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2120 Counselling Foundations Week 6: The Image of God 

 

Image or Imagination 

 

A: The Created Image of God 

 

1. The Divine Council 

 

1. The starting point for understanding the image of God must be the realm in 

which God makes decisions concerning his own glory (Isa 43:7). 

 

2. Genesis 1:2 parallels Deuteronomy 32:10- 11 = glory cloud e.g. Ex 34:34- 38. 

 

3. The Spirit is in the cloud of glory, from within this cloud the creative Word is 

spoken (Gen 1:3, 6 etc.). 

 

4. This creative work comes to a climax in Genesis 1:26 –28.  A centrally 

important question as to the meaning of “image of God” is the expression “let 

us make man in our image”.   

 

5. By analogy of scripture, Christian commentators see here an implicit reference 

to the trinity.  Whilst this is a truth revealed by the coming of Christ (Col 

1:15ff; John 1:3; Heb 1:2), this cannot be the understanding of the author of 

Genesis.  (Additionally, it is not correct to see a literal numerical plurality in 

God.  This would be tritheism.) 

 

6. Other interpretations include the “plural of majesty”, a way of emphasising the 

incomparability of the creator God (cf. Deut 4:39; Isa 40:21, 28; 43:10 etc.) or 

as a deliberative plural, in which God directs the statement to himself. 

 

7. Neither of these interpretations pays sufficient attention to context. 

 

8. In Genesis 3:22, the same plural occurs, immediately followed by a decision to 

expel Adam and Eve from Eden and to guard it by cherubim. 

 

9. It appears from this that angels are guardians of the divine rule. 

 

10. Points of contact are found in Isaiah 6, where God appears in a cloud of glory 

flanked by seraphim.  These beings are holy angels who see that “the whole 

earth (i.e. creation) is full of his glory” (v.3). 

 

11. Isaiah hears the voice/Word of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send and who 

will go for us?” (v.8). 

 

12. Context determines that the prophet is being issued into the heavenly court or 

throne room of God, within the glory cloud.  (Compare the experiences of the 

prophets Ezekiel and John; Ezek 1- 3; Rev 4ff. cf. 1 Ki 22:19 - 21; scenes in 

which angelic beings abound.) 
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13. It is in the royal court of God that decisions are made about the destiny of 

peoples and nations and communicated to his servants the prophets (1 Ki 

22:19 – 20; Jer 23:18, 22; Am 3:7; Rev 19:10). 

14. Finally, in the Old Testament, angels are regularly called “sons of God” (bene 

elohim (Gen 6:2, 4 (?); Deut 32:8 (?); Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7)), where elohim is the 

term used for God the creator in Genesis 1.)  

 

15. Returning to Genesis 1:26 –27, God is speaking from within the council, he is 

not immediately related to his created image in a way that would suggest some 

sort of emanation or intrinsic connection.  (Compare the heavenly scenes of 

Revelation 4- 6 etc. where there are concentric circles of angelic beings 

surrounding the throne of God who is never directly seen, until the final 

judgement, 20:11.) 

 

16. Part of the reason for this would be a polemic against prevailing cosmogonies 

and cosmologies that fused explanations of the origin of gods and of humans.  

Idolatry is guarded against from the earliest biblical texts to do with the divine 

image. 

 

17. Apparently, humanity was created “a little lower than the elohim …crowned 

with glory and honour.” (Ps 8:5).  The intimate relationship between God the 

creator and the angelic powers is reflected in the differences between the 

Hebrew and Greek texts, the latter translating elohim as angeloi.   

 

18. The image of elohim in Genesis 1 appears to be a reflection of the unity 

between God and the angels for the common purpose of ruling over the 

heavens and the earth (1 Ki 22:19; Ps 103:21; Heb 1:14). 

 

19. The unity of God with humanity (on earth) is a participation and reflection of 

the unity within the heavenly court.  “Your kingdom come, your will be done 

on earth as it is in heaven.” (Matt 6:10 cf. Dan 4:35). 

 

20. It is valid to build on these insights with other materials. In Exodus 34, the 

LORD descends in the cloud of glory and proclaims his self- revelation in 

terms of a series of moral attributes - mercy, graciousness, slowness to anger, 

abounding with self-giving love, abounding in truthfulness, preserving self-

giving love, forgiveness, justice (vv.5- 7).  These are the virtues that are 

essential to the image of God. 

