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Davip CLINES

A Biblical Doctrine of Man

A comprehensive account of the biblical view of man is yet to
be written; the following pages offer only a sketch of some aspects
of that doctrine, particularly as it comes to expression in Genesis
1-3. In the first and fourth sections of this paper I have ranged more
widely than those chapters, though what I have said may be regarded
as an elaboration of some fundamental sentences about man
in Genesis 1-3. In the second and third sections I have been chiefly
concerned to explore the significance of two of the major themes of
those chapters within their own context.

The first biblical sentence that speaks of man expresses a basic
ambiguity in the nature of man. ‘Let us make man in our image’
(Gen. 1: 26) affirms on the one hand that man is made, a creature of
God—in that respect no different from firmament, sun, moon, and
stars, great sea monsters, and every living creature that moves.
Yet on the other hand he is made in the image of God, or rather as
the image of God. Whatever that may mean precisely (which
is the subject of the second section of this paper), it clearly implies
that there is another dimension to man’s being which is not ex-
hausted by names that would describe a mere creature—‘naked ape’
and ‘biological machine’, and so forth.

Man is thus both a part of nature and an entity who stands on
the side of God as distinct from nature.! There is a tension here
between the humility and dignity of man, between his finiteness and
freedom, between his twin responsibilities of obedience and author-
ity. This tension may be viewed as the site of the origin of human
sinfulness, a theme that will be developed in section three.

Genesis 1: 26f. opens yet another fundamental perspective on
the nature of man when it says: ‘In the image of God created he him;
male and female created he them’. This points not so much to the
sexual aspect of mankind as to the social aspect. Man is created
from the beginning to live in community. So I have considered also,
in section four, some aspects of biblical thought about man in
society.

I. Man as Creature

1. Man’s existence as a created, and therefore finite, being,
falls under the rubric of Genesis 1: ‘God saw everything that he had
made, and behold it was very good’. ‘“The finiteness, dependence and
the insufficiency of man’s mortal life are facts which belong to
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God’s plan of creation and must be accepted with reverence and
humility.?

Not all of the imperfections, frustrations, limitations of human
life are due to sin. Its fragmentariness is often simply an expression
of its finiteness, which is what God has willed for man. We have no
reason to believe that it will ever be otherwise for man. The sting
of finiteness is sin, especially pride, the archetypal sin, which chafes
at finiteness and makes pretences of infiniteness. But finiteness is
not sinful, and man’s destiny, even when perfected morally, is still
to be finite. The Christian doctrine of the hereafter is of the resur-
rection of the body—a body possessed of some extraordinary
faculties, to judge by the body of Jesus after the resurrection—but
still a body; and infinite bodies cannot exist.

2. More light on the nature of man as creature is shed by the
story of Genesis 2. This is not an account of the making of the
first man, if by that is implied that other men are made differently.
Only if we accept Genesis 2 as an account of man may we also take it
as an account of Adam.

Genesis 2: 7 is our basic text: “Yahweh God formed man from
the dust (mud) of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the
breath of life, and man became a living being (AV soul)’. These three
clauses would seem to correspond to the three ‘divisions’ of the
human person as popularly conceived: body (made from dust),
spirit (divine breath, neshamah), and soul (nephesh). Biblical thought
does not, however, view these as the three constitutive elements of
man, for there are other elements or aspects of human nature and
personality that could be ranged with them and in any case the
emphasis of biblical thought is upon man as a unity. A unity is
not a unification or a composition, for as is often pointed out, it
is characteristic of the Hebrew mind not to be analytical, but
synthetic. Even the term ‘a psycho-somatic unity’ is a faulty descrip-
tion of biblical man, for it implies an underlying distinction of soul
(psyche) and body (soma).

Rather, as has been correctly said, “The Hebrew did not see man
as a combination of contrasted elements, but as a unity that might
be seen under a number of different aspects. Behind each aspect
was the whole personality.’s Provided that we are aware that what
Genesis 2: 7 is offering us is not an analysis of man into his compo-
nent parts, but some fundamental aspects under which man can be
viewed, we may go on to examine these aspects in turn.

(a) First, the body, or rather flesh (Heb. bashar), for Hebrew
has no term for body, is an aspect of the whole man, a way of speak-
ing of man himself. What is formed from the clay is not, as we
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might say, the body for a man, but, simply, a man. We could not "
erect an anthropology on this mere phrase, but the spontaneous
expression of the writer here reflects normal Hebrew thought. ‘All
flesh’ usually means simply all mankind, though sometimes it
includes animals. ‘Flesh’ can stand for the whole man: ‘My flesh
faints for thee’ (Ps. 63: 1); heart and ‘flesh’ sing for joy to God
(84: 1). Here ‘flesh’ is man as reasoning, willing, and feeling. Else-
where it is man as an object, 2 body, as when Ahab puts sack-
cloth on his “flesh’ (1 Kings 21: 27), or ‘a tranquil mind gives life to
the flesh’ (Prov. 14: 30). A usage peculiar to this term is an emphasis
on the weakness of flesh, as opposed to spirit: flesh is weak, spirit
is strong, as in Isaiah 31: 3: ‘The Egyptians are men, and not God;
and their horses are flesh, and not spirit.” Or when the psalmist says:
‘516n god I trust without a fear. What can flesh do to me?" (Psalm

In these passages, ‘flesh’ patently does not mean body as
distinct from soul, spirit, or vitality, life. It refers to the earth-bound
existence of man, which is in many respects shared with the animals.
‘Flesh’ is ‘the life of earth, which is essentially transitory, and, like
everything created, exhibits no principle of life in itself*.4 ‘Flesh’ is in
the Old Testament an ethically neutral term, for the most part; so in
Ezekiel 36: 26, ‘a new heart I will give you . . . a heart of flesh.” But
since ‘flesh’ points especially to man as earthly, horizontal, created,
finite and (especially) mortal (e.g. Genesis 6: 17), it comes into con-
trast with God, and the germ of an ethical sense of the word appears.
So for example, Jeremiah 17: 5: ‘Cursed is the man who trusts in
man and makes flesh his arm, whose heart turns away from the
Lord.” As W. Eichrodt says, ‘The opposition between the permanent
and the transitory world is in the last resort a conflict between the
moral will which forms the world and that which is attached to
egoistic and material ends’.5

The New Testament use of flesh (Gk. sarx), though more
frequent in the moral sense, does not differ significantly from the
Old Testament. Here also we find quite neutral uses: ‘a spirit has
not flesh and bones as you see me have’ (Luke 24: 39), ‘that man is
not circumcised who is so outwardly, in the flesh’ (Romans 2: 28).
In those cases it is quite literal, i.e. the body or part thereof, but
even where it means man and his earthbound existence, it is not
necessarily condemnatory: thus, ‘not many of you were wise accord-
ing to the flesh (kata sarka)’ (1 Corinthians 1: 26), i.e. if only human
standards of wisdom are taken into account. But the world of the
sarx is essentially egoistical, and to live on the level of the ‘flesh’ is
to abandon the other, vertical, aspects of human nature. Those who
live according to the flesh (sarx) set their minds on the things of
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the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their minds
on the things of the Spirit’ (Romans 8: 5).

W. Mords helpfully analyses three chief elements in the concept
of ‘flesh’ (sarx) in the New Testament: (i) it may stand for the
whole man, not just the body; the ‘sins of the flesh’ are not just
sensual sins, but sins of the will, or intellectual sins: idolatry,
enmity, jealousy, etc. (Galatians 5: 16-26). (ii) Man is not just
sarx, but spirit too, and there is a fundamental opposition between
the two (not because they are different, however, for as K. Rahner
points out, there is an even more fundamental unity of spirit and
matter).” (iii) Sarx can be ‘in opposition to God, because it repres-
ents not an ideal human nature . . . but man as he existentially is
and has become, thanks to himself.’s

(b) Secondly, the ‘Soul’ (usual translation of Heb. nephesh)
is not some ‘part’ of man, but another aspect of man. Genesis 2: 7
says that at his creation man became a living nephesh. The term
must be variously translated with terms such as vitality, life, living
being, but in general it and its New Testament equivalent psyche
point to man as living, personal, human. Sarx may be understood
as a person in a tableau; with the introduction of psyche/nephesh
the tableau becomes a play, and the formal relationships depicted
in the tableau begin to be lived out.®

The nephesh or vitality of the living person can be revealed in
physical or emotional functions: nephesh sometimes means ‘throat’,
a point at which vitality, or lack of it, can easily be detected; e.z.
Psalm 69: 1: ‘Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my
throat’ (not AV ‘unto my soul’); sometimes ‘breath’, e.g. Numbers
21: 4: in impatience and fear the nephesh of Israel becomes short;
sometimes ‘blood’, since blood (life-blood, as we say) is a token of
vitality; e.g. Genesis 9: 4, ‘Do not eat flesh with its nephesh,’ i.e. its
blood; Deuteronomy 12: 23, ‘the blood is the nephesh.” Hence the
image ‘to pour out one’s ‘soul’ (nephesh, using image of blood)
unto death’.

