood as meaning the
Bible or Jesus Christ) penetrates into the innermost recesses of our being, bringing to light the secret
motives for our actions. This passage, in fact, is in many ways parallel to a text from Paul: "He [the
Lord] will bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men's hearts" (1
Cor. 4:5). There is therefore no reason to understand Hebrews 4:12 as teaching a psychological
distinction between soul and spirit as two constituent parts of man.

The other passage is 1 Thessalonians 5:23, which reads:

And the God of peace himself sanctify you wholly [/#oloteleis]; and may your spirit and soul
and body be preserved entire [holokléron], without blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus
Christ. (ASV)

We should observe first that this passage is not a doctrinal statement but a prayer; Paul prays that his
Thessalonian readers may be totally sanctified and completely preserved or kept by God until Christ
comes again. The totality of the sanctification prayed for is expressed in the text by two Greek
words. The first, holoteleis, 1s derived from holos, meaning whole, and felos, meaning end or goal;
the word means "whole in such a way as to reach the goal." The second word, holokléron, derived
from holos and kléros, portion or part, means "complete in all its parts." It is interesting to note that
in the second half of the passage both the adjective holokiéron and the verb terétheié ("may be
preserved or kept") are in the singular, indicating that the emphasis of the text is on the whole person.
When Paul prays for the Thessalonians that the spirit, soul, and body of each one of them may be
preserved or kept, he is obviously not trying to split man into three parts, any more than Jesus
intended to split man into four parts when he said, "Love the Lord your God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind" (Luke 10:27). This passage
therefore also provides no ground for the trichotomic view of the constitution of man.

The other commonly held view about the constitution of man is that called dichotomy—the view that
man consists of body and soul. This view has been much more widely held than trichotomy. Does our
rejection of trichotomy mean that we must how opt for dichotomy? A number of theologians affirm
this belief. Louis Berkhof, for example, believes that "the prevailing representation of the nature of
man in Scripture is clearly dichotomic."

It 1s my conviction, however, that we should reject dichotomy as well as trichotomy. As Christian
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believers we should certainly repudiate dichotomy in the sense in which the ancient Greeks taught it.
Plato, for example, advanced the view that body and soul are to be thought of as two distinct
substances: the thinking soul, which is divine, and the body. Since the body is composed of the
inferior substance called matter, it is of lower value than the soul. At death the body simply
disintegrates, but the rational soul (or nous) returns to "the heavens" if its course of action has been
just and honorable, and continues to exist forever. The soul is considered a superior substance,
inherently indestructible, while the body is inferior to the soul, mortal, and doomed to total
destruction. There is in Greek thought, therefore, no room for the resurrection of the body.

But even aside from the Greek understanding of dichotomy, which is clearly contrary to Scripture,
we must reject the term dichotomy as such, since it is not an accurate description of the biblical
view of man. The word itself is objectionable. It comes from two Greek roots: diché, meaning
"twofold" or "into two"; and temnein, meaning "to cut." It therefore suggests that the human person
can be cut into two "parts." But man in this present life cannot be so cut. As we shall see, the Bible
describes the human person as a totality, a whole, a unitary being.

The best way to determine the biblical view of man as a whole person is to examine the terms used
to describe the various aspects of man. Before we do so, however, two observations are in order:
(1) As was said, the Bible's primary concern is not the psychological or anthropological constitution
of man but his inescapable relatedness to God; and (2) we must always bear in mind what J. A. T.
Robinson says about the Old Testament usage of these terms: "Any part can stand at any moment for
the whole," and what G. E. Ladd affirms about the New Testament usage of these words: "Recent
scholarship has recognized that such terms as body, soul, and spirit are not different, separable
faculties of man but different ways of viewing the whole man."

With this in mind, we will deal first with Old Testament words, and then with those found in the New
Testament.



Old Testament Words

We begin with the Hebrew word nephesh, most commonly rendered "soul." The Hebrew lexicon of Brown, Driver, and Briggs gives
ten meanings for this word, of which the following are significant for our purpose: "the inner being of man," "living being" (used of both
human beings and animals), "the man himself" (often used as a personal pronoun: myself, himself, etc.; in this sense it may mean man as
a whole), "seat of the appetites," "seat of the emotions." The word may sometimes refer to a deceased person, with or without méth
("dead"). The nephesh is sometimes even said to die.

It 1s clear, therefore, that the word nephesh may often stand for the whole person. Edmond Jacob puts
it this way: "Nephesh is the usual term for a man's total nature, for what he 1s and not just what he
has.... Hence the best translation in many instances is "person.'"

The next Hebrew word is ruach, commonly translated "spirit." The root meaning of this word is "air
in motion"; it is often used to describe the wind. Brown-Driver-Briggs lists nine meanings, including
the following: "spirit," "animation," "disposition," "spirit of the living and breathing being dwelling
in the flesh of men and animals" (only one instance of the latter: Eccl. 3:21), "seat of emotion;"
"organ of mental acts," "organ of the will." Rizach, therefore, overlaps in meaning with nephesh. W.
D. Stacey says:

When reference is made to man in his relation to God, riiach 1s the term most likely to be
used..., but when reference is made to man in relation to other men, or man living the common
life of men, then nephesh is most likely, if a psychical term is required. In both cases the whole
man was involved.

Ritach, it follows, must not be thought of as a separable aspect of man, but as the whole person viewed from a certain perspective.

We look next at the Old Testament words usually translated as "heart": /ebh and /ebhabh. Brown-
Driver-Briggs gives ten meanings for these two words, including the following: "the inner man or
soul," "mind," "resolutions of the will," "conscience," "moral character," "the man himself," "seat of
the appetites," "seat of the emotions," "seat of courage." F. H. Von Meyenfeldt, in his definitive study
of the word, concludes that /ebh or [ebhabh usually represents the whole person and has a
predominantly religious significance.
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Not only is the word heart in the Old Testament used to describe the seat of thinking, feeling, and
willing; it is also the seat of sin (Gen. 6:5; Ps. 95:8, 10; Jer. 17:9), the seat of spiritual renewal
(Deut. 30:6; 10; Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 36:26), and the seat of faith (Ps. 28:7; 112:7; Prov. 3:5).

More than any other Old Testament term, the word Aeart stands for man at the deepest center of his
existence, and as he is in the depths of his being. Herman Dooyeweerd, the Dutch philosopher, found
the heart in Scripture to be "the religious root of man's entire existence"; the philosophy he
developed stresses that the heart is the center and source of all of man's religious, philosophical, and
moral activities. Ray Anderson calls the heart "the center of the subjective self'"; it is "the unity of
body and soul in their true order—it is the person."
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All three Old Testament terms examined so far, therefore, describe man in his unity and wholeness,
though looking at him from slightly different aspects. H. Wheeler Robinson comments: "It is not
possible to give any exact differentiation of the provinces covered by 'heart,' nephesh, and riiach, for
the simple reason that such exact differentiation was never made."

We take up next the word basar, commonly rendered "flesh." Brown-Driver-Briggs lists six
meanings, including the following: "flesh" (for the body itself), "blood relatives or kindred," "man
over against God as frail and erring," "mankind." N. P. Bratsiotis says that basar is most frequently
used in the Old Testament for "the external, fleshly aspect of man's nature." He goes on to say that
when basar is distinguished as the external aspect of man and nephesh is understood as the internal
aspect, even then we must never think of these words as describing a dualism of soul and body in the
Platonic sense.

Rather, basar and nephesh are to be understood as different aspects of man's existence as a
twofold entity. It 1s precisely this emphatic anthropological wholeness that is decisive for the
twofold nature of the human being. It excludes any view of a dichotomy between basar and
nephesh... as irreconcilably opposed to each other, and reveals the mutual organic
psychosomatic relationship between them.

The word basar is often used to describe man in his weakness. H. W. Wolff observes that frequently
basar describes human life as frail and weak, giving as an example of this usage Jeremiah 17:5,
"Cursed is the one who trusts in man, and depends on flesh for his strength."

