
Briefing Sheet Session 1:  
What does the ‘image of God’ mean?

The Bible mentions the idea that humankind is made in God’s image fewer than ten times, and yet this is a central 
and important theme.

In the Old Testament the phrase •	 image of God refers to the way God has created humanity – people are 
created in God’s image.

In the New Testament, •	 image of God refers primarily to Jesus – the one who is God’s image.

Genesis 1:26–27 tells us that God made people in his image and likeness. The text emphasizes this strongly but 
never	defines	it.	People	have	said	that	it	must	refer	to	something	which	is	unique	to	humanity,	and	they	have	
defined	that	in	a	number	of	ways:

The church fathers (early teachers in the church between the third and ninth centuries ad) borrowed from •	
Greek ideas of human nature and said that it must refer to rationality.

The	church	Reformers	(from	the	fifteenth	to	seventeenth	centuries)	said	that	the	image	of	God	refers	to	•	
people’s natural moral purity, which was lost at the fall.

Theologians today have highlighted the idea of relationship with God as central. This is relevant to the •	
growing sense of alienation in Western culture.

Still others think that the image relates to human free agency, or the ability to act intentionally.•	

None	of	these	concepts	is	adequate	on	its	own.	Together,	however,	they	might	point	us	to	something	important	
about the image of God. It is clearly a very powerful concept. When we bring our ideas to it, whether they be about 
rationality, righteousness, or relationship, our thinking needs to be in line with what God’s revelation says about 
who we are and who we are meant to be (Colossians 1:21–22; Romans 12:2).

It	is	important	to	be	careful	not	to	simply	explore	our	own	experience	of	uniqueness	and	assume	that	this	is	what	
the	Bible	is	talking	about.	We	should	always	take	care	not	to	try	to	make	the	Bible	fit	our	preconceptions.	If	we	do,	
we will end up missing the new and exciting things that God has to say to us.

While	we	may	not	have	a	black	and	white	definition	of	what	the	image	of	God	in	Genesis	means,	the	following	
three implications are clear.

Only	humans	were	made	in	God’s	image	in	Genesis	1,	not	animals.	This	highlights	the	unique	role	humans	play	1. 
in God’s purposes.

The image of God is related to our ‘dominion’ over creation and to our responsibility to care for it. This comes 2. 
from	ideas	of	kingship	in	the	ancient	world.	Frequently,	in	Egypt	and	other	places,	the	king	(or	pharaoh)	was	
thought of as the divine image of God on earth. Genesis reinterprets this idea to make it clear that all people 
are God’s royal representatives.

Being made in God’s image has implications for how we treat other people: we are to treat them with respect 3. 
because they are also made in the image of God (Genesis 9:6; James 3:9).

In	the	New	Testament	these	themes	and	ideas	are	fulfilled	and	expanded	in	Jesus.	Jesus	is	God’s	Son,	his	image,	
and	he	is	God’s	appointed	king.	As	such,	he	is	the	final	definition	of	‘God’s	image’	which	was	lacking	in	Genesis.	
Christians	demonstrate	to	others	what	it	means	to	be	made	in	God’s	image	as	they	reflect	the	character	of	Christ	in	
their lives (2 Corinthians 3:18).

Colossians 1:15–23 is a key New Testament passage that explains how Jesus is the image of God, and it 
unpacks the implications of that for Christians. In this passage we see that Jesus is, among other things, the 
complete revelation of God (v. 15). Because Jesus is the image of God, he shows us exactly what God is like. 
The character of Jesus is the character of God. Similarly, the work of Jesus is the work of God. 
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