Non-physically, nephesh is man as willing, desiring, loathing,
rejoicing, loving, hating, thirsting; cf. some random examples: The
beloved is ‘he whom my nephesh loves’ (Song of Sol. 1: 7); Joseph’s
brothers saw the distress of his nephesh when he was in the pit
(Gen. 42: 21); what God’s nephesh desires, he does (Job 23: 13).

Since nephesh is not a ‘part’ of man but the man himself, it
very often means ‘self’ or ‘person’ simply, e.g. ‘The Lord is my
portion, says my “soul” (= I)’ (Lam. 3: 24); or, ‘The children of
Leah were sixteen nephesh’ (= persons) (Gen. 46: 18).

The psyche in the New Testament is identical with the Old
Testament nephesh. For the meaning ‘life’, cf. John 10: 11: ‘The
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good shepherd lays down his psyche for the sheep’. For the sense
‘principle of human emotions’, note e.g. ‘My psyche is very sorrow-
ful, even to death’ (Matt. 26: 38); ‘Whatever you do, do it from the
psyche (= heartily), as serving the Lord, not men’ (Col. 3: 23).
Very frequently, psyche means the whole vital man, body and soul
together, as we would say. ‘We were in all 276 psychai in the ship’
(Acts 27: 37; cf. Rom. 13: 1). “Whoever would save his psyche will
lose it’ (Mark 8: 34-37); ‘losing one’s psyche’ means more than
‘losing one’s soul’; it means losing ‘the whole man, body and soul,
missing the whole reason for his existence’,1¢ i.e. losing one’s self;
the English idiom is most appropriate if we translate Mark 8: 35,
‘Whoever loses himself for my sake’.

The term psyche shifts into an ethically condemned sense only
when it stands in the way of another aspect of man’s life, the spirit
(pneuma); the adjective psychikos means ‘on the natural level’
(1 Cor. 2: 14). 1 Corinthians 15: 42 illustrates this excellently:
the body is sown a natural (psychikos) body, but raised a spiritual
(pneumatikos) body. Given the conventional distinction between
body, soul and spirit, both ‘psychical’ and ‘pneumatic’ bodies are
contradictions in terms; in Paul’s terms, however, the contrast is
between the natural and the supernatural order.

The idea of the immortality of the soul, or of the soul as the
real person, is unbiblical, and derives ultimately from Platonic
philosophy, hymnic affirmations about one’s ‘never-dying soul’ and
‘here in the body pent’ notwithstanding.

With the development of belief in an afterlife, Judaism found
a difficult conceptual problem: the person was surviving, the corpse
was decaying. It was natural to speak of the surviving person as
nephesh or psyche, but it is noteworthy that in the Old Testament
and the New Testament these post-mortem personalities are supplied
with bodies (e.g. Dives is thirsty, Luke 16; the souls of those be-
headed for their witness to Jesus sing and wear robes, Rev. 20: 4),
and in any case such pictures are of the intermediate state. To
Paul, for example, the thought of being bodiless is a fearful prospect
(2 Cor. 5), and his real hope is of a new body (1 Cor. 15), by prefer-
ence to be put on over the old one, like an overcoat, at the Second
Coming (2 Cor. 5: 4).

The significance of all this clear biblical testimony to the body as
essential to the man, and of the nephesh as his life and not his ‘real
seif’, will be considered when we examine the theme of the image of
God in section two of this paper.

(¢) Man is animated, becomes a living nephesh, by having the
breath of God breathed into him. The word in Genesis 2: 7 is
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actually neshamah, but the more common word ruach (as in Gen.
6: 3) is probably not to be distinguished from it; the two are used as
synonyms in Job 27: 3: ‘The ruach of God hath made me, and his
neshamah has given me life.’

There are two main Old Testament senses of ruach: breath or
life as God’s ordinary gift to man, and ruach as his extraordinary
gift. In both cases ruach is essentially God’s, the divine breath
which causes a man to become a living being. But since it is given
to man it may be regarded at times as his, and is often used inter-
changeably with nephesh. We may note the following examples:
(i) ruach as the ordinary or universal gift of life. It is God’s breath
that animates not just Adam but all mankind; man has no hold
over his breath or life, and its continuance is entirely at God’s
pleasure. At death the ruach returns to God who gave it (Eccl. 7: 7);
if God should concern himself only about himself, and should with-
draw to himself his ruach and his neshamah, all flesh would perish
together, and return to the dust (Job 34: 14). When God takes away
men’s ruach they die, when he sends out his ruach they are created-
(Ps. 104: 29f.). This is to say, ruach is nephesh in its aspect as God
given (which is not to say that this sense is present in every use of
the term). More concretely, the living man owes his life to God’s
gift. As the life-principle of mankind, ruach can mean the whole
man, just like nephesh: e.g. Isaiah 26: 9 ‘My nephesh yearns for thee
in the night; my ruach earnestly seeks thee’. When Gideon soothes
the men of Ephraim, their ruach (RSV ‘anger’) is abated (Judg. 8: 23).
The Lord stirred up the ruach of Zerubbabel and others to rebuild
the temple (Hag. 1: 14).

But also, like nephesh, ruach may mean simply ‘breath’ or ‘life’,
not the man as a whole: e.g. the queen of Sheba was so overwhelmed
by Solomon and his palace that ‘she no longer had any ruach in her’,
i.e. she was breathless (1 Kings 10: 5.) Or, extending from that
meaning, it can have the sense of ‘vital principle’, almost ‘will to
live’, as in Genesis 45: 27 when Jacob saw the ‘waggons and all that
(Joseph) had sent, his ruach revived’. Or, extending still further,
it can signify any dominant impulse or drive, a spirit (ruach) of
harlotry (Hos. 4: 12), a spirit of jealousy (Num. 5: 14) or a willing
spirit (Ps. 51: 4).

(ii) ruach as the extraordinary gift of God. The spirit (ruach)
of God is frequently spoken of as given to man for special purposes.
A good example is the coming of the spirit onto the judges. Thus,
“The ruach of Yahweh came mightily on Samson, and he tore the
lion asunder’ (Judg. 14: 6); the ruach of Yahweh ‘took possession’
of Gideon (6: 34), lit., ‘clothed itself with him’. The gift of the
spirit of God in this sense is not necessarily temporary. So when
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David is anointed king, ‘the ruach of Yahweh came upon David
from that day forward’ (1 Sam. 16: 13), and would have remained
with Saul but for his disobedience: ‘the ruach of Yahweh departed
from Saul’ (1 Sam. 16: 14; cf. Ps. 51: 11). The ruach of Yahweh also
inspires prophets (1 Sam. 10: 5f.; cf. Joel 2: 28). The Messiah
will, as king and prophet, be a man of the spirit: the spirit of Yahweh
will rest upon him (Isa. 11: 2; cf. 42: 1; 61: 1; Luke 4: 18-21).

Even these extraordinary communications of divine vitality or
energy (ruach) can become, especially when permanently or regularly
made, part of the facuities or personality of the recipient. So it
is hard ultimately to distinguish between the man himself and this
injection of divine vitality.

One further observation of importance is that just as man’s
ruach may be understood as an expression of the whole man, God’s
ruach may stand also for God himself as a living, dynamic being.
Thus the ‘Spirit’ of God in the Old Testament means God himelf in
dynamic action—creating, strengthening, inspiring.