Basar may sometimes denote the entire person, not just the physical aspect. But it may also be joined
with nephesh in ways that refer to the whole man. Clarence B. Bass, commenting on Old Testament
words for "body," states,

Body and soul are used almost interchangeably, soul to indicate man as a living being, and body
(flesh) to denote him as a corporeally visible creature.... This unity of body and soul [has] led
some writers to conclude that the Old Testament lacks a view of the physical body as a discreet
entity.... More properly, however, the Old Testament sees body and soul as coordinates
interpenetrating each other in function to form a single whole.

Basar, therefore, also is often used in the Old Testament to denote the whole person, though with an emphasis on his external side.

Thus, the thought-world of the Old Testament totally excludes any kind of dichotomy or dualism that

would picture man as made up of two distinct substances. As H. Wheeler Robinson says, "The final

emphasis must fall on the fact that the four terms /nephesh, riiach, lébh, and basar]... simply present
different aspects of the unity of personality."


http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Jer+17%3A5

New Testament Words

The first New Testament word we will examine is psyché, the Greek equivalent of nephesh, most commonly translated "soul." The
Arndt-Gingrich lexicon of New Testament Greek lists a number of meanings for this word, some of which are: "life-principle,”" "earthly
life itself," "seat of the mner life of man" (including feelings and emotions), "seat and center of life that transcends the earthly," "that
which possesses life: a living creature" (plural, persons).

Eduard Schweizer affirms that psyché is often used in the Gospels to describe the whole man, to
depict true life in distinction from purely physical life, and to refer to the God-given existence that
survives death. Paul, Schweizer continues, uses psyché when referring to natural life and true life; he
often uses the word to describe the person. In the Book of Revelation psyché may be used to denote
life after death (as in 6:9). It is clear, therefore, that psyché, like nephesh, often stands for the whole
person.

We turn next to the word pneuma, the New Testament equivalent of rizach, which when it refers to
man is most commonly translated "spirit." The Arndt-Gingrich lexicon gives eight meanings,
including the following: "the spirit as part of the human personality," "a person's self or ego," "a
disposition or state of mind." Schweizer says that Paul uses pneuma for the psychical functions of
man, that it is often a parallel to psyché, and that it can denote man as a whole, with a stronger
emphasis on his psychical than on his physical nature.

George Ladd, in a discussion of Pauline psychology, tells us that in Paul's thought man serves God
with the spirit and experiences renewal in the spirit. Paul sometimes contrasts pneuma with the body
as the inner dimension over against the outer side of man (2 Cor. 7:1; Rom. 8:10). Pneuma may
describe man's self-awareness or self-consciousness (1 Cor. 2:11). W. D. Stacey makes the point that
Paul does not see pneuma as something only regenerated people have: "All men have pneuma from
birth, but the Christian pneuma, in fellowship with the Spirit of God, takes on a new character and a
new dignity (Rom. 8:10)."

It is interesting to note that pneuma may also refer to life after death. As we have seen, Hebrews
12:23 describes deceased saints as "the spirits of righteous men made perfect," and both Christ
(Luke 23:46) and Stephen (Acts 7:59) as they are dying commit their spirits to God the Father or
God the Son. Christ is also said to have preached to the "spirits in prison," obviously referring to
deceased persons (1 Pet. 3:19).

Pneuma 1s therefore largely synonymous with psyché, the two words often used interchangeably in
the New Testament. Ladd does, however, suggest a distinction between them: "Spirit is often used of
God; soul is never so used. This suggests that pneuma represents man in his Godward side, while
psyché represents man in his human side." In general, I agree with this, but there are exceptions. For
example, the psyché is sometimes described as praising or magnifying the Lord (Luke 1:46), and
James tells us about the implanted word that is able to save our souls (psychas, Jas. 1:21). Pneuma,
it is clear, may often be used to designate the whole person; it, like psyché, describes an aspect of
man in his totality.
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The next word we will look at is kardia, the New Testament equivalent of /ébh and /ébhabh, usually
translated "heart." Arndt-Gingrich gives as the main meaning of this word "the seat of physical,
spiritual, and mental life." It is also described as the center and source of the whole inner life of
man, with its thinking, feeling, and volition. The heart is also said to be the dwelling place of the
Holy Spirit.

Johannes Behm similarly describes the heart in the New Testament as the main organ of psychic and
spiritual life, the place in the human being at which God bears witness to himself. The heart is the
center of the person's inner life: of his or her feelings, understanding, and will. Heart means the
whole inner being of man, the innermost part of him; it stands for the ego, the person. Kardia 1s
supremely the center in man to which God turns, in which the religious life is rooted, and which
determines moral conduct.

Earlier we noted that /ebh in the Old Testament 1s also used to indicate the heart as the seat of sin,
the seat of spiritual renewal, and the seat of faith. This is true of kardia as well. In addition, we may
note that other Christian virtues are ascribed to kardia. Love is associated with the heart in 2
Thessalonians 3:5 and 1 Peter 1:22. Obedience is linked to the heart in Romans 6:17 and in
Colossians 3:22. Forgiveness is associated with the heart in Matthew 18:35. The heart 1s linked with
lowliness in Matthew 11:29, and is described as the seat of purity in Matthew 5:8 and James 4:8.
Thankfulness 1s associated with the heart in Colossians 3:16, and peace is said to guard the heart in

Philippians 4:7.

In a section of his Dogmatics in which he deals with "Man as Soul and Body," Karl Barth, speaking
of the heart in both Old and New Testaments, puts it this way:

If we are true to the biblical texts we must say of the heart that it is in nuce the whole man
himself, and therefore not only the locus of his activity but its essence.... Thus the heart is not
merely a but the reality of man, both wholly of soul and wholly of body.

So here again we see the biblical emphasis on the wholeness of man. Kardia stands for the whole
person in his or her inner essence. In the heart man's basic attitude toward God is determined,
whether of faith or unbelief, obedience or rebellion.

Though the Old Testament does not, strictly speaking, have a word for body, it does use basar to
describe the physical aspect of man, his flesh. In the New Testament there are two words for body:
sarx and soma. Arndt-Gingrich lists eight meanings for sarx, usually translated "flesh"; among the
other meanings are: "body," "a human being," "human nature," "physical limitation," "the outward
side of life," and "the willing instrument of sin" (particularly in Paul's writings).
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Sarx in the New Testament, then, has two main meanings: (1) the external, physical aspect of man's
existence—in this sense it may be used of man as a whole; and (2) flesh as the tendency within fallen
man to disobey God in every area of life. In this second sense, found chiefly in Paul's epistles, we
must not restrict the meaning of sarx so as to refer only to what we commonly call "fleshly sins"
(sins of the body); rather, we should understand it as referring to sins committed by the whole
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person. In the list of "works of the flesh" (¢a erga tes sarkos) found in Galatians 5:19-21, only five
out of fifteen concern bodily sins; the rest are what we would call "sins of the spirit"—such as
hatred, discord, jealousy, and the like. So even when the word sarx is used in the second sense, it
looks at the whole person, and not just at a part of him.

Now we look at the word soma, commonly translated "body." Arndt-Gingrich gives five meanings,
including the following: "the living body," "the resurrection body," and "the Christian community or
church." Clarence B. Bass, in an article on the body in Scripture, also lists five definitions for the
word soma: "the whole person as an entity before God," "the locus of the spiritual in man," "the
whole man as destined for membership in God's kingdom," "the vehicle for the resurrection," and
"the site of spiritual testing in terms of which the judgment will take place." He arrives at the
following conclusion:

Thus, it is clear that the body 1s used to represent the whole man, and militates against any idea
of the biblical view of man as existing apart from bodily manifestation, unless it be during the
intermediate state [that is, the state between death and resurrection].

