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Text 
Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea 

and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the 

ground." 
27 

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he 

created them. 
28 

God blessed them and said to them, "Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and 

subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on 

the ground." 
29 

Then God said, "I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and 

every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. 
30 

And to all the beasts of the earth and 

all the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground-- everything that has the breath of life 

in it-- I give every green plant for food." And it was so. 
31 

God saw all that he had made, and it was very 

good. And there was evening, and there was morning-- the sixth day. 

 

Introduction 
 What does it mean to be human?  It’s a question that has preoccupied, perplexed, 

and plagued people since time immemorial.  From Socrates’ famous dictum – “Know 

thyself!” – to the question posed by modern existentialists like Jean-Paul Sartre and 

Albert Camus – “What is man?” – we as a human race have struggled to figure out who 

we are and why we’re here.  “Philosophers are wrestling with it; sociologists are trying to 

answer it; psychologists and psychiatrists are facing it; ethicists and social activists are 

attempting to solve it.  Novelists and dramatists also concern themselves with this 

question.”
1
 

And it’s a question that obviously interested Moses and the Hebrew people some 

3,500 years ago because that is the topic the text of Genesis addresses today.  These are 

the kinds of questions the Bible addresses and they’re the kind of questions that we seek 

to explore and answer here.  So if you’re asking, “Who am I?  What is the essence of 

what it means to be human?  What’s the point of my existence?” – then you’re in the 

right place.  I’ll try my best to unpack how the Bible addresses those questions.  And 

here’s what I think will come out of this; it’s just this: Humankind was made to spread 

God’s glory to the ends of the earth.  The Bible provides us with a definition of 

humanity that fills life with meaning and purpose like no other.  Humankind was made 

to spread God’s glory to the ends of the earth. 

 

Let’s pray… 
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Humanity as the Climax of Creation 
 Last week we saw that God made an orderly world.  It was an orderly account of 

how God, by his mere word, took that which was formless and empty and formed it and 

filled it.  On days 1-3 he gave shape and structure to the cosmos (day, night, sea, sky, 

land).  On days 4-6 he filled those newly formed categories and spaces (sun, moon, fish, 

birds, animals…).  But we stopped half-way through day 6 last week.  Remember: day 6, 

like day 3, came in two parts – first he makes the animals and sees that it’s good, then, v. 

26, he makes man.  That’s what we’re looking at today.  Making man and woman is the 

final act of God’s filling. 

 In fact, everything up to this point has been getting the heavens and the earth 

ready for humankind.  Humanity is the pinnacle of creation.  This is the climax of the 

story.  There’s something different about humanity.  They are set apart and distinguished.  

First of all, Moses gives more attention to this half-day than any of the others.  Second of 

all, let’s skip to the last verse and look at it first today.  Verse 31 – “God saw all that he 

had made, and it was very good.  And there was evening, and there was morning – the 

sixth day.”  Very good.  6 times God has pronounced his work good (tov).  Only now, 

after he makes humans, does he say it is very good (mod tov).  And in Hebrew at the end 

of days 1-5 the text literally says, “day 1/2/3/4/5.”  In v. 31 there’s a definite article – “the 

sixth day.”  “Both of these unique factors,” writes one scholar, “help to mark this sixth 

day as the acme of God’s creation thus far.”
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 What’s more, v. 27 consists of the first poetry found in the Bible.  “So God 

created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he 

created them” – three lines, each with the verb bara (create) and each line in the Hebrew 

having four stresses.
3
  Guys don’t bust out the poems unless the girl is quite special.  Am 

I right?  Here Moses gets lyrical.  This is something beautiful.  Kent Hughes put it this 

way and when I read it I got one of those feelings of awe: 

 

Consider this: Though you could travel a hundred times the speed of light, 

past countless yellow-orange stars, to the edge of the galaxy and swoop 

down to the fiery glow located a few hundred light-years below the plane 

of the Milky Way, though you could slow to examine the host of hot 

young stars luminous among the gas and dust, though you could observe, 

close-up, the protostars poised to burst forth from their dusty cocoons, 

though you could witness a star’s birth, in all your stellar journeys you 

would never see anything equal to the birth and wonder of a human being.  