The New Testament doctrine of the spirit of man and the
Spirit of God develops the Old Testament ideas somewhat, but
along the same lines.1! In the New Testament the ruach (New
Testament pneuma) of God, or rather, Christ, is given to all believers,
not just to some, and is given permanently, not temporarily. Chris-
tian theology affirms the personhood of the Spirit of God, not
meaning that the Spirit is another beside God, but is God himself.
Man responds to the divine movement in his life with that in his
nature which stems most directly from the same source: the human
spirit, breathed by God into man. The Spirit of God bears witness
with our spirit, that we are the sons of God (Rom. 8: 16). There is a
relationship of like to like: “The human pneuma is a capacity for the
Holy Spirit, who fulfils it’.12 In speaking of the human spirit as a
faculty or aspect of man, I do not imply that it is a ‘part’ of man, for
what goes out to meet God is the whole man. Body ‘flesh’ may be
contrasted with ‘spirit’, for between different entities there is always
the possibility of opposition. But opposition between ‘flesh’ and
‘spirit’ is by no means necessary. ‘Spirit’, just like ‘flesh’, sometimes
plainly seems the whole man; thus Paul is refreshed in spirit (1 Cor.
16: 18); or, that Christ became a life-giving spirit (1 Cor. 15: 45)
does not mean that he had no body flesh.

This study of the terminology may serve as a warning against
seeking in biblical thought any authority for a concept of man as
constituted of several ‘parts’. There are various modes of the ex-
pression of the human personality, but through each of them the
whole man expresses himself. In this respect the Hebraic view of
man is in contrast to Greek philosophical views in which man was
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analysed into different constituent parts. When that is the case,
‘accurate definition is essential, and the number of terms used will
be limited’. But in Paul, as in biblical thought generally, ‘no word in
Paul’s anthropology is so precise that it does not somewhere overlap
another. . . This was no disadvantage. Man as a unity could have a
hundred different aspects, and a hundred words to describe them.
If some overlapped and became confused, it was of no consequence.
. . . The one fact that remained clear was that man, with all his
diversity of aspects, was an integral unity’.13

II. Man as Image of God

Few though the Old Testament references to man as the image
of God are (only Gen. 1: 26; 5: 2; 9: 6), their importance is un-
mistakable. Even if it proved impossible to define the meaning of
the ‘image of God’ very precisely, it plainly signifies a close relation-
ship of similarity between God and man. Man is the one godlike
creature in all the created order. His nature cannot fully be under-
stood if he is viewed simply as the most highly developed of the
animals, nor is it perceived if he is seen as an infinitesimal being
dwarfed by the magnitude of the universe. By the doctrine of the
image of God, Genesis 1 elevates all men—not just kings and nobles
—to the highest status conceivable short of complete divinisation.

But what, precisely, is meant by, ‘Let us make man in our image,
after our likeness 7’

1. The image of God is not some part of man, such as reason,
personality, creativity. The whole man is the image of God.

Throughout most of the history of biblical interpretation,
theologians have attempted to identify some part or aspect or
faculty of man as the image of God. The result has been a wide var-
iety of opinions about what it is in man that is the image of God.
Karl Barth has shown in a brilliant survey of the history of the
doctrine how each interpreter has given content to the doctrine
solely from the anthropology and theology of his own age.!s For
some of the Fathers, the image was the soul, or rationality; for the
Reformers it was the state of original righteousness enjoyed by
Adam before the Fall, the ‘entire excellence of human nature’ which
since the Fall is ‘vitiated and almost destroyed, nothing remaining
but a ruin, -confused, mutilated, and tainted with impurity.’16
According to some nineteenth and early twentieth century scholars,
the image of God has been variously thought to be man’s self-
consciousness, capability for thought, immortality, reason, person-
ality, vitality and nobility. In all these respects, it is true, man is to
some degree like God, but it is very much to be doubted whether any
or all of these aspects were in the mind of the author of Genesis 1.
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Barth in fact concludes his catalogue of interpretations with the
sardonic remark: ‘One could indeed discuss which of all these and
similar explanations of the term is the most beautiful or the most
deep or the most serious. One cannot, however, discuss which of
them is the correct interpretation of Genesis 1: 26.” For it is only by
considering what meaning the phrase could have had to the author
of Genesis 1, and not at all by working from general philosophical,
religious, or even biblical, indications of the likeness of man and
God, that we can discover in what exact sense we may use the
term if we wish to expound the content of the biblical revelation.

In the last few decades it has come to be realised by a number
of scholars that the image of God is not to be sought in some part
or aspect of man. Several kinds of evidence have pointed in this
direction:

(a) The word for ‘image’ (tselem) is used normally for three-
dimensional objects, viz. statues, sculptures, reliefs, of gods, men,
or other living beings. A metaphorical sense of ‘image’ is not attested
in the Old Testament. But has God such a physical ‘image’ according
to which man could be created, a form which could serve as the model
for man? The anthropomorphisms of the Old Testament, according
to which hands, eyes, ears, as well as hatred, anger, laughter, and
regret are attributed to God do not prove that. For the significance
of such depiction of God in human terms is not that he has a body
like a human being, but that he is a person and is naturally thought
of in terms of human personality. Nor do occasional references to
the physical appearance of Yahweh, notably in Ezekiel 1: 26 (‘a
likeness as it were of a human form’), amount to sufficient evidence,
for it is always noticeable how reticently such statements are phrased:
Ezekiel does not say he saw a human form, but only a ‘likeness’ ‘like
the appearance’ of a man, i.e. the divine appearance is at two removes
from human form. The typical Old Testament experience of God is
that while he may be heard he cannot be seen; thus when Israel
stood before Yahweh at Horeb, they ‘heard the sound of words, but
saw no form’ (Deut. 4: 12).

Further, the human form in which Yahweh appears in theo-
phanies (e.g. Gen. 18), is never suggested to be anything more than
a form which he has temporarily assumed. H. H. Rowley is probably
basically correct in saying: ‘In the teaching of the Old Testament
God is nowhere conceived of as essentially human form. Rather he
is conceived of as pure spirit, able to assume a form rather than
having in himself a physical form’.17

It seems best, therefore, to take the ‘image of God’ phrase,
not as meaning that God has some image according to which man has
been made, so that he resembles his Creator in some respect, but that
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man himself is the image of a God who has no image of his own. ‘In
our image’ may in fact be translated ‘as our image’, ‘to be our
image’, and several recent scholars have followed this interpreta-
tion.18 A classic example of such a meaning for the particle ‘in’ is to
be found in Exodus 6: 3: ‘I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to
Jacob as God Almighty (El Shaddai)’, where ‘as’ is literally ‘in’,
that is, ‘in my capacity as, in my nature of”. In similar fashion it can
be claimed that Genesis 1: 26 means ‘Let us make man to be in
essence the image of God’. Thus man does not have the image of
God, nor is he made in the image of God, nor is some part of him
the image of God, but he is himself the image of God.

(b) This understanding is confirmed when we consider the
meaning of images in the rest of the ancient Near East. Of course the
meaning of images cannot be satisfactorily deduced from the Old
Testament, because Hebrew faith was strongly opposed to the use of
images and accordingly no rationale for them can be found in its
pages. The only Old Testament references to images scorn those who
make them and are obviously not sympathetic attempts to under-
stand what images signify. In order to discover their meaning, we
must find out what they signified to those who used them in worship.
Only in this context of the ‘image of God’ doctrine was the thought
of images acceptable to Old Testament faith, and so we are forced
outside the Old Testament itself for the background of the concept
of an image.

The function of images of gods in the ancient Near East was to
be the dwelling-place of spirit or fluid emanating from the god. This
fluid was not immaterial, but was usually conceived of as a fine,
rarefied, intangible substance which could penetrate ordinary matter,
so it is often spoken of as ‘breath’ or ‘fire’. The essential thing
about an image is its possession of the divine fluid or spirit; it is
that which relates it to the deity whose image it is, and which makes
it an object of worship. The image does not necessarily look like
the deity or like anything at all; some ancient images were unhewn
lumps of rock or mere standing stones without any particular form.
So obviously a representational portrayal of the god is not the
chief purpose of making an image, though of course most images
did look like something and were intended to portray some aspect
of the deity. As the bearer of divine spirit, the image was consistently
regarded as a living being, and invested with a life and daily routine
of its own. In Babylonia, for example, the images of the gods were
ritually awoken in the morning, dusted and washed, presented with
a meal, and so on. An injury done to the image was a crime against
the deity and was punished as such; hence images were seldom de-
stroyed in war, but rather carried into captivity, where the image
still remained an image of the god. It is along these lines that the
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Genesis doctrine of man as the image of God is to be understood,
with the necessary adjustments, of course, to the fundamental
beliefs of the Old Testament. The further implications of this back-
ground will be considered as we proceed; at this point it is enough
to note that it is the statue as a whole that is the image of the god.