We may summarize our discussion of the biblical words used to describe the various aspects of man
as follows: man must be understood as a unitary being. He has a physical side and a mental or
spiritual side, but we must not separate these two. The human person must be understood as an
embodied soul or a "besouled" body. He or she must be seen in his or her totality, not as a composite
of different "parts." This is the clear teaching of both Old and New Testaments.

PsycHosomaTic UNITY

Though the Bible does see man as a whole, it also recognizes that the human being has two sides: physical and nonphysical. He has a
physical body, but he is also a personality. He has a mind with which he thinks but also a brain which is part of his body, and without
which he cannot think. When things go wrong with him, sometimes he needs surgery, but at other times he may need counseling. Man is
one person who can, however, be looked at from two sides.

How, now, shall we give expression to this "two-sidedness" of man? We have already noted the
difficulties connected with the term dichotomy. Some have spoken of dualism, while others prefer
the term duality, as doing greater justice to the unity of man. Berkouwer, for instance, explains that
"duality and dualism are not at all identical, and... a reference to a dual moment in cosmic reality
does not necessarily imply a dualism." Similarly, Anderson says that "we must make a distinction
between a 'duality’ of being in which a modality of differentiation 1s constituted as a fundamental
unity, and a 'dualism' which works against that unity."

My preference, however, is to speak of man as a psychosomatic unity. The advantage of this
expression is that it does full justice to the two sides of man, while stressing man's unity.

We can illustrate this by looking at the relationship between the mind and the brain. Recognizing that
man should be thought of as a unity with many aspects that constitute an indivisible whole, Donald
M. MacKay makes these significant comments about the relation between mind and brain:

We do not need to picture 'mind' and 'brain' as two kinds of interacting 'substance." We do not
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need to think of mental events and brain events as two distinct sets of events.... It seems to me
sufficient rather to describe mental events and their correlated brain events as the 'inside' and
'outside' aspects of one and the same sequence of events, which in their full nature are richer—
have more to them—than can be expressed in either mental or physical categories alone.

We are considering them [my conscious experience and the workings of my brain] as two
equally real aspects of one and the same mysterious unity. The outside observer sees one
aspect, as a physical pattern of brain activity. The agent himself knows another aspect as his
conscious experience.... What we are saying is that these aspects are complementary.

Man, then, exists in a state of psychosomatic unity. So we were created, so we are now, and so we
shall be after the resurrection of the body. For full redemption must include the redemption of the
body (Rom. 8:23; 1 Cor. 15:12-57), since man is not complete without the body. The glorious future
of human beings in Christ includes both the resurrection of the body and a purified, perfected new
earth.



http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Ro+8%3A23
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=1Co+15%3A12-57

The Intermediate State

But now we face an important question. What about the period between death and resurrection, the so-called "intermediate state"?
When a person dies, what happens? Since one is not complete without a body, does a person then simply cease to exist until the time of
the resurrection? Or does he then "exist" in a totally unconscious state? Or does he immediately after death receive his resurrection
body? Or does he receive a kind of intermediate body, later to be replaced by the resurrection body?

The view that man ceases to exist between death and resurrection, held by both Jehovah's Witnesses
and Seventh-day Adventists, must be rejected as unbiblical. The idea that immediately after death
people will receive "intermediate" bodies also has no scriptural basis. The contrast in the New
Testament 1s always between the present body and the resurrection body (cf. Phil. 3:21; 1 Cor.
15:42-44). Adherents of this view sometimes cite 2 Corinthians 5:1 to prove that we shall receive
such "intermediate" bodies: "Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a
building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands." But this passage talks
about an eternal house in heaven. If we are to understand this "eternal house" as referring to a new
body, it would not designate a temporary, "intermediate" body.

Another view, commonly called "soul-sleep," is that man, or his "soul," exists in an unconscious
state between death and the resurrection. This view has been held by various Christian groups. John
Calvin wrote his. first theological book, Psychopannychia, to combat the soul-sleep teachings held
by the Anabaptists of his day. More recently, this position has been defended by G. Vander Leeuw,
Paul Althaus, and Oscar Cullmann.

Herman Dooyeweerd, in rejecting the body-soul dichotomy, affirms a new understanding of the two
sides of man: heart and "function-mantle" (functie-mantel), the latter term standing for the body,
which 1s the whole of his temporal existence and the entire structure of all of his temporal functions.
Heart and function-mantle are not to be understood as two distinct substances within the human
being, but rather as describing man in his unitary wholeness.

But this doesn't answer our question as to what happens to the human being between death and
resurrection. When Dooyeweerd was asked the question, What kind of functions can still be left over
for the "soul" (anima rationalis separata, separated rational soul) when it has been torn out of its
temporal conjunction with the prepsychical functions (i.e., after death), his answer was: "Nothing!"
(niets!). In giving this answer, however, Dooyeweerd

does not deny the continued existence of the soul after death, nor does he represent the state of
the disembodied soul as one of unconsciousness. Yet by depriving the soul of its temporal
functions, he seems to leave only the most shadowy of spectres in the room of the disembodied
rational soul.

In the same vein, Berkouwer affirms that we should not conclude from Dooyeweerd's "nothing!" that he rejects the idea of communion
with Christ after death.

When Dooyeweerd uttered his "nothing!" he was answering a question about a view of man to which
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he did not subscribe: that of man as having two separable "parts," an inferior mortal body and a
superior indestructible and immortal "rational soul"—the teaching of the ancient Greek philosophers.
So we would not be fair to Dooyeweerd if we were to apply his words to his own understanding of
the intermediate state. Nevertheless, we must admit that the statement 1s puzzling. It has led many to
raise questions about Dooyeweerd's view of the state of believers between death and resurrection.

The central teaching of the Bible about the future of man is that of the resurrection of the body. But
the New Testament does indicate that the state of believers between death and resurrection is one of
provisional happiness, one that is "better by far" than the present earthly state (Phil. 1:23). If this is
so, the condition of believers during the intermediate state cannot be a state of nonexistence or of
unconsciousness.

Sometimes the New Testament simply says that the believer will continue to exist in this state of
provisional happiness:

If T am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose?
I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better
by far. (Phil. 1:22-23)

Jesus answered him [the penitent thief], "I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in Paradise." (Luke 23:43)

Therefore we are always confident and know that as long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord. We live by
faith, not by sight. We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord. (2 Cor. 5:6-8)

In the Philippians passage Paul contrasts "living in the body" with "departing and being with Christ,"
clearly implying that it is possible for a person to be no longer living in the present body and yet to
be with Christ—a state that is better than the present state. Particularly significant on this point is the
passage from 2 Corinthians, where Paul contrasts being "at home in the body" (endemountes en to
somati) with being "away from the body" (ekdemésai ek tou somatos). If Paul had intended to
describe the blessedness of the believer after the resurrection, he could have used an expression such
as "away from this body," implying that believers would then be "inhabiting" a new body. But he
says simply "away from the body," telling his readers that he is thinking of an existence between the
present body and the resurrection body. Note that in both of these passages Paul affirms that it is
possible for believers to be with Christ even when they are no longer living in their present bodies
and before they have received their resurrection bodies.

At other times, however, the New Testament uses the words "soul" (psyché) or "spirit" (pneuma) to
refer to believers as they continue to exist between death and resurrection. The word "soul" is used
in the following passages:

Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. (Matt. 10:28)

When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain because of the word of God and the
testimony they had maintained. (6:9)

The word "spirit" is used in the following texts:
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But you have come to Mount Zion, to the heavenly Jerusalem, the city of the living God. You
have come to thousands upon thousands of angels in joyful assembly, to the church of the
firstborn, whose names are written in heaven. You have come to God, the judge of all men, to
the spirits of righteous men made perfect. (Heb. 12:22-23)

He [Christ] was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in
prison who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built. (1 Pet. 3:18-20)

So at times the New Testament says that we who are believers will continue to exist in a provisional
state of happiness between death and resurrection, whereas at other times it says that the "souls" or
"spirits" of believers will still exist during that state. But the Bible does not use words like "soul"
and "spirit" in the same way that we do; thus, these passages are only intending to tell us that human
beings will continue to exist between death and resurrection, while awaiting the resurrection of the
body. The Bible does not give us any anthropological description of life in this intermediate state.
We may speculate about it, we may try to imagine what it will be like, but we can form no clear
picture of life between death and resurrection. The Bible teaches it, but does not describe it. As
Berkouwer says, what the New Testament tells us about the intermediate state is nothing more than a
whisper.