For a tiny baby girl or boy is the apex of God’s creation!”
4
 

 

I grew up on a farm, I’ve seen chicks hatched, a sow pop out 18 piglets, I’ve pulled a 

baby calf out and it was all pretty cool, but when my baby girl was born last fall I 

couldn’t control myself… I cried.  I’m sorry, but having a baby is different than having a 

dog.  There’s a qualitative difference between animals and humans.  Moses is making this 

clear. 

 

Let Us??! 
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 The main difference is that unlike light, water, soil, Venus fly traps, dolphins, 

eagles, and flying squirrels, men and women are made in God’s image.  We’re going to 

look more closely at v. 26, particularly this phrase “in our image, in our likeness” (v. 26). 

 But actually, before we do, let talk about that peculiar phrase – “Let us make man 

in our image, in our likeness…”  Let us?!  Does that strike anyone else as weird?  “I 

thought you said this is counterculturally monotheistic.  So are there multiple gods?  Or is 

God schizophrenic?” 

 There have been several explanations given for this bizarre phrase.  One is that 

it’s a typo.  The mindless compiler of Genesis forgot to catch this when he was 

plagiarizing from a polytheistic source.  But we’ve seen already that the author of this 

book is anything but mindless.  Some have seen in it a direct reference to the Trinity, but 

here we have to ask the same question – “Would that have been in the mind of Moses, the 

author, and his audience?”  And the answer is no, the Trinitarian nature of God wasn’t 

revealed until Jesus.  Some have suggested that God is talking to the angels at this time, 

and this is possible, but my problem with that is that we’d then have to be made in the 

image of angels and that doesn’t seem to be what the text is saying. 

There are different grammatical solutions put forward – a plural of fullness, a 

plural of deliberation, a plural of majesty.  I think that last one makes sense.  It’s where 

someone of superior rank refers to himself in the first person plural to denote status.  And 

no one is more superior in rank than God. 

I also think that could there be plurality within the Godhead at least hinted at here 

in Genesis ch. 1?  Moses wouldn’t have completely understood it in the full-blown 

Trinitarian sense, but the fact that Elohim is plural, the Spirit is there hovering over the 

waters, and when God/Elohim says “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness” (v. 

26), “in the image of God he created him [singular]; male and female he created them 

[plural]” (v. 27).  So there’s plurality within humanity, which is made in God’s image, 

leading me to agree with the theologian Henri Blocher that “here are the first 

glimmerings of a Trinitarian revelation;”
5
 a revelation that won’t be fully given until the 

NT. 

 

The Imago Dei 

 “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness” (v. 26).  What does that mean?  

Many people have tried to make a distinction between likeness and image (i.e. many 

church fathers like Irenaeus).  They say the image was retained after the Fall, but the 

likeness was lost.  But these two words seem to be synonyms.  There’s no “and” in 

between them and sometimes one is used and not the other and sometimes the other is 

used and not the one.  They seem to be two ways of saying the same thing.  So what are 

they saying? 

And here again there have been many attempts to understand what theologians 

call the imago Dei.  Does the image of God/the likeness of God refer to man’s rational 

abilities that set him apart from the animal world (i.e. Thomas Aquinas in the Middle 

Ages)?  Does it refer to original righteousness (i.e. Calvin)?  Does it refer to man’s 

relational nature (i.e. Karl Barth)?  Does it refer to human freedom (Emil Brunner)?  

Does it refer to moral ability, physical likeness, human dignity? 