(c) A third type of evidence consists of the references in ancient
Near Eastern literature to human beings as the image of God.
Thus, for example, an Assyrian court-official can write to the seventh-
century king Esarhaddon, ‘The father of the king, my lord, was
the very image of Bel’, using the Assyrian word ftsa/mu cognate
with the Hebrew zselem as employed in Genesis 1: 26. An Assyrian
proverb says: ‘A free man is like the shadow of god, a slave is
like the shadow of a free man; but the king is like unto the very
image of god’. The use of the term ‘image of God’ for the king
was even more common in Egypt, where especially in the 18th
Dynasty (16th century B.C.) of the New Kingdom the pharaoh is
often entitled ‘image of Re (the sun god)’, ‘living image on earth’, etc.
Amosis I is ‘a prince like Re, the child of Qeb, his heir, the image of
Re, whom he created, the avenger (or, the representative), for whom
he has set himself on earth’. The god Amen-Re addresses Amenophis
III: “You are my beloved son, who came forth from my members,
my image, whom I have put on earth. I have given to you to rule
the earth in peace’. Although these passages concern the king alone,
and not mankind, their resemblance to the Genesis passages is
plain, and once more the image is regarded as the whole person.

2. Since it is the whole man that is made in the image of God,
the importance of the body is affirmed by the Genesis doctrine.

The image in the ancient world was a statue in the round, a
three-dimensional object. Similarly man according to the Old Testa-
ment is a psycho-somatic unity. ‘Man, and not some distillation
from him, is an expression or transcription of the eternal, incorporeal
creator in terms of temporal, bodily, creaturely existence’.19 The
body cannot be left out of the meaning of the image; man is a
totality, and his ‘solid flesh’ is as much the image of God as are his
spiritual capacities, since none of the ‘higher’ aspects of the human
being can exist in isolation from the body. The body is not a mere
dwelling-place for the soul, nor is it the prison-house of the soul.

Now the value of the body has been consistently minimised
throughout Christian history, under the influence of philosophical
conceptions, originally Greek, which regard man is primarily nous,
‘mind’ or ‘reason’. The results of this belief in the supremacy of
nous have been analysed?0 as: (i) an identification of rational man
with the divine, with a consequent diminution of the worth of the
individual, since individuality is bound up with the particularity
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of bodily existence; (ii) an identification of the body with evil,
which tends either towards an ascetism or a hedonism. But in
biblical thought the body is ‘not an object which we possess, but
which stands outside our real being. . . . It is the living form of
our essential self, the necessary expression of our individual exis-
tence, in which the meaning of our life must find its realisation.’21
It is no accident, therefore, that the Christian hope for the after-
life is not of the immortality of the soul, but of the resurrection
of the body. Both the doctrine of creation and the doctrine of the
hereafter depict a truth which is of present significance: the in-
divisible unity of man’s nature.

It is to be noted that the fact that man the image of God is a
corporeal being does not mean that God also is a corporeal being.
For the image does not primarily mean similarity, but rather the
representation of the one who is imaged in a place where he is not.
What is particularly interesting is that when the bodiless, invisible
God wishes to be present in the created world, the manner of his
presence is this uniting of spirit with matter. God’s image is neither
spirit nor matter, but a unique union of the two. The doctrine of
the image of God thus contains more than a hint of the incarnation.

3. That man is the image of God means that he represents God,
as a statue represents a deity or a ruler’s image represents him in
a distant country.

The statue of a god is set up in a temple to signify his real
presence there, though he himself may be in heaven, on the mountain
of the gods, or located in some natural phenomenon, and so not
physically present in the temple. A king may erect a statue of
himself in a conquered land to signify his effective, though not his
personal, presence there. According to Genesis 1: 26ff., man is set
on earth in order to be the representative there of God. Genesis 1
has stressed up to this point the transcendence of God over his
creation, every element of the world order coming into being at his
unconditioned command. In this he is unlike the deities of ancient
Near Eastern religions who are generated from the world itself and
are therefore bound by ties of kinship and necessity to the world
order. But remarkably we find at this point, in the doctrine of the
image of God, an assertion of God’s immanence, that is, of his
presence within the world through the person of man. At one and
the same time the author of Genesis 1 has freed God from bondage
to the world-order by asserting the creaturehood of all that is not
God, and has ensured that his statement of the immanence of God
firmly excludes any possibility of man’s divinisation, for man too is
explicitly said to be a creature of God.
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In commenting upon the repeated phrase of Genesis 1 ‘And God
said’, Bonhoeffer wrote: “The only continuity between God and his
work is the Word’.22 But we may add: ‘But from the sixth day
onward man, the image of God, becomes the continuity’. In a sense,
the word becomes flesh. The word calls the creation into existence;
but the image of God is the permanent link between God and his
world.

4. The means by which man represents God on earth is by his
possession of divinely inbreathed life.

When we ask by what means the image represents the one of
which it is the image, or what is the bond that unites the god and his
image, the ancient Near Eastern concept of image provides a clear
answer with its idea of the divine fluid or spirit which inspires the
dead matter of the image with a principle of life. Genesis 1, it is true,
is rather reticent about the mechanism by which man becomes the
image of God, but that may be because it is concerned essentially
with the function of the image, namely man’s rulership over creation.
But Genesis 2 knows of an inbreathing of God’s breath (neshamah)
by which man becomes a living being (a nephesh, 2: 7). The implica-
tion is not that man possesses some ‘part’ that is divine, a ‘divine
spark’, for breath is not a ‘part’ of man, but the principle of vitality
itself, which remains in God’s possession and may be withdrawn by
him as he pleases (Job 34: 14f.; Ps. 104: 29). It may be in fact that
Genesis 1: 26 contains an implicit reference to the spirit, or breath,
of God in the enigmatic plural ‘Let us make man in our image’.
The various suggestions that have been made to explain who is
invited by God to co-operate with him in the creation of man all
have their weaknesses, but perhaps the least unlikely view is that
God is here addressing his Spirit, whom we have already seen in
verse 2 in his creative role upon the waters of chaos, and who now
is summoned to vivify the man whom God is about to create.

5. Man represents God on earth primarily as ruler: ‘let them
have dominion’ is the basic content of man’s role as the image of
God.

We have observed that in Egypt and Babylonia it is generally the
king who is said to be the image of God; it is precisely because he
is the image of God that he is ruler. Likewise in Genesis 1 the
concept of man’s rulership is closely connected with the idea of the
image; ‘Let us make man as our image, and let them have dominion
over the fish of the sea, and the winds of the air, and the cattle,
and ali the earth, and every creeping thing upon the earth’ (verse 26;
cf. also 27f.). Again in Psalm 8, which has aptly been termed the
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best commentary on Genesis 1: 26, man’s created status is linked
with kingship and dominion:

“Thou hast made him a little less than God,
and dost crown him with glory and honour.

Thou hast given him dominion over the works of thy hands;
thou hast put all things under his feet’ (verses 5f.).

Throughout Genesis 1, and Genesis 2 also, God is depicted in royal
terms, as the one who has only to speak and his command is done, or
as the one who, like a typical oriental monarch, plants a riverside
pleasure garden. It is not surprising, therefore, that his representative
should also be described as a ruler. As the image of God man rules
the world in the place of God as His locum tenens or vizier.

Over whom is man’s rulership exercised ? According to Genesis 1
and Psalm 8, the animals. Perhaps this sounds a rather obvious and
uninteresting conclusion. But there is more to this rulership than
at first meets the eye. In ancient thought the worlds of the gods,
man, and animals were inextricably intertwined. Man was as much a
servant of animals, or at least of deities in animal form, as master
of them. Animal gods are usually the focus of religious terror, or
at least, in societies where animals are humanised as totemistic
ancestors, the personal freedoms essential to the development of full
humanity are severely restricted. Genesis 1, by its precise structuring
of the universe, in which man stands between God and the animals,
liberates man from the bondage that results from the divinisation of
the animal world. Moreover, it empties the realm of the divine of
the non-moral, sub-personal, and bestial elements which are to be
found in many other religions. Moreover, the rulership of man is
not limited to the realm of the animals, but extends over ‘all the
earth’ (Gen. 1: 26), which he is commanded to ‘subdue’ (1: 28). The
animals figure prominently in these texts because they stand next to
man in the hierarchy of creation; and Adam will be shown in chapter
2 exercising his authority over the animals by giving them their
names. But the animals are, in the context of the image of God
doctrine, essentially a symbol of the whole created order. The
authority man is given extends over all animate and inanimate
nature. He is not simply master of the animals but king of the earth.