Though man now exists in a state of psychosomatic unity, this unity can and will be temporarily
disrupted at the time of death. In 2 Corinthians 5:8 Paul clearly teaches that human beings can exist
apart from their present bodies. The same point is made in two other New Testament passages:

May he [Christ] strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of
our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones [or saints]. (1 Thess.
3:13)

We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.
(1 Thess. 4:14)

Both of these texts speak about "holy ones" (saints) and "those who have fallen asleep in Jesus" as existing after death and before the
resurrection—note that the resurrection of those who have fallen asleep in Christ is mentioned later in 1 Thessalonians 4 (v. 16). It may
also be noted that in this verse the expression "the dead in Christ" clearly implies that deceased believers are still in some state of
existence before the resurrection.

Man's normal state is one of psychosomatic unity. At the time of the resurrection he or she will be
fully restored to that unity and will thus once again be made complete. But we must acknowledge
that, according to biblical teaching, believers can exist temporarily in a state of provisional
happiness apart from their present bodies during the "time" between death and resurrection. This
intermediate state is, however, incomplete and provisional. We look forward to the resurrection of
the body and the new earth as the final climax of God's redemptive program.
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Practical Implications

The understanding of man as a whole person, as developed in this chapter, has important practical implications.

First, the church must be concerned about the whole person. In its preaching and teaching the church
must address not only the minds of those to whom it ministers, but also their emotions and their wills.
Preaching that merely communicates intellectual information about God or the Bible is seriously
inadequate; hearers must be stirred in their hearts and moved to praise God. Teachers in church
classes must do more than give pupils a rote "knowledge" of Bible verses or doctrinal statements;
their teaching should aim at a response that involves all aspects of the person. Church programs for
young people should not neglect the body; sports and outdoor activities should be encouraged as an
aspect of full-orbed Christian living,.

In its evangelistic and missionary task, the church should also remember that it is dealing with the
whole person. Though the chief purpose of missions is to confront people with the gospel so that they
may repent of their sins and be saved through faith in Christ, yet the church must never forget that the
objects of its mission enterprise have bodily as well as spiritual needs. Keeping in mind the fact that
man is a unitary being, we should avoid expressions like "soul-saving" to describe the work of the
missionary, and we should opt for the holistic or comprehensive approach in missions. This
approach, which is sometimes referred to as "the ministry of word and deed," directs missionaries to
be concerned not only about winning converts to Christ but also about improving the living
conditions of these converts and their neighbors, working in such areas as agriculture, diet, and
health. The establishment of schools for the Christian education of nationals, and the maintenance of
clinics and hospitals for both routine and emergency health care should therefore not be considered
as outside the province of the mission activity of the church, but as an essential aspect of it. Arthur F.
Glasser, former dean of the School of World Mission at Fuller Theological Seminary, says that in the
task as Christian missionaries,

the development of individual and inward faith must be accompanied by a corporate and
outward obedience to the cultural mandate broadly detailed in Holy Scripture. The world is to
be served, not avoided. Social justice is to be furthered, and the issues of war, racism, poverty
and economic imbalance must become the active, participatory concern of those who profess to
follow Jesus Christ. It 1s not enough that the Christian mission be redemptive; it must be
prophetic as well.

The school should also be concerned about the whole person. Though one of the main purposes of
the school is intellectual instruction, the teacher should never forget that the pupil he or she is
teaching is a whole person. The school therefore should not just train the mind, but should also
appeal to the emotions and the will, since effective teaching should produce in the pupil both a love
for the subject and a desire to learn more about it. Schools, further, should evidence a concern for the
body as well as for the mind. Spectator sports, at which a few do the playing and a great many
merely observe, have their place, but far more important for the student body as a whole 1s a good



physical education program, with an emphasis on intramural sports that will involve all the students.

The concept of the whole person also has implications for family life. Christian parents will be
concerned to teach their children about God, to train them in Christian living, and to discipline them
in love when they fall short. But parents must also be concerned about such matters as wholesome
diet and proper care of the body. It is increasingly being recognized today that a regular program of
physical exercise is essential to good health; parents therefore should try to teach their children good
body care, not only by precept but also by example.

Further, the concept of the whole person has implications for medicine. In recognition of the fact that
man is a psychosomatic unity, medical science has recently developed an approach called &olistic
medicine. Holistic medicine has been defined as "a system of health care that emphasizes personal
responsibility for one's own health and strives for a cooperative relationship among all those
involved in providing health care." Holistic health practitioners "emphasize the necessity for looking
at the whole person, including physical condition, nutrition, emotional makeup, spiritual state, life-
style values, and environment."

In a fascinating book entitled Anatomy of an Iliness, Norman Cousins makes the comment that one of
the most important aspects of recovery from illness is the "will to live": "The will to live is not a
theoretical abstraction, but a physiologic reality with therapeutic characteristics." Cousins reports
that hundreds of doctors have told him that "no medication they could give their patients was as
potent as the state of mind that a patient brings to his or her own illness." According to Cousins, at
the graduating exercises of the Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine in 1975, Dr. Jerome D.
Frank told the graduates "that any treatment of an illness that does not also minister to the human
spirit is grossly deficient." The conclusion is clear: Healing and the maintenance of physical health
involve the whole person. Physicians, nurses, pastors, and patients must always keep this in mind.

Finally, the concept of the whole person has important implications for psychology and counseling.
Recent psychological studies have laid new emphasis on the wholeness of man—an emphasis that is
sometimes called "organismic theory." Hall and Lindzey state that the new stress in psychology on
the whole person is a reaction against mind-body dualism, faculty psychology, and behaviorism. This
new emphasis, they claim, has been widely accepted:

Who is there in psychology today who is not a proponent of the main tenets of organismic theory
that the whole is something other than the sum of its parts, that what happens to a part happens to
the whole, and that there are no separate compartments within the organism?

Counselors must also remember the fact that man 1s a whole person. They should be trained to
recognize problems that require the expertise of others besides themselves, and should be willing to
refer their counselees, when necessary, to physicians or psychiatrists. Mental problems should not be
thought of as totally distinct from physical problems, because neither type of problemis ever
separate from the other. Since antidepressant drugs can cure certain types of depression, a wise
counselor will make use of these means. Patients who have deep-seated problems, in fact, can most
effectively be healed through the combined efforts of a therapeutic team, consisting, perhaps, of a



psychologist, a social worker, a physician, and a psychiatrist.

The counselor ought not to think of spiritual and mental health as somehow totally separable. Since
man is a whole person, the spiritual and the mental are aspects of a totality, so that each aspect
influences and is influenced by the other. Howard Clinebell puts it this way: "Spiritual health is an
indispensable aspect of mental health. The two can be separated only on a theoretical basis. In live
human beings, spiritual and mental health are inextricably interwoven."

Sometimes the pastoral counselor may think that the mere quotation of Bible verses may be all that is
necessary to help a parishioner solve a difficult spiritual problem. But an understanding of man as a
whole person leads us to realize that such an approach might be quite inadequate. David G. Benner,
in an article in which he challenges the common opinion that the human personality can be divided
into two parts, a spiritual and a psychological "part," illustrates his point as follows:

The temptation therefore to label a person's difficulty in accepting God's forgiveness of [his or
her] sins as a spiritual problem ought to be resisted in order to leave the counselor maximally
open to deal with both psychological and spiritual aspects of that problem. To assume its
essential spiritual nature and to proceed by means of an explicit presentation of certain biblical
truths is to forget that forgiveness, whether being given or received, is mediated by
psychospiritual processes of personality and, therefore, that other psychological factors may
also be involved and other techniques be appropriate.