 

21. “Man as created was already crowned with glory and honor, for made in the 

likeness of the enthroned Glory, a little lower than the angels of the divine 

council, man was invested with official authority to exercise dominion as 

priest-king in God's earthly courts.  Yet, the glory of man's royal functioning 

would be progressive as he increasingly fulfilled his historical task of 

subduing the earth, his ultimate attainment of functional glory awaiting the 

eschatological glorification of his whole nature after the image of the radiant 

Glory-Spirit.  Ethical glory also belonged to man as created and in this respect 

man would have gone from glory to glory had he not sinned, moving on from 

a state of simple righteousness to one of confirmed righteousness.” (Meredith 
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G. Kline, “Creation in the Image of the Glory-Spirit” in WTJ 39 (1977), 250-

72.) 

 

22.  
2.  Male and Female 

 

1. The image of God is, according to the key text, male and female in a corporate 

unity.   

 
2. “Man”, Adam in Genesis 1:26 – 27, meaning humanity (not the name of the 

first male as in Genesis 2) is to rule the earth as God with/through his angel 

powers rules the heavenly places. 

 

3. The distinctions between male and female are subordinate to the purposes of 

God to be realised through them in their mutual submission to the divine will 

to rule in all things.  Their prophetic, priestly and kingly powers e.g. Gen 2:15, 

19 were for the purpose of sharing in the divine glory. 

 

4. The image of God is found in the type of relationship that was designed to 

exist between male and female human beings.  The characteristics of each sex 

being valued and used to form an oneness of identity and purpose. 

 

5. Genesis 2 will focus on the particular exemplification of this unity in 

marriage. 

 

6. When the New Testament speaks of the image of God (1 Cor 11:3 –16; Eph 

4:23; Col 3:10; Js 3:9) it emphasises living in a way that reflects its holiness 

and dignity, characteristic qualities of the glory throne of judgment.  

 

7. 1 Corinthians 11:3 –16 is the only one of these passages that connects the 

image to sexuality.  Many details of this text are obscure and debated.  

However, Paul addresses both men and women in terms of acknowledging 

their mutual interdependence in ways that are culturally appropriate.  By doing 

this, “because of the angels” (v.10), the purposes of God will apparently be 

advanced in the spiritual world. 
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B: The Deformed Image 

 

1. Adam and Eve are tested as the functional unity of male and female in 

marriage, as the image of God, the climax of God’s “very good” creation (Gen 

1:31) in glory (1 Cor 11:7 –8). 

 

2. This testing is over the knowledge of good and evil, something already 

possessed by the elohim (Gen 2:17; 3:22), which evidently included the 

serpent/Satan (Gen 3:1; Rev 12: 9). 

 

3. In other contexts, this knowledge represents a judicial function (Gen 3:22 – 24; 

2 Sam 14:17, “my Lord the king is like the angel of God to discern good and 

evil” – the context being a story about a “wise woman” that asks for a 

judgement). 

 

4. In warning of the consequences of disobedience, God has already initiated 

humanity into the divine council (Gen 2:17) so that an impassive situation is 

impossible.  Human beings must rule, in the moral and spiritual sense. 

 

5. The temptation story is therefore about how humanity, as a unity in diversity, 

should rule the earth as God rules with justice in heaven.   

 

6. The Satanic challenge is over the justice of God, is death an act deserved for 

disobedience to the divine will.  The appropriate response to the serpent was to 

banish it from the garden. 

 

7. The offer, “you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen 3:5) suggests        

that they are not like God and not part of the divine council.  The devil implies    

that deprivation from the tree is actually exclusion from true God- like rule.  

 

8.  A “wiser judgement” is suggested by the serpent (Gen 3:6).  Through this one          

     becomes wise in one’s own eyes (Gen 3:3; Prov 3:8; 26:12) and we prefer our         

     own judgements to the judgements of God. 

 

     9.  The result is falling short of the glory of God (Rom 3:23), not considered in an     

 abstract sense, but in the existential manner revealed in the proceedings of the        

     divine ruling council. 

 

   10.  Instead of being robed in glory, the image of God is now cloaked in shame  

          (Gen 3:7). 