It does not need to be stressed how vastly this Hebrew creation
story, in which man is created to be ruler, differs from other ancient
cosmogonies, in which man is created to be servant of the gods and to
relieve them of their toil. Thus in the Babylonian Atrahasis Epic
the gods plan the creation of man in these words:

‘Create a human to bear the yoke.
Let him bear the yoke, the task of Enlil,
Let man carry the load of the gods’.
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Genesis speaks rather of a divine human co-operation: Adam indeed
is required to till and to guard God’s garden, but it is a garden
which God has planted, and which does not depend for its existence
upon man’s presence and work.

Finally, it needs to be observed what kind of rulership is granted
to man. The image is not the god himself; the statue of the king is
not the king, but only his representative. Similarly man as the
image of God is not an absolute ruler, but a subordinate; he is a
vizier rather than a despot. The world is not there for him to use as
he pleases; he holds it in trust for his overlord to whom he is re-
sponsible, and who, if we may look at the outworking of the theme
in Genesis 2, will look in on his property from time to time, and
check on the behaviour of his vassal. Genesis 1: 26ff. is the cultural
programme of mankind, which continues to be fulfilled whenever
man responsibly and obediently plays the role of the image of God
in his environment and makes himself master over the earth (in-
cluding space!) and subdues it. The immense range of human activity
that is comprehended in this doctrine can only be alluded to here.

6. It is mankind that is the image of God, not the king, as
elsewhere in the ancient Near East.

In Mesopotamia and Egypt, when a god is spoken of as imaged
in human form, in almost all cases it is unquestionably the king who
is the image, as we have seen above. He is the closest of all men to the
realm of the gods even if he is not already, as in Egypt, a member of
it. But according to Genesis the image is characteristic of mankind
generally, without distinction between king and commoner, man
and woman, or Israelite and non-Israelite. Every distinction between
man and man is secondary to the fundamental standing of every man
as the image of God. The breadth of this doctrine is all the more
remarkable when it is recalled how little in the life of ancient Israel
appears to have been determined by it. Even though it is true that the
Israelite king was never regarded as the Egyptian pharaoh was, as
belonging to the divine realm, the king still often had semi-divine
honours paid to him. And although the role of women in Israel was
not simply menial, but in many respects a responsible one, the full
implications of the image of God doctrine were far from being ex-
plored. And although voices were occasionally raised in Israel which
spoke of the Gentiles as objects of God’s concern, on the whole the
reach of the doctrine of the image beyond the borders of Israel
was very imperfectly discerned. This is perhaps a case where the
vision of a writer carried implications far beyond what was originally
intended. And that in turn points to the fact that the image of God is
more than a status, but is also a role which can be more or less
perfectly fulfilled.
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7. That man is the image of God, made according to his likeness,
signifies a similarity between God and man, and hence the possibility
of arelationship.

The image in the ancient world is very often a likeness of the
one it represents, though it is not necessarily so. ‘The possession
of divine spirit is the one decisive thing for the religious worth
of a divine image’,23 and the primary function of an image is to
express, not to depict. But Genesis 1: 26 goes out of its way to
affirm that man is not just an image of God, which may or may not
resemble God, but an image which is ‘according to the likeness’ of
God. Man is not just a representative, but also a representation
of God. A representative may have little or nothing in common with
the one he represents, but a representation resembles the original,
and re-presents its original. So in Genesis 1, man is not a mere
cipher, chosen at random by God to be his representative, but to
some extent also expresses the character of God. There is thus a
spiritual relationship between God and his image which runs deeper
than the inbreathing of God’s spirit into man’s nostrils. Here the
author of Genesis 1 would seem to be thinking primarily of man’s
role as lord of creation, but once again we meet with a statement
whose meaning may be greatly amplified beyond the original in-
tentions of the author without doing him an injustice. The doctrine
of the image thus does not only concern the relationship of man with
the lower orders of creation, but also the relationship of man with
God. It implies the possibility of personal communication between
God and man, and puts out of court all talk of God as ‘wholly other’.

8. Nothing is said in Genesis or elsewhere in the Bible of the
image of God being lost, destroyed, defaced. Positive references to
the concept show that man is still, even after the Fall, to be regarded
as made in the image of God.

In the ancient Near East, once an image has become the dwell-
ing-place of divine spirit it remains the image of the god, regardless of
the vicissitudes to which it is subjected. In Genesis also man re-
mains, from the moment of his creation, the image of God. It is
mankind, and not just the first man, that is said in Genesis 1: 26 to
be made in the image of God, for Genesis 1 speaks of the creation of
species, not of individuals. Further, a number of other passages
imply that at times far later than the creation of man, men can still
be spoken of as theimage of God. Thusin Genesis 9: 6, “‘Whoever sheds
the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed ; for God made man
in his own image’, the fact that man, after the Fall and the Flood,
is in the image of God is presented as a reason for the prohibition
of murder and for the allowance of capital punishment. An injury
done to a man who is God’s image is an act against God himself,
since the image is in spiritual relationship with the deity; and not
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only so, the kinsman-avenger of a murder has the right to take -
another’s life, for the kinsman also is made in the image of God and
may therefore act on behalf of God in taking life, which properly
speaking is only God’s to take or give. Psalm 8 does not use the term
‘image of God’, but alludes to it by its description of man’s rulership;
here also it is taken for granted that the image of God is to be seen:
here and now. James 3: 8f. says: ‘No human being can tame the
tongue . . . with it we bless the Lord and Father, and with it we curse
men, who are made in the likeness of God’, a clear reference to
Genesis 1: 26. This lively contrast would lack all point if James did
not believe that his own contemporaries were still the image of God.
Paul in 1 Corinthians 11: 7 speaks of man as the image and so the
glory of God; it is beyond our concern here to examine why he seems
to restrict the ‘image of God’ to males (‘A man ought not to cover
his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but woman is the
glory of man’), but it is worth observing that he does not explicitly
deny that women also are made in the image of God. Finally, an
interesting allusion to the doctrine of the image has been seen in the
words of Jesus in Mark 12: 17. When Jesus asks “Whose image and
superscription is this 7, and the Pharisees make answer, Jesus replies
‘Render to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and to God the things
that are God’s’. The unspoken argument is: ‘Give to Caesar the
taxes that are his due. But the image that is printed on you is not
Caesar’s, but God’s; therefore you yourselves belong to God’.24
Whatever damage sin has done to humanity (and that will be the
subject of the next section), man has not ceased to be the image of
God. ‘He would not be man, were he not the image of God. He is
God’s image, in that he is man’.2s

II. Man as Sinful

If Genesis 3 told the story of merely the first sin, it might
not be a very good starting point for a discussion of the nature of
sin. For the first sin is not necessarily the typical sin, the worst sin,
or the archetypal sin; it is simply the first one committed. But if the
story of the Fall is not just a story of the primeval past, we have
better grounds for supposing that the sin spoken of is typical, the
essence of human sinfulness. If the story may be viewed as theological
reflection on the nature of sin projected back into the primeval past,
Genesis 3 becomes not merely a reasonable starting point for our
discussion, but the obligatory one, for it is then the most sustained
and deliberate attempt in Scripture to analyse the nature of human
sin,

Let us analyse the main elements in this narrative:

1. The origin of sin. The story begins with the figure of the
serpent, who seems to be expressly introduced in order to affirm that
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man was not himself made sinful, that, so to speak, one need not err
in order to be human. The evil in man springs originally from a
source external to man.

This is a very important element in the narrative, for it sig-
nifies that despite all our experience of the universality of sin and
of ‘total depravity’, we have a vision or ‘dream’ of man’s potentiality
of innocence—what he once was, what he may be, and what he is
to be. This vision of man runs clean counter to our knowledge of
him, but in the Christian view lies behind every judgment that may
rightly be made against man. Only grace, indeed, can redeem man
from his sinfulness, but man redeemed and unsinful is no less man
than the man of our knowledge. Jesus, unlike all men in one of their
chief characteristics, is our guarantee of the perfectibility of human
nature (the concept is thoroughly evangelical!). It is interesting to
compare with this teaching of the narrative our tendency to use the
terms ‘human’, ‘very human’, ‘human nature’ to describe man’s
sinful propensities; in itself this is adequate testimony to the cor-
ruption of human nature.