The Christian counselor, therefore, should see the problems of his or her counselee as problems of
the whole person. He or she should not only deal with the counselee as a whole person, but should
also attempt to restore him or her to the wholeness that is the mark of healthy and godly living.



Chapter 12
The Question of Freedom

The last important problem involved in the Christian doctrine of man that we shall consider is the
question of freedom. On this question there has been much discussion. Sometimes this discussion has
generated more heat than light because of the ambiguity of the various terms that are used. Words like
free, freedom, liberty, volition, and will may sometimes be used with such diverse meanings that
those who are discussing human freedom may be talking past each other even while using the same
words.

By way of illustration, let us suppose that someone is trying to get an answer to the question: Does
fallen man today have a "free will"? How should we answer this question?

Each of these two words, free and will, is problematical. To begin with, wi/l is not totally clear and
can even be misleading. It seems to suggest that within the human being there is a separate kind of
"faculty" called "the will," the function of which is to make choices or decisions. Some people are
then thought to have a "strong will"—that is, presumably, a strong faculty of willing—whereas others
are thought to have a "weak will." When one asks whether the "will" is free, one assumes that the
will 1s a separate agent in a person that may or may not be free in its actions. But such an assumption
betrays the acceptance of what has been called "faculty psychology." In "faculty psychology" the
various powers, abilities, or capacities of the human being are construed as if they were distinct
agents or "persons" within man that perform certain actions. Actually, however, what we call
"willing" is simply another name for an activity performed by the whole person; it is the whole
person in the process of making decisions. Instead of asking whether the "will" is free, therefore, we
should ask whether the person is free when he or she makes decisions.

The term free is also confusing, since it may mean various things. The questioner referred to above
may mean by his question: Is fallen man today still a "creature of option"—one who still can and
does make decisions of one sort or another? Or the questioner might mean this: Is fallen man today,
apart from God's special grace, still able to live a life that is totally pleasing in God's sight—that is,
can he, if he tries hard enough, still live without sin? These two senses of the word free, though
related, are quite different from each other.

It will be important for us to define our terms carefully, so that we know exactly what is meant when
we use them. To avoid confusion, therefore, I shall not use expressions like "the freedom of the will"
(though these words may appear occasionally in quotations). Instead, I shall use the words "choice"
and "true freedom."

By "choice" or "the ability to choose" I shall mean the capacity of humans to make choices between
alternatives—a capacity that implies responsibility for those choices. These choices or decisions
may be either good or bad, either God-glorifying or God-defying. By "true freedom" I shall mean the
ability of humans, with the help of the Holy Spirit, to think, say, and do what is pleasing to God and



in harmony with his revealed will. We must keep these two distinct understandings of the concept of
freedom clearly in mind when we ask how our fall into sin and how God's redemptive work have
affected our "will" and our "freedom."



The Ability to Choose

We now turn our attention to the first of the two expressions, namely, the ability to choose (or the capacity for choice). This ability or
capacity is an ineradicable aspect of normal human nature. I have made this point earlier. In Chapter 2. we saw that the ability to make
choices is presupposed in the fact that the human being is a "created person." I also pointed out that the ability to make choices is an
aspect of the image of God in its broader or structural sense. The understanding that human beings have this capacity for choice, and
that they retain this capacity even after the Fall, is therefore an essential emphasis in the Christian doctrine of man. The Bible always
addresses humans as persons who can make decisions and who are responsible for the decisions they make. God does not deal with the
human being as if he or she were a "stick" or a "stone"; he deals with man as with a person who must respond to him, and who is held
accountable for the nature of her or his response.

From the Christian perspective, man is and remains, as Leonard Verduin puts it, "a creature of
options, one who is constantly confronted with alternatives between which he chooses, saying yes to
the one and no to the other." This ability to make choices sets human beings apart from all other
creatures on this earth: mountains, plants, and animals. Some animals may indeed seem to be able to
make choices, but what appear to be choices on their part are really the result either of instinct (as
when the salmon finds a certain stream into which it swims in order to spawn, or when the golden
plover migrates from the sunny south back to its previous habitat in the north), or of human training
(as when a dog is trained to obey its master by means of rewards and punishments). In possessing the
ability to make choices, in fact, human beings reveal a likeness to God. C. S. Lewis makes this point
in The Great Divorce, where he reproduces an imaginary conversation with his teacher, George
Macdonald, who says,

Time is the very lens through which ye see—small and clear, as men see through the wrong end
of a telescope, something that would otherwise be too big for ye to see at all. That thing is
Freedom [here meaning the ability to choose]: the gift whereby ye most resemble your Maker.

Needless to say, the ability to make choices is a most important capacity. It is basic to human
existence. Apart from it, there can be no responsibility, no dependability, and no planning. Apart
from it, there can be no education, no religion, and no worship. Apart from it, there can be no art, no
science, and no culture. The ability to choose is a sine qua non of all human life.

Unfortunately, however, certain scientific understandings of human nature in our day deny that man
has the ability to choose. An example of this is modern psychological behaviorism, especially as
exemplified by B. F. Skinner. In his books, Beyond Freedom and Dignity and About Behaviorism,
Skinner defends the position of environmental determinism. All human behavior, he claims, is
completely controlled by genetic and environmental factors. All human "choices" are determined by
previous physical causes. To say that the human being is "free" to act as he "wills" is a myth, says
Skinner; man's conduct is totally determined by his environment. This view implies, however, that
human beings have no responsibility for the decisions they make, and that man really has neither
freedom nor dignity.

This view of man has disastrous consequences. One implication would seem to be that, since the
criminal is not responsible for his crime, society must coddle him, find excuses for him, and sentence



him lightly. Needless to say, the result of such a view of crime and of such a policy toward criminals
would probably be an increase in crime.

Another implication is that, on the basis of this view, we cannot build a truly "free" society. If human
beings are totally determined by their physical environment, they cannot really make significant
choices. Marxism, for example, teaches that what man is, 1s due to structures and forces outside of
himself. The individual, therefore, is not responsible for the deprivations and evils that he or she
experiences; but society is. Hence the only way in which such things can be changed is for society to
be changed. In countries dominated by Marxism, therefore, all emphasis lies on the collective; the
individual must submerge his or her desires to those of the state. The result is a society of people
who have been deprived of the "freedoms" most of us hold dear: freedom of speech (including
freedom of the press), freedom of assembly, and freedom of religion. In many of these countries there
has been a systematic attempt to destroy the Christian church, since the church does not advance the
program of the state. In such countries the state is all; the individual does not count.

This denial of human "freedoms," however, 1s not limited to communistic countries or to countries
that, in one way or another, espouse the philosophy of Marxism. Some capitalistic countries are ruled
by dictators or dictatorial groups, where people are not allowed to make their own political choices,
where freedom of speech and freedom of assembly are nonexistent, and where dissidents are
imprisoned and sometimes executed. In both of these types of repressive regimes, the Marxist and the
fascist, the many are controlled by the few. Political decisions are made by those in power: the party,
the junta, or the dictator and those who advise him; the people have no choice but to fall in line.

Against this background we see anew the relevance of the Christian view of man for today's world.
Only the recognition of the human being as a creature of option and as someone who is entitled to the
free exercise of those options (within the limitations of God's ordinances) will make a "free society"
possible. And to deny that freedom of option, as is done in communist and fascist countries, is to
deny a significant aspect of biblical truth about man. The struggle for political freedom, therefore,
must be waged not just in legislative chambers, in oval offices, and on battlefields, but in our homes,
our churches, and our schools.



The Origin of True Freedom

We need now to consider the higher understanding of freedom, namely, true freedom—that is, the ability to do what is pleasing to God.