 

   11.  The result is folly and idolatry, “Claiming to be wise they became fools, and     

     exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man        

     and birds and animals and reptiles.” (Rom 1:22 – 23). (The language of this text      

     echoes the Greek Old Testament’s description of the creation of humanity as  

     the image and likeness of God (Gen 1:25). 

      

   12.  Idols are an attempt by fallen humanity to reglorify itself (Isa 42:8; Hos 10:5). 

 



 5 

 

   13.  From this point on, the human conscience has defined good and evil in terms of     

           its own judgements.  God is excluded from the human council (cf. Eph 2:12)  

           and any image of God, understood either as applying to the human or divine,  

           that conflicts with the egocentric construct will be opposed.  “In becoming like  

           God, man has become a god against God.” (Bonhoeffer) 

 

 14.  Given the context of the first sin, the primary area of distortion of the image of          

  God, of contending for authority, rightness and glory  will be in marriage          

     (who’s responsible/to blame/ who is boss/makes the decisions/“wears the       

     pants”/control etc.), parenting and family. The most visible distortion of the       

     royal court is in the home.  

 

   15.  This is where mutual dependency and equality, features of the eternal divine           

          life exercised in the divine council, will be broken.  Here is the first place where      

          humanity refuses the divine wise counsel.   

 

   16.  Given the disorder of things, the Word and the Spirit proceeding from the   

     Father are excluded from the rule of the new court constituted by the    

     autonomous will of fallen men and women. 

 

   17.  Patterns of dysfunction in family, culture and personality are forms of the 

     distortion of the image of God, they are theological and spiritual before they   

     are psychological and sociological.  

 

C: The Image Restored and Elevated in Christ 

 

1.  The New Testament represents Jesus as the full and final image of God (2 Cor     

     4:4; Col 1:15). 

 

2.  This is because he is the obedient Son (cf. Luke 3:38) who always does the will      

     of the Father (John 4:34; 5:30; 6:38; 14:31). 

 

3.  Therefore he participates in the glory cloud of the Spirit – Word   

   proceeding from the Father (Luke 3:22 – 24; 9:28 – 36).  

 

4.  This however is contested by the kingdom of evil in a way parallel to the first         

          Temptation; over this however Christ prevails (Matt 4:1- 11). 

 

     5.  Jesus’ authoritative teaching and miraculous powers demonstrate the rule of the  

 kingdom of God upon the earth (Matt 12:28 etc.) i.e. the decrees of the divine        

          council. 

 

6.  Jesus’ visible adversaries are actually controlled by Satan (Luke 22:53; John       

          13:27), so that the invisible spiritual battle is over whether “heaven rules” (Dan     

          4:26).   
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     7.  Whilst Jesus is condemned on a charge relating to human kingship (Matt 27:37;      

          John 19:12), the real issue is over heavenly authority.  This is made clear by the   

 form of Jesus reply to the High Priest, “Are you the Christ, the Son of the      

 Blessed?  And Jesus said. “I am, and you will see the Son of Man seated at the     

 right hand of power and coming with the clouds of heaven.”” (Mark 14:61 –     

 62).  This is immediately recognised as a claim to sharing in the divine      

 rule (Mark 14:63 –64). 

 

8.  At the cross Jesus seems so disfigured that no vestige of the image, likeness and   

     glory is visible to human observers (Isa 53:2 -3; Matt 27:40; Mark 15:32; Luke     

     23:35; Phil 2:7 – 8) 

 

9.  The ascension of Jesus is framed in terms of the shekinah glory cloud of God’s  

     continuous presence and heavenly power (Acts 1:9 - 11). 

 

   10. “made for a little while lower than the angels”, we now see “Jesus, crowned  

  with glory and honour” (Heb 2:9).  He has taken our humanity to the highest  

    place in the council of God, above all other powers, holy or evil (Eph 1:19- 22;   

    Col 3:1- 4). 

 

   11.  The Old Testament background is Daniel 7:13 –14, where the heavenly Son of  

     Man figure enters into the glory – cloud of the royal court and receives the  

     universal dominion  first promised to Adam and Eve.  Later in the passage “the  

     court shall sit in judgement” and finally overthrow all power of evil (v. 26).       

     The rule of the Son of Man is shared with “the saints of the most high” (7:27),       

     this unity between the ascended Lord and his earthly people represents the     

     fullness of the image of God.  

 

D: The Church Completes the Image of God 

  

1.  Pentecost marks the beginning of the renewal of the image of God in the       

 midst of the old creation (Rom 8:29; Eph 4:23; Col 3:10). 