The serpent also signifies that evil does not arise outside
God’s creation; it is not that evil invades the universe, but that
creatures rebel. The serpent is a creature of God, simply the ‘cleverest
of all the animals whom Yahweh God had made’; so evil is but a
creature of a creature of God. This is a far cry from a dualism of
good and evil eternally existent and constantly in warfare, such as
we find in many religions (and even, in modified form, in Judaism,
at Qumran, for example). A created thing can offer no ultimate
threat to its creator; how much less the creature of a creature. The
same attitude to evil informs the picture of the great sea-monsters,
personified principles of chaos, and the bogeyman of the ancient
world, as the first of God’s living handiwork in Genesis 1. It is the
same also with Paul’s assurance: ‘I am confident that neither height
nor depth . . . nor any created thing, can separate me from the love
of God in Christ Jesus’ (Rom. 8: 38f.). Evil, however malign its
influence, is deposed in the Hebrew Christian tradition from the
divine or semi-divine place it holds elsewhere. C. S. Lewis’ image in
The Great Divorce of hell as an insignificant microcosm lost in a
universe of bliss is a faithful modern witness to the biblical emphasis.

2. The nature of temptation. The role of the serpent in the
story is that of tempter. This means that the incitement to sin
does not arise necessarily and spontaneously from the situation in
which man finds himself, nor is man’s act of sin a mere caprice, an
act of sheer perversity. That is to say, firstly, that the ambiguity
of man’s existence as a finite being with longings for the infinite
‘as standing both in and above nature’26 does not in itself constitute
temptation. On the other hand, the temptation does arise from man’s



A Biblical Doctrine of Man 27

situation as wrongly interpreted by the snake, who would have it that
man by right belongs in the sphere of the divine (‘like God’) and is
depressed into his present ambiguous position by the envy of God
who will not allow any to share his rank. So the sin is not an uncon-
ditioned act of wilful caprice; it has grounds.

The acute analysis of sin portrayed by the relationships of the
dramatis personae is brilliantly expressed by R. Niebuhr thus: ‘Sin
posits itself, (that is to say) that there is no situation in which it is
possible to say that sin is either an inevitable consequence of the
situation nor yet that it is an act of sheer and perverse individual
defiance of God’.27

The way in which man’s situation becomes the source of tempt-
ation is worthy of some elaboration. I have said that the serpent
‘wrongly interprets’ Adam’s situation; that is to say, he lays a dis-
proportionate emphasis on one aspect of it, his finiteness or limita-
tions, and represents such limitations as an imposition rather than
as a necessary condition of created existence. The prohibition of the
tree of knowledge represents (among other things) a limitation upon
man. The snake says, ‘Has God indeed said, You shall not eat of
any/every tree? On this Bonhoeffer rightly observed: ‘It is not a
piece of stupidity, it is the very summit of the serpent’s cunning,
that it exaggerates so grossly in this question.’28

By leading Eve to concentrate on the limitation, the serpent
misrepresents God, for he makes him out to be more interested in
witholding than in giving. Eve is compelled by the situation that
the serpent has engineered to justify God. But this is an activity
Eve is stranger to. How can a creature justify its maker? Eve is
thrown into a state of anxiety of which her addition to the divine
commandment, ‘neither shall you touch it’, is perhaps an ex-
pression.2% And anxiety is ‘the psychological condition which precedes
sin’, ‘the internal description of the state of temptation.’30

3. The nature of sin. It is patent that the nature of the sin
is disobedience to God. This, be it remembered, is not just the
case with the first sin, but stands as an analysis of sin generally.
In various systems of thought sin is understood differently.3t There
is a moralistic interpretation of sin, in which sin appears as deviation
from an external moral norm; a monistic, in which sin is identified
with man’s creaturehood or body; a dynamistic, in which sin is the
breaking of a taboo or an offence against mysterious irrational
supernatural powers. Traces of these conceptions exist in Hebrew
thought. For example, the legal category of unwitting ‘sins’, for
which sacrifice is prescribed, belongs essentially to the taboo class,
and the concept of sin as departure from legal or moral norms is
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by no means unbiblical. But without doubt the chief biblical under-
standing of sin is quite different: it is personalistic, that is, sin is
regarded as injury to the person of God, or, to use the metaphors,
unfaithfulness, covenant-breach, rebellion. Incidentally it may be
observed that this personalistic view of sin dictates the character of
redemption from sin. The atonement has to be understood essentially
in personal terms, however valuable non-personal images like can-
celling a debt, paying a penalty, may be. The atonement is the
reconciliation of persons, not the compensation for sin; forgiveness
applies to people, and not primarily to sins.

4. The motive of sin. If the essential nature of sin is personal
disobedience, and its occasion is man’s ambiguous standing be-
tween finiteness and freedom, can we define more closely its motive ?
Eating the ‘apple’ is not simply an act of disobedience, for the story
says more than that the apple was forbidden by God. The tree is a
tree of knowledge, and the serpent promises that when Adam and
Eve eat from the tree they will be as God (or gods), knowing good
and evil. As G. von Rad has pointed out, in so saying the serpent
neither lied nor told the truth.32 On the one hand, God himself
acknowledges (3: 22) that ‘the man has become like one of us, know-
ing good and evil’, but on the other, the sequel of the story does not
recount Adam’s joining the ranks of the immortals in the garden of
the gods, but his being driven out even from the earthly paradise.

To what inner motivation in the couple is the snake’s true-false
promise addressed? It is no novelty to answer: pride. That idea,
however, needs to be analysed, for pride is no longer with us a great
sin. We often use the term approvingly (‘a good workman take
pride in his work’), and if we remark that others are proud of them-
selves, we often mean it rather affectionately, or at any rate consider
it an anti-social peccadillo. Many people would say, I think, that it
doesn’t matter how proud a person is, as long as he keeps it to
himself and doesn’t afflict others with it.

This is perhaps because we regard pride as a moral failing, not
as an irreligious act, an assault upon God. But in Genesis 3 Adam
and Eve’s act is plainly irreligious, and not just immoral; it is
like the Greek hybris, overweening pride which makes a man act or
think like a god, and which consequently brings down on him divine
displeasure.

The central theme of Genesis 3 is actually man’s attempt at
self-divinisation. To call this the story of the ‘fall’ is perhaps mis-
leading, for ‘fall’ refers essentially to the succumbing to temptation,
which is not the chief point. The tree of knowledge is not most
importantly a test of obedience or even a tree that confers knowledge,
but a means of acquiring divinity. We might in fact call Genesis 3
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the story, not of the ‘Fall’, but of the ‘Assault on Heaven’. The
prospect of becoming like God overwhelms man, and leads him to
forsake his creaturely status. It is an attempt to move out of his
God-given rank (expressed in Genesis 1 by the ‘image’ concept) that
is the primeval, archetypal sin; and observe that man wishes to move
upwards. It is not some descent into the subhuman or bestial, not
some abandonment to sensuality or moral evil that entices man,
though the fruit is ‘pleasant’, ‘desirable’, but precisely the ‘possibility
of an extension of human existence beyond the limits set for it by
God at creation, an increase of life not only in the sense of pure
intellectual enrichment but also of familiarity with, and power over,
mysteries that lie beyond man’.33 ‘Every man would like to be God,
if it were possible; some few find it difficult to admit the impossi-
bility.’34 ‘

Since pride as a discontent with the limitations of humanity and
as an assault on heaven is the first and typical sin, some further
analysis of it may be in order. A most penetrating treatment is
offered by Reinhold Niebuhr in his The Nature and Destiny of Man:
it is perhaps valuable to summarise his analysis.3s He distinguishes
between three types of pride: pride of power, pride of knowledge,
and pride of virtue, the last of which appears often in the heightened
form of spiritual pride. Of the pride of power there is a kind in
which ‘the human ego assumes its self-sufficiency and self-mastery
and imagines itself secure against all vicissitudes. It does not recog-
nise the contingent and dependent character of its life and believes
itself to be the author of its own existence, the judge of its own
values and the master of its own destiny.” A second kind is a lust for
power ‘prompted by a darkly conscious realization of its insecurity’.
But ultimately there is little distinction between the two kinds, for
ambition and fear can never be completely disentangled. Ambitions
to power may be attributed ‘not merely to the infinite capacities of
the human imagination but to an uneasy recognition of man’s
finiteness, weakness and dependence. . . . Man seeks to make himself
God because he is betrayed by both his greatness and his weakness.’