When human beings were created, they possessed both the capacity for choice and true freedom. In
Augustine's well-known words, they were then "able not to sin" (posse non peccare). They could
have remained standing in their moral integrity, and could have refused to yield to the temptation of
the serpent (though even such resistance to temptation would have required God's help).

In the beginning, therefore, man was not a neutral being, neither good nor bad, but a good being who
was capable, with God's help, of living a life that was totally pleasing to God. Human beings were
created in a "state of integrity." They had the ability not only to make choices, but to make the right
choices. So man at that time had true freedom—but 1t was not yet perfect freedom. He could still fall
into sin—and, as a matter of fact, did just that. Our first parents should have advanced to a higher
stage where, presumably, their sinlessness would have been unlosable. But, instead, they fell into a
lower stage, a stage of sin and depravity.



True Freedom Lost

Though human beings had been created with true freedom, they lost that freedom when they fell into sin. Man then lost, not the capacity
for choice (which is inseparable from human nature), but true freedom—the ability to live in total obedience to God.

Pelagius, as we recall, denied this teaching. In his view, Adam and Eve were created neutral, neither
good nor bad, and human beings today are born in the same condition. Human persons had true
freedom before they fell, and they still have true freedom today. People today are just as capable of
doing what pleases God as they were before the Fall. The only reason people do wrong today,
Pelagius said, is that they are surrounded by bad examples.

Augustine, Pelagius's famous contemporary, strongly opposed these views, especially in his anti-
Pelagian writings. Augustine taught that human beings were created good, in a state in which they
were "able not to sin." In the beginning, therefore, humans had true freedom. But when they fell into
sin, though they did not lose their capacity to make choices, they did lose their ability to serve God
without sin—in other words, their true freedom. Man now became a slave to sin; he now entered the
state of being "not able not to sin" (non posse non peccare).

For it was by the evil use of his free-will [his ability to do the right—which, however, included
the possibility of disobedience] that man destroyed both it and himself. For, as a man who kills
himself must, of course, be alive when he kills himself, but after he has killed himself ceases to
live, and cannot restore himself to life; so, when man by his own free-will sinned, then sin
being victorious over him, the freedom of his will was lost. "For of whom a man is overcome,
of the same 1s he brought in bondage" [2 Pet. 2:19].

The Bible clearly teaches that fallen humankind has lost its true freedom. We have already looked at
the biblical evidence that fallen man today cannot in his or her own strength either do what totally
meets with God's approval or change the basic direction of his or her life from sinful self-love to
love for God. In addition, several New Testament passages directly teach fallen humanity's
enslavement to sin. According to John 8:34, Jesus said to some Jews who were disputing with him
and claiming that they had never been slaves of anyone, "I tell you the truth, everyone who sins is a
slave to sin." The word translated here as "slave" is doulos, from the Greek verb douleuein, which
means "to be enslaved." Whereas in older versions of the New Testament, this word was rendered
servant (KJV) or bondservant (AS V), the newer versions all translate the word as slave. Jesus is
here saying, therefore, that a person who sins habitually (poion tén hamartian, the participle being
in the present tense, denoting continuation) is enslaved to sin. And who is there among fallen
humankind who does not sin habitually?

In Romans 6 Paul, writing to Christians, indicates that before their conversion they had been slaves
of sin, again using either the noun doulos or a form of the verb douleuein: "Our old self was
crucified with him [Christ]... that we should no longer be slaves to sin" (v. 6); "you used to be slaves
to sin" (v. 17); "you used to offer the parts of your body in slavery to impurity and to ever-increasing
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wickedness" (v. 19); "you were slaves to sin" (v. 20).

The fact that human beings have now lost true freedom does not mean that they have lost the ability to
make choices. They now sin willingly, choosing to do so. They still make choices, but the wrong
ones. They are now in bondage to sin.

Both Luther and Calvin stressed the fact that fallen man is now in bondage to sin, and therefore has
lost his true freedom. In answer to Erasmus's Diatribe on Free Will, Luther wrote, in 1525, The
Bondage of the Will. In this book he taught that fallen human beings can neither will to turn to God
nor play any part in the process that leads to their salvation. Calvin, like Luther, consistently
affirmed, in both his commentaries and his Institutes, that fallen man is a slave of sin. In the Battles
translation of the Institutes, the heading of Chapter Two of Book Two reads as follows: "Man Has
Now Been... Bound Over to Miserable Servitude." Calvin summarizes the main point of this chapter
in these words: "The will, because it is inseparable from man's nature, did not perish, but was so
bound to wicked desires that it cannot strive after the right."

Both Luther and Calvin also preferred not even to use expressions like "free will" or "the freedom of
the will" as descriptions of the state of fallen human beings today. Luther put it this way:

I wish that the word "free will" had never been invented. It is not in the Scriptures, and it were
better to call it "self-will," which profiteth not. Free-will is plainly a divine term, and can be
applicable to none but the divine Majesty only: for He alone "doth, (as the Psalm sings) what
He will in Heaven and earth." (Ps. cxxxv. 6.).... Wherefore, it becomes Theologians to refrain
from the use of this term altogether, whenever they wish to speak of human ability, and leave it
to be applied to God only.

Calvin expressed a similar sentiment:

Then [according to Peter Lombard] man will be said to possess free will in this sense, not that
he has an equally free election of good and evil, but because he does evil voluntarily, and not by
constraint. That, indeed, is very true; but what end could it answer to decorate a thing so
diminutive with a title so superb?
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True Freedom Restored

Man's true freedom, which he lost in the Fall, is restored in the process of redemption. When the Holy Spirit regenerates a person,
renews the image of God in him or her, and begins in him or her the work of sanctification, that person is enabled to turn to God in
repentance and faith, and to do what is truly pleasing in God's sight. The state of the regenerated person is now, as Augustine put it, one
of "being able not to sin" (posse non peccare). Redemption therefore means deliverance from the "bondage of the will"; the
regenerated person is no longer a slave of sin.

That true freedom, the freedom to do God's will, is restored to man in the redemptive process is
taught in many passages of the New Testament. We turn first to the words of Jesus. After telling the
Jews who were arguing with him that everyone who sins is a slave to sin (John 8:34), Jesus went on
to say, "Now a slave has no permanent place in the family, but a son belongs to it forever. So if the
Son sets you free, you will be free indeed" (vv. 35-36). We may infer from this that the freedom
Jesus is talking about is freedom from the enslavement of sin. It is only through Christ that we can
receive this freedom.

The thought that Christ has set us free from bondage and enslavement is one of the apostle Paul's
favorite themes. In Galatians 5:1 he says, "It is for freedom that Christ has set us free. Stand firm,
then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery." In the context of the Epistle
to the Galatians, this freedom means not only freedom from the need to keep God's law in order to
earn our salvation, but also freedom to live by the Spirit in such a way as to stop gratifying the
desires of the flesh (5:16). Interestingly enough, the most recent Dutch translation of the Bible
renders the first part of Galatians 5:1 as follows: "Christ has made us free so that we might become
truly free." Though the word truly is not found in the original, it conveys a correct understanding of
Paul's meaning. Paul also ties in true freedom with the work of the Spirit in 2 Corinthians 3:17,
"Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom." That freedom,
Paul goes on to say, means progressive transformation into the likeness of Christ: "And we, who with
unveiled faces all reflect the Lord's glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-
increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit" (v. 18).

Paul deals with the question of true freedom particularly in the sixth chapter of Romans. In Romans 3
to 5 Paul has been discussing the blessing of justification—that we are acquitted from the guilt of our
sin and clothed with perfect righteousness because of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In
Chapter 6., however, he begins a discussion of sanctification—that work of God by which he
progressively delivers his people from the pollution of sin and enables them to live to his praise.
This deliverance and enabling, however, can only take place in union with Christ—that is, with
Christ's death and resurrection. In other words, whereas in chapters 3 to 5 Paul teaches that Christ
died for us and arose for us, in chapters 6 to 8 he affirms that we who are God's people have died
and arisen with Christ.