 

2.  This is a restoration of a participation in the glory of God lost in Eden, and  

 advanced to a higher level in Christ (2 Cor 3:17 – 18).  

   

3.  In the vocabulary of Peter, "partakers of the divine nature" expresses renewal in  

 the image of God (2 Peter 1:4).  The divine image is identified with the divine   

 glory.  Participation in the divine nature answers to the divine calling to God's  

 own glory and splendour mentioned in verse 3.  

 

4. The means of this renewal is the same as at the beginning, the outpouring of the  

    Spirit and the creative power of the Word.  Acts 2 recapitulates all of the major  

    themes of Genesis 1: a mighty rushing wind from heaven, the outpouring of the  

    Spirit, the utterance of the Word of God.   

 

5. All these are signifying the presence of the divine glory.  The Father has given  

    the Spirit to Jesus to pour upon the church so that through it the nations under  

    heaven may be ruled (Acts 2:5). 
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6.  The purposes of God in creation and prefigured in the Old Testament are     

     completed in terms of Christ and the church  (1 Cor 6:2 – 3; Eph 1:19 – 23; Rev     

     1:6; 5:10 etc.). 

 

     7.  Adam and Eve are understood typologically, the fullness to which they point is  

 the eternal relationship between Christ and the church (Eph 5:29- 32; Rev 19:6 

–9; 21:2,9; 22:17). 

 

8.  The church is raised up and seated with Christ (i.e. reigning) in the heavenly  

     places (Eph 2:6).  Here it shares with countless angelic powers in the vision of  

     God (Heb 12:18 –24).  The law no longer functions as a mediator of good and  

     evil, all is of grace through Christ. 

   

     9.  The image of God is progressively actualised on the earth as Jesus and his  

 bride through their mutual complementarity disciple the nations (Matt 28:18 –          

 20).  The foundation for this is the “all authority” Christ possesses as the            

 ascended Son of Man (Dan 7:13- 14). 

 

   10.  The means of this multiplication and fruitful dominion is the Word of the      

     gospel proclaimed and lived in the power of the glory – Spirit (Acts 4:31; 6:7;  

     12:24; 13:49; Eph 5:19; Col 3:16 etc.). 

 

   11.  The first place where discipleship as re – formation in the image of God  

          revealed in Christ is to occur is marriage and family.  This is because these  

          orders are foundational to human existence. 

 

   12.  Ministry that is not exercised within the broad framework indicated in these  

          notes cannot expect to participate in the new creation of humanity that is in       

          Christ alone (2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15; Eph 2:10) 

 

E:  The Final Image 

 

1.  If Christ is the fullness of the image of God, then what it means for us to be so                              

     created can only be revealed at the End.  Only when Christ appears, “face to             

   face”, shall we realise in full measure what it means to be in his image (1 Cor     

     13:12; Col 3:4; 1 John 3:1-2). 

2. Christ's bestowing of the likeness of his glory-image on his people is        

interpreted in terms of the historical given to the first Adam to exercise 

dominion over all things and subdue the earth.  Christ's refashioning of our 

bodies into his heavenly glory-likeness is described as an exercise of his 

power whereby he is able to subdue all things to himself (Phil 3:21). 

3. The gift of the resurrection glory of immortality (I Cor. 15:53.; 2 Cor. 5:2ff.) 

consummates the plan of God. 

       

      4.  The eternal union between God and his people, now as Christ and  

           his Bride (Rev 19:6 –9; 21:2,9; 22:17), is the fulfilment of the covenantal  

           design conceived in the heavenly council from the beginning. 
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      5.  Overcomers reign with Christ (Rev. 20:4-6) in the fullness of the glory, they   

     participate with the enthroned Christ in the consummation of man's    

     royal glory (Rev. 3:21).  

 

6.  The essential difference introduced by the coming of Jesus is that humanity 

has been taken into God.  Since the incarnation, “for one who is ‘in Christ’… 

his human nature… exists not just alongside of the Creator, but in such a way 

that his human being is anchored in the very being of God. 

  “ The breath taking import of all this … is that our human nature has been 

taken up and in Jesus to the top and summit of being, and that with him and in 

him man is located in the very centre of all things!” (T.F. Torrance cf. Col 3:1-

4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