The pride of knowledge is exactly analogous to the cruder pride
of power, being derived both from ignorance of the finiteness of the
human mind and an attempt to obscure the knowledge of the limi-
tations of human knowledge. It is ‘the pride of reason which forgets
that it is involved in a temporal process and imagines itself in com-
plete transcendence over history’. “Yet intellectual pride is something
more than the mere ignorance of ignorance. It involves, besides, a
conscious or subconscious effort to obscure a known or partly
known taint of interest’.

Moral pride is ‘the pretension of finite man that his highly
conditioned virtue is the final righteousness and that his very
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relative moral standards are absolute. Moral pride thus makes
virtue the very vehicle of sin, a fact which explains why the New
Testament is so critical of the righteous. . . . This note in the Bible
distinguishes biblical moral theory from all simple moralism,
including Christian moralism.’

“The sin of moral pride’, says Niebuhr, ‘when it has conceived,
brings forth spiritual pride. The ultimate sin is the religious sin of
making the self-deification implied in moral pride explicit. This is
done when our partial standards and relative attainments are
explicitly related to the unconditioned good, and claim divine
sanction. For this reason religion is not as is generally supposed
an inherently virtuous human quest for God. It is merely a final
battleground between God and man’s self-esteem. In that battle
even the most pious practices may be instruments of human pride.’
As Pascal said, ‘Discourses on humility are a source of pride to the
vain, and of humility in the humble’. Spiritual pride means to
absolutise one’s religious ideas and standards. In this respect
‘Luther’s insistence that the pope is Anti-Christ was religiously
correct’. But as soon as we assume that we are better because we
are free of the Roman yoke, we have become slaves of spiritual pride.
As Niebuhr puts it: “The final mystery of human sin cannot be
understood if it is not recognised that the greatest teachers of this
Reformation doctrine of the sinfulness of all men used it on occasion
as the instrument of an arrogant will-to-power against theological
opponents. There is no final guarantee against the spiritual pride
of man.’

Pride is man’s desire to be his own god, and pride, according
to Genesis 3, is the root of all sin. For to replace God’s will by one’s
own is inevitably to disobey God, and the essential nature of sin
is disobedience.

5. The knowledge of sin. There is another aspect of the sin
that has not yet been discussed. It is that to eat of the forbidden
fruit is to gain knowledge—of good and evil. This tree is not a
supernatural one, like the tree of life which is a well-known Near
Eastern symbol. The tree of knowledge is peculiar to this story.
The knowledge that is derived from the fruit is not some body of
knowledge (various scholars have suggested: the arts of civilisation,
sexual knowledge, universal knowledge), but just that experiential
knowledge that comes from one’s first act of sin (this is not just
something that happens in childhood, for new situations, new
stresses, new temptations in adulthood create many possibilities
for a ‘first’ sin). In Hebrew ‘to know’ often signifies experiential
rather than intellectual knowledge, and often implies deep personal
acquaintance and experience. Adam ‘knows’ his wife, God ‘knows’
the righteous.
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Adam and Eve get to know evil experientially by doing it. I do
not think that the tree confers on them any knowledge of good; that
they know already—by not eating from it. God himself knows evil
(3: 22) only in the intellectual sense, by observation. Man knows
evil more intimately than God, and in acquiring that superior wisdom
becomes less like God; in becoming his own god, he becomes unlike
God.

6. The consequences of sin. Having considered the sin in three
aspects, as disobedience, pride, and acquisition of knowledge of evil,
we may proceed with the story. What follows is not merely a series
of subsequent events, or even of punishment, but consequences
with an inner coherence with the act of sin. The harmful effects of
sin and punishments suffered by man are not arbitrary judgments by
God, but as outworkings of sin are in fact further expressions of the
nature of sin itself.

The first consequence of sin is a recognition of nakedness.
Fairly clearly, this is not nakedness vis-a-vis one another, but naked-
ness vis-a-vis God. Most commonly in the Old Testament nakedness
does not have sexual connotations, but is an expression of humilia-
tion, e.g. of prisoners of war, who may be carried naked into cap-
tivity. Nakedness is regarded as the fitting end of those who have
boasted of their beauty or power. Man recognises that sin destroys
frankness and openness before God, and feels he must have some
protection from God. To be seen as he really is would be to be
utterly humiliated. The aprons of fig leaves show that man is not so
utterly depraved as to be wholly ignorant of his true condition.
He has a sense of shame still. This is not a matter of being ashamed
of what he has done; it is shame at what he now knows himself to be.
Not until he has something to hide does he know he is naked.

A second consequence of sin is disruption. Old harmonies are
shattered, and undreamt-of tensions arise. The first harmony to
suffer is that of interpersonal relationships. Adam immediately lays
the blame on Eve, and indirectly on God: ‘the woman whom thou
gavest to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree’. In Genesis 2: 23
the narrator has adapted the conventional phrase ‘bone and flesh’,
which elsewhere refers to kinship, to the marriage relation, in order to
affirm that the bonds of marriage are stronger even than those of
kinship: ‘for this cause a man leaves his father and mother and
cleaves to his wife’. The sentence ‘bone of my bone and flesh of
my flesh’ may even perhaps be understood (with the comparative
sense of Hebrew min ‘of, from’) as ‘more kin than my kinsfolk’.3
But now the community of humankind has been disrupted. ‘The
human race . . . has willed itself out of the subordinate relationship
to God, with the fatal result that every individual becomes his own
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centre . . . Since we are all alike in wanting to be our own centre, we
are irrevocably divided from one another. United in sin, we become
disunited in everything else’.37 ‘The sin they committed in common did
not unite men before God but isolated them.’3s

Another unity that is broken is that between man and the soil.
Adam is made from adamah, the red ground, which co-operates with
him as a partner. He tends the garden and ‘keeps’ it from wild beasts;
he does not struggle against it. Now the ground is cursed, and man
will eat his bread only by dint of toiling against the ground, which
will no longer be fully under his control, but producing of its own
accord plants useless or harmful to man.

8. The continuance of sin. A final aspect of sin as illumined
by Genesis 3 and the chapters that follow is its continuing effects
upon the human race. There is no need to supply a doctrine of
original sin transmitted by biological means in order to understand
the early chapters of Genesis. They say nothing of that, but simply
narrate how mankind progressively deteriorates and gets deeper stuck
in sin. The first brother commits the first act of fratricide, and
before long the earth has become so full of human wickedness that
God is sorry that he made man.

How sin is transmitted these chapters do not say, nor, I think,
does any passage in Scripture. Even Romans 5: 12 (‘death spread to
all man’) is no more specific. The mechanism cannot therefore be
very significant theologically. If the notion of a genetic inherit-
ance of sin meets with scientific or theological difficulties, perhaps
we may see the means by which sin is transmitted from generation to
generation in the sinful environment in which each new generation is
reared. One sin has been enough to upset the moral ecological bal-
ance; thereafter each human is born into a world that is moraily
unstable.

Certainly these chapters do not mean to say that all men are
equally wicked, or that men are as bad as they possibly could be.
Abel, Enoch, and Noah no less than Cain, Lamech, and the gener-
ation of the flood, belong to the world of sinful humanity. Total
depravity will not mean, if we go by these chapters at last, that
all is as black as it might be; it means rather that there is no aspect
of man’s nature and no facet of his behaviour that is not in some
degree tainted by sin, or rather by the sin of pride. The Reformers’
doctrine of total depravity was really intended to emphasise that
‘the depravity which sin has produced in human nature extends to the
whole of it, permeates human life and experience in all its range; that
there is no part of man’s nature, not even his virtue, which is unaffec-
ted by it.”39 Genesis 1-11, it is true, gives only one hint that a righteous
man may be anything other than righteous (cf. Noah in 9: 21),
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and that is an uncertain one. But we have only to move out of this
primeval world of sharp moral definitions into the more realistic
world of Abraham to find how far sin can reach—into the motives
and behaviour even of a man who believes God and it is counted to
him for righteousness, a man who is also father of the faithful.