In Chapter 6. Paul shows, in masterful fashion, that oneness with Christ in his death and resurrection
means that "just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a
new life" (v.4). This new life we now live means deliverance from the enslavement of sin. You who
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are now in Christ, Paul goes on to say, are no longer slaves to sin (v. 6); "sin shall no longer be your
master, because you are no longer under law, but under the grace of God" (v. 14, NEB). He makes
the same point in verses 18 and 22: "You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to
righteousness" (v._18); "you have been set free from sin and have become slaves to God" (v. 22).
True freedom, therefore, according to Paul, is the freedom of new life in Christ, which implies that
we are no longer slaves of sin. This true freedom is, in fact, identical with being new creatures in
Christ.

In an earlier chapter I made the point that the Christian should look upon him- or herself as someone
who, though not yet perfect, is a new self who 1s being progressively renewed, and who is therefore
genuinely new though not yet totally new. The same point can be made about the Christian's
freedom. As long as he or she is in this present life, the Christian is genuinely free but not yet totally
free. Because of God's redemptive work in him or her, the Christian now has true freedom, but that
freedom is not yet perfect. Though no longer a slave of sin, he or she is still tempted to sin and still
commits sin. Some day—after the resurrection of the body—the Christian will be perfectly free and
totally free.

It follows, then, that this freedom can be abused. Paul warns against such abuse in Galatians 5:1,
"For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the
flesh" (RSV). Peter issues a similar warning: "Live as free men, but do not use your freedom as a
cover-up for evil" (1 Pet. 2:16). True freedom is not license; it does not mean doing anything we
please. True freedom, as Peter says in the last part of the text just quoted, means to "live as servants
of God."

Though it is God who restores our true freedom in the redemptive process, the exercise of that
freedom also involves human responsibility. We are not robots or computer-directed machines; we
are created persons. As creatures we are totally dependent on God, but as persons we must not only
make choices but are held responsible for the choices we make.

To begin with, then, human beings must turn to Christ in faith in order to receive true freedom.
Though they cannot turn to Christ apart from the enabling power of the Holy Spirit, yet they must so
turn. The gospel appeals to man to make a decision for Christ. Paul, describing himself and the other
apostles, says, "We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal
through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: be reconciled to God" (2 Cor. 5:20). The biblical
emphasis on the sovereignty of God, therefore, does not rule out the need for a personal response to
the overtures of the gospel. Neither does the scriptural emphasis on divine election cancel out the
necessity of human choice. God saves us as created persons.

The continued exercise of our true freedom also involves our responsibility. Though it is true that
God sanctifies us by his Holy Spirit, we are called upon to cleanse ourselves from the defilements of
sin: "Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that
contaminates body and spirit, and let us strive for perfection out of reverence for God" (2 Cor. 7:1).
Surely it 1s God who brings us to our final perfection; yet here we are told that it is our duty to be
progressively "perfecting holiness in the fear of God" (NASB). God, to be sure, has freed us from
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the enslavement of sin, but we are enjoined to live as free people: "So Christ has made us free. Now
make sure that you stay free and don't get all tied up again in the chains of slavery" (Gal. 5:1, Living
Bible). We cannot live as free men and women without God's help, but nevertheless we must do so.
Our true freedom is not only a gift; it is also a task.

Calvin describes true freedom as consisting of three aspects: (1) freedom from the need to keep the
law of God in order to earn our salvation; (2) freedom to obey God's law voluntarily, out of

thankfulness; and (3) freedom with respect to external things that in themselves are indifferent. Note
that the first and the third of these freedoms are freedoms from certain things, whereas the second is

freedom to something else. We shall first consider freedoms (1) and (3), coming back later to
freedom (2).

True freedom is freedom from the need to keep the law in order to earn our salvation. This
freedom 1s the main theme of the Epistle to the Galatians. The churches to whom Paul wrote this
letter had evidently been visited by some Judaizers who insisted that, in addition to having faith in
Christ, one had to be circumcised and to conform in other ways to Jewish law in order to be saved.
Paul countered that no one can be justified or saved by means of the keeping of the law, since no one
can keep God's law perfectly. We are justified through Christ, who kept the law for us.

We... know that a man is not justified by observing the law, but by faith in Jesus Christ. So we,
too, have put our faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by
observing the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified. (Gal. 2:15-16)

We remember also Paul's memorable message in Romans 3, "For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the
law."

This teaching is, in fact, the heart of the gospel. It provides our basic freedom: freedom from
legalistic enslavement to the law as a means of salvation. This teaching underscores the
distinctiveness of the Christian faith. All non-Christian religions teach that we are saved by what we
do or what we suffer; only Christianity brings the liberating message that we are saved by faith in the
perfect obedience of Christ.

True freedom includes freedom from bondage to rules about "indifferent things." By "indifferent
things" or adiaphora, as they are sometimes called, we mean things that are not sinful in themselves
since God neither commands nor forbids them. We think, for example, of such matters as moderate
smoking, moderate drinking, the use of cosmetics, and the like—practices that, though they may
become sinful under certain circumstances, are not sinful in themselves. It sometimes happens,
however, that churches make rules about such matters, and compel their members to observe them as
a "test of fellowship" or badge of true Christianity.

Calvin's comments on this question are helpful:

The third part of Christian freedom lies in this: Regarding outward things that are of themselves
"indifferent," we are not bound before God by any religious obligation preventing us from
sometimes using them and other times not using them, indifferently.
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We should use God's gifts for the purpose for which he gave them to us, with no scruple of conscience, no trouble of mind. With
such confidence our minds will be at peace with him, and will recognize his liberality toward us.

Calvin goes on to say that we should exercise our Christian liberty in such matters, using these gifts
of God with thanksgiving. But we should not make use of these "indifferent things" if they cause
offense to a brother or sister. Quoting 1 Corinthians 10:23 ("™ All things are lawful,' but not all things
build up," RSV), Calvin says, "Nothing is plainer than this rule: that we should use our freedom if it
results in the edification of our neighbor, but if it does not help our neighbor, then we should forgo
it."

The question we face here is the problem of legalism. Legalism may mean different things. One type
has already been discussed: the claim that we can earn our salvation by keeping God's law. Paul, as
we saw, resolutely opposed this claim, since it denied the heart of the gospel. But churches that fully
accept Paul's teaching on justification by faith may yet exhibit another kind of legalism: the insistence
that their members abstain from certain practices that are deemed wrong—though they are really
"indifferent things."

With respect to the question of which practices are to be put on the list of "forbidden things," there is
great variety. In the United States many evangelical churches, particularly those of the fundamentalist
type, have rules against smoking, drinking, movies, dancing, and card-playing. Many churches in
Europe, however, "whose members readily drink and smoke, recoil in horror at the idea of
Christians wearing blue jeans or chewing gum." Some years ago my wife and [ heard a sermon on the
Parable of the Good Samaritan in a Protestant church in Interlaken, Switzerland. After describing
how the Good Samaritan bandaged the injured man, put him on his donkey, and brought him to the
inn, the pastor went on to say, "He [the Good Samaritan] gave him a cigarette and a beer, and had a
little talk with him." We were greatly amused, and wondered how American fundamentalists might
have reacted to this application of present-day Swiss hospitality to the man in the parable!

The danger involved in the type of legalism just described is that abstinence from these "indifferent
things" comes to be thought of as the essential mark of a Christian. When this is the case, things that
are less important receive greater emphasis than the things that are most important, so that we end up
by majoring in minors. When this happens, we are like the Pharisees about whom Jesus said, "You
give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill and cummin. But you have neglected the more important
matters of the law—justice, mercy and faithfulness" (Matt. 23:23).