 Many of these have elements of truth to them (except the physical likeness 

interpretation).  We are unique in our rationality and moral capabilities.  We were created 
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righteous with freedom.  And for sure, being made in the image of God bestows a sense 

of dignity and worth upon human creatures.  This was not the view of mankind in other 

cultures at that time.  People were just waiters for the gods.  They made a lot of noise and 

annoyed them – that’s why the gods destroyed them with a flood; population control.  But 

the Bible puts forward a drastically different view of humanity.  Gen. 9:6 links the 

immorality of murder to the fact that “in the image of God has God made man.”  In 

James 3:9 it talks about the inappropriateness of cursing “people who are made in the 

likeness of God.” 

 Guys: it’s the Bible makes the strongest case for human rights.  Because of the 

Bible’s teaching on the dignity of humanity, Christians have led the charge against 

slavery, abortion, euthanasia, racism, sex trafficking, poverty, the AIDS epidemic, and 

much more.  Because people are not disposable; they’re not the product of random 

chance and mutation; they’re not just DNA with meat; they’re uniquely made in the 

image of God. 

By the way, does anyone know what the subtitle was to Darwin’s Origin of 

Species?  PRESERVATION OF FAVOURED RACES IN THE STRUGGLE FOR LIFE.  

They don’t tell you that in high school biology.  They don’t tell you how the ideology 

behind this work led to some of the greatest atrocities in human history like the 

Holocaust.  The Genesis account gives great dignity to the whole human race.  But even 

human dignity is not the basic meaning of being made in the image and likeness of God.  

It’s an implication, not the main point. 

 Let’s look more closely at this context to see if we can find any clues as to what it 

means to be made in God’s image.  “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, in 

our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the 

livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground” (v. 

26).  The second half of v. 26 spells out what being made in the image and likeness of 

God entails.  It’s functional more than it is ontological.  Being made in the image of God 

means that we are set up as vice-regents, governors over God’s world.  We’re his 

deputies, ruling over that which God has created for us and placed us in.  God formed and 

filled our habitat.  As people bearing his image and likeness we “must now carry on the 

work of development: by being fruitful [we] must fill [the earth] even more; by subduing 

it [we] must form it even more.  Mankind, as God’s representatives on earth, carry on 

where God left off.”
6
  That’s what it means to be made in the image of God.  In a similar 

way to how God rules over the cosmos, we his image-bearers are to rule over the world – 

the fish, the birds, the animals.  That’s what it means to be human – to image God by 

“filling the earth and subduing it” (v. 28). 

One guys has put it this way – “Man does not simply bear or have the image of 

God; he is the image of God.”
7
  You see, in the ancient world kings would set “up images 

of themselves in places where they want[ed] to establish their authority.”
8
  Has anyone 

been to the DMV lately?  Have you been to any city government office?  What do you 

see?  An image of Jesse White, Secretary of State, or the honorable Mayor Daley (from 

20 years ago before he was gray, balding, and a bit heavier).  Their images preside over 

the office.  Like that, we are God’s images on this earth. 

 This word – image – is found other places in the OT in reference to idols.  An idol 

was a carved image made out of wood or stone or gold.  Most people in the ancient world 

knew it wasn’t really a god; they understood it to represent an unseen deity.  Now God 
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forbid worshipping such images.  What they represent are falsehoods and God alone 

deserves worship.  But this picture helps us understand what is meant here that humans 

are created “in the image of God.”  In the ancient world an “image is a physical 

manifestation of divine (or royal) essence that bears the function of that which it 

represents; this gives the image-bearer the capacity to reflect the attributes of the one 

represented and act on his behalf.”
9
 

God made and ordered this good world and set everything up in place and then he 

set us up as his image, to represent him, to reflect him by ordering, filling, and ruling this 

world.  It’s kind of like when we staked the American flag – the image of the United 

States – on the moon.  God made us in his image and put us here to claim this world for 

himself.  This is God’s world.  He owns it.  “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, 

the world, and all who live in it;  for he founded it upon the seas and established it upon 

the waters” (Ps. 24:1-2).  We were made to know this God and find our purpose in 

reflecting and radiating his majesty and glory as we