1V. Man in Community

1. Man is created to live in society. Genesis 1 actually speaks
of man as ‘created male and female’, that is to say, that inter-
personal relationship is built into the nature of man. Genesis 2
more picturesquely, but no less profoundly, has Adam made alone
first, and then God says, ‘It is not good for man to be alone’ (2: 18).
If we bear in mind what ‘good’ means in the creation narratives,
we realise that this is a more emphatic statement than appears at
first sight. In Genesis 1 the ‘good’ is what comes perfected from the
hand of God, ‘good’ is his judgment on his own work; in Genesis 3,
‘good’ is what is natural for unfallen man. An isolated man without
others of his own kind is therefore a blot on creation, the one ‘no
good’ part of a perfect world. One man is no man. God cannot
pronounce the creation of Adam good until Eve also is made. This is
indeed the smallest possible society, but it is a society. This element
in the Genesis narratives shows how mistaken any analysis or
theology of man must be if it operates with a concept of man solely
as an individual ego or soul.

2. What does Adam lack? A woman? Some of our contem-
poraries would readily assent to this statement, arguing that without
exploitation of one’s sexual potentialities a person is unfulfilled, an
incomplete person. But it is interesting to notice in what terms
Eve is spoken of: she is to be a ‘helper fit (AV meet) for him’.
So she is not primarily his sexual partner, or mother of his children,
or his housekeeper, but a helper. This term does not necessarily
imply a position of inferiority. God is sometimes called the helper
of Israel, and there is no question of the inferiority of the helper
there. There is therefore a nice ambiguity in this term. Eve is also
said to be ‘like him’, or more precisely, ‘corresponding to him’;
the implication is that only a fellow-human can be a ‘helper’ to man.
The animals have, in the story, already been paraded before Adam to
see if any of them can serve as his helper, but they have failed the
test just because they are not human, not ‘flesh of his flesh’. What
Adam lacks, therefore, is not so much a wife, so that he may pro-
create like all the animals but another person, so that he may become
a human being. The similarity of the two sexes is more important than
‘la différence’.

3. But it would be wrong to stop there. Even Genesis 1-3
does not simply depict two individuals finding personal fulfilment
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through relationship with one another. It is rather that man is
created as a member of a family, and reproduces himself in the
context of the family. The ‘primeval history’ of Genesis 1-11, as
also the ‘patriarchal history’ of Genesis 12-30, is a family history.
When Cain is driven out from the community of the family, the
punishment that is too great for him to bear is in part that of being a
solitary, a fugitive: ‘Behold, thou hast driven me this day away
from the ground . . . and I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the
earth’ (4: 14). He is driven from the ‘ground’, the habitable earth,
away from the community of men. But even Cain, the man-slayer, is
man enough to know that a solitary life is no life for a man. His
first endeavour, when he is driven away from his family, is to re-
create a community. So he founds a city. But what kind of a com-
munity is a city? It is not a family, it is a group that is not kin.
The city is typically in Israelite life the place where social injustice
reigns, the place where the old solidarity and loyalty of the semi-
nomadic kin group of patriarchal times is broken down and replaced
by economic necessity and political pressure. Cain must live in a
community if he is to be a man, but the only community for a man-
slayer will be this inferior style of community, the city.

Another city-building is recounted in these early chapters of
Genesis: that of the tower of Babel (Gen. 11). Here also the purpose
of the city is to keep alive some kind of community: “When men
migrated from the east, they found a plain in the land of Shinar
and settled there . . . and said, Come let us build ourselves a city . . .
lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth’. But
this attempt at community is doomed; the idea that men can create
community seems as much an act of God-defying pride as the build-
ing of a tower with its top in the heavens or of their making a name
for themselves. The only real community, according to this narrative,
is the God-given community of the family. While Babel remains
unbuilt and the artificial community is ‘scattered abroad over the
face of all the earth’ (11: 9), the family line of Seth continues (11:
10-27), and leads to Abraham, Founder of the Community of Israel.

Against this background it is particularly interesting to observe
that in Old Testament thought the city becomes the symbol above
all others of the presence of God, both in the present age and
the eschatological era of prophetic expectation. Zion becomes the
city of God, where God dwells, the ‘holy habitation of the Most
High’ (Ps. 46: 2). The form of the perfected world also is a city: the
new Jerusalem come down out of heaven (Rev. 2: 2). That a city
should become the ‘joy of all the earth’ (Ps. 48: 2) is a mark either of
the ambivalence of symbols or of the redemptive character of the
divine activity, depending upon the type of explanation one is offer-
ing.40
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But throughout Genesis 1-11, what is being stressed is the funda-
mental kinship of all humanity. ‘The peoples are members of one
great family, and the list of the nations in Genesis 10, which is
unique in ancient Eastern literature, includes Israel, proudly con-
scious though it is of its preferential historical position, in the general
context of humanity’.41 All nations of the world have a common
ancestry, and are essentially a family.

4. When we consider the role of the group in ancient Israel, we
are faced with the question of the relative 1mportance of the group
and of the individual.42

This is not the place to review the evidence for the importance
of the group in biblical thought, and merely some examples may be
mentioned. When Abraham is summoned by God to leave his
‘country and kindred and father’s house’, he does not imagine, as a
modern European might, that he is to walk out of Ur alone, but he
takes his family with him as a matter of course. Noah is a righteous
man, but of his wife, his sons, and his son’s wives we know nothing;
nevertheless they are all preserved alive in the ark. When the Philip-
pian gaoler is baptised, his household is baptised along with him,
though nothing is said of their belief. The solidarity is evidenced in
guilt and punishment also. So Ezra confesses the sin of the people
in contracting mixed marriages, and the people as a whole acknow-
ledge their guilt, even although only a hundred or so of them
had sinned.

Several factors contribute to the strength of corporate feeling
in Hebrew society. There is the concept of the contagiousness of
sin and blessing, as when Achan’s family suffers for his act of dis-
obedience (Jos. 7), or when the household of Potiphar prospers
because of the presence of Joseph (Gen. 39: 5). There are also the
historical events, like Exodus and exile, involving the whole people,
which reinforce the individual’s sense of belonging to the community.
There are legal practices, like the laws relating to blood-revenge,
and the custom of communal stoning of criminals, which contribute
to the solidarity of the community.

But can we say that in biblical thought more emphasis is placed
upon the group than the individual ? It has often been thought that
an evolution can be traced within the Old Testament from more
community-oriented thought to a more individualistic attitude
to man. Jeremiah and Ezekiel in particular have been hailed as the
earliest exponents of individualism especially because of their
emphasis on individual responsibility: ‘Every one shall die for his
own sin; each man who eats sour grapes, his teeth shall be set on
edge’ (Jer. 31: 30); ‘The soul that sins shall die’ (Ezek. 18: 4). These
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are responses to a popular proverb that denied individual retribu-
tion: ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth
are set on edge’ (Jer. 31: 29). Rightly understood, these prophetic
words are a rejection of an exaggerated emphasis on the group, not
the first expression of individualism. And right from the beginning
of the biblical story the responsibility of the individual is clear cut.
Adam and Eve are real personalities who must face God separately
and suffer separate punishments even though they have sinned in
common; Cain and Abel, born of the same parents, are nevertheless
vastly different persons; Noah stands out as an exception in his
generation,

Yet what is perhaps most characteristic of biblical attitudes
to the individual and the group is the way in which no clear dividing
line between the two is drawn. The exhortations and laws of Deuter-
onomy, for example, are addressed indiscrimately to ‘thou’, the
individual Israelite and to ‘you’, the collective community; that
is, to the individual only as a member of the community, and to the
community only as a collective of individuals. Who can say whether
the individual psalms of the Psalter are the prayers of a lone in-
dividual, or the prayer of the community that uses the first person
singular of itself ? In speaking of the prophets as great individualists,
H. H. Rowley says: ‘That they were also concerned for the collective
sins of society and for the collective well-being of society should be
remembered. There was a balance and wholeness in their thought
that is often lacking in ours. Too often in our thought sin is wholly an
individual thing, and we forget that the community has a life and a
character and a will, and that it may defy the will of God and there-
fore sin, to its own grave hurt and the hurt of all its members’.43

In the New Testament also, how hard it is to see whether the
individual or the community is given more prominence. It is the
individual that repents and believes, grows in Christ, keeps his
commandments, is filled with the Spirit. Yet so many of the key
concepts belong to community thinking: the kingdom of God, the
new covenant, the church.

The biblical view of man does not set a tension between man as
individual and man as a member of society, but rather blurs the
distinction, and thereby emphasises that either of these aspects in
isolation is artificial. Just as the personality of man is understood
not by analysis of various aspects but by comprehending a network
of relationships of body, life, spirit, and so on (see section I above),
so the nature of man cannot be understood by considering him first
as an individual and then as a member of a society, but only by seeing
his functions and relationships as a totality.
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