Another danger is that such legalism limits the growth of the church "by forming a hard, crusty shell
around the accepted group." When we insist that a person is not a true Christian unless he or she
abstains from smoking or observes a certain dress code, we may be driving people away from the
riches of God's love because of our ideas of what Christian behavior should be like. A similar
comment could be made about mission strategy. When on the mission field we identify Christianity
with Western culture by insisting on Western music, Western styles of church architecture, or Western
types of liturgies, we may offend true Christians in other lands and greatly curtail the influence of the
gospel. We must remember that true Christianity is not tied to a specific set of cultural standards. We
must continue to stand firm in the freedom for which Christ has set us free.
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True freedom is freedom to do God's will voluntarily, as a way of showing our thankfulness to
him. If we had to keep God's law in order to earn our salvation, the slightest failure would bring
upon us the curse of the law. We would then be constantly afraid of failure, of punishment, of
everlasting perdition. But when we know that we do not need to keep the law in order to earn
salvation, our fear drops away and we are ready to serve God joyfully and happily. We are then no
longer compelled by fear but impelled by gratitude. We then delight in keeping God's law as
evidence of our gratitude for his undeserved and unfathomable mercy. This, too, is an aspect of
Christian freedom—not just freedom from but freedom for:

God's law now becomes for us, as the Heidelberg Catechism affirms, a rule of gratitude—a rule we
try to keep to the best of our ability "so that in all our living we may show that we are thankful to
God for all he has done for us, and so that he may be praised through us." We now do God's will no
longer as servants but as sons and daughters. Calvin puts it this way:

Those bound by the yoke of the law are like servants assigned certain tasks for each day by their
masters. These servants think they have accomplished nothing, and dare not appear before their
masters unless they have fulfilled the exact measure of their tasks. But sons, who are more
generously and candidly treated by their fathers, do not hesitate to offer them incomplete and
half-done and even defective works, trusting that their obedience and readiness of mind will be
accepted by their fathers, even though they have not quite achieved what their fathers intended.
Such children ought we to be, firmly trusting that our services will be approved by our most
merciful Father, however small, rude, and imperfect these may be.

What strikes us here is Calvin's insistence that our imperfect obedience will be accepted by God as if it were perfect, since he readily
forgives the many imperfections that still cling to our very best deeds. This, too, is what true Christian freedom is all about: freedom to
serve God with the trustfulness of a son or daughter, rather than with the craven fear of a servant. As Paul says to the Christians at
Rome, "For you did not receive a spirit that makes you a slave again to fear, but you received the Spirit of sonship" (Rom. 8:15).

True freedom, therefore, is not opposed to law. Freedom and law are usually thought of as
opposites. "Don't fence me in," says the person who doesn't want to be bothered by rules or
regulations. Actually, however, even in the natural world there is no freedom without limitations. A
fish has freedom to swim, but only as long as it stays in the water. A violinist is free to produce
luscious string tones and glittering cadenzas only if he or she knows how to do proper fingering and
bowing. Only after the rules of voice production have been mastered is a singer free to inspire
audiences. All good music is a kind of marriage in which loyalty to the laws of composition is joined
to freedom of expression. We speak of the benefits of a "free society," but a community that would
have freedom without limitations (such as civil laws, criminal laws, traffic laws, and the like) would
breed anarchy.

In the redemptive world it is also true that there is no freedom without limitations. True freedom, in
fact, consists in the joyful keeping of God's law. That law, when observed in gratitude, does not
bring us into a new bondage, but leads us into a life that is rich, full, and happy, as we try to keep
ourselves in the center of God's will. This is why the Old Testament believer delighted in the law of
God (Ps. 1:2), and could say about the ordinances of the Lorp, "They are more precious than gold...
they are sweeter than honey, than honey from the comb" (Ps. 19:10). This, too, is why in the New
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Testament James can speak of the law as "the law that gives freedom" (1:25; 2:12) or "the law that
makes us free" (1:25, NEB).

Paul Brand, a medical doctor, in a fascinating book that explores the analogy between the human
body and the people of God, compares the law of God with the bones of the human body. Bones are
hard and unyielding. But our bones are not there to restrict us; they are there to help us. Since without
bones it would be impossible for us to move, our bones free us for action and movement. God's laws
are like those bones. Though we tend to think of these laws as the opposite of freedom, this is not
really so.

Are not laws essentially a description of reality by the One who created 1t? His rules governing
human behavior—are they not guidelines meant to enable us to live the very best, most fulfilling
life on earth?

I have discovered... that it is possible to see beyond the surface negativism of, for example, the
Ten Commandments and to learn something of the true nature of laws. Rules soon seem as
liberating in social activity as bones are in physical activity.

We conclude that keeping God's laws in gratitude, as sons and daughters rather than servants, is the
pathway of true freedom.

All this further implies that true freedom is not opposed to service. Ordinarily we think of freedom
and service as opposites; a person who serves, we surmise, is not free. But in the kingdom of God
this 1s not so. From Romans 6 we learn that there 1s a kind of service that is enslaving—the service
of sin. But now, having been delivered from that servitude, we have entered into a new kind of
service: we have become slaves or servants to righteousness (v. 18) and to God (v. 22). We now
happily live for him "whose service is perfect freedom."

Not only does true freedom mean the service of God; it also means service to others. Paul, in fact,
spoke of himself and his fellow apostles in this way: "For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus
Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus' sake" (2 Cor. 4:5). Paul expresses this same
point paradoxically in 1 Corinthians 9:19, "Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a
slave to everyone, to win as many as possible." Though a free man, he willingly and gladly has
become everyone else's servant, in order that he might bring as many as possible to Christ. This kind
of service is another aspect of Christian freedom; it is following the example of our Lord, who said
to his disciples, "But [ am among you as one who serves" (Luke 22:27). Luther expressed this thought
most vividly when he said,

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.

A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.

Still another way of putting this thought is this: true freedom is freedom to love. In the words of
Heinrich Schlier,
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How is the freedom of the Spirit of Jesus Christ seized by us as it is brought to us in the
Gospel...? How does this freedom come to realization in us? The decisive answer is in love. It
1s not in isolation but in life with others that the Christian attains to freedom.

Since true freedom means the joyful keeping of God's law, and since love is the fulfillment of the law (Rom. 13:10), this freedom will
express itself in love for God and for others. We may say, in fact, that true freedom, as the fruit of God's redemptive work, is identical
with the renewal of the image of God in us. The more we exercise this freedom, the more our freedom will resemble that of God

himself, who is love.

George Matheson has said it unforgettably:

Wake me a captive, Lord,
ind then I shall be free;
“orce me to render up my sword

ind I shall conqueror be.
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True Freedom Perfected

Only in the life to come will our freedom be perfected. Then, as Augustine put it, we shall be in a state of "not able to sin" (non posse
peccare). After the resurrection of the body we shall no longer be hindered in our obedience to God and love to others by sin and
imperfection. Neither shall we then be hindered by such present limitations as disease, weakness, or death (1 Cor. 15:42-43; Rev. 21:4).
We shall then have received our "Spiritual bodies"—that is, bodies completely and exclusively ruled by the Holy Spirit (1_Cor. 15:44).
Then, finally, we shall be fotally free.

This freedom will not be mere enjoyment but will involve dedicated service: on the new earth "his
[God's] servants will serve him" (Rev. 22:3). Elsewhere in the Book of Revelation John says that the
glorified saints "are before the throne of God and serve him day and night in his temple" (7:15).

But that service will also be perfect and final freedom—a freedom for which the whole creation is
now longing:

For the creation was subjected to frustration... in hope that the creation itself will be liberated
from 1ts bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. (Rom.
8:20-21)

So in the end the future of humanity and the future of the universe will come together. On the new
earth all of creation will be totally and eternally free from all the results of sin and from all the
remnants of the curse, when it will share with all the sons and daughters of God the magnificent
freedom that will then be theirs!

And at that electrifying moment the goal of redemption will have been reached. For from that moment
on the entire sin-cleansed cosmos and all of glorified humanity will, together with the angels,
endlessly serve and praise him who sits on the throne, and the Lamb who has reconciled all things to
God by his blood. For when the Son shall set us free, we shall be free indeed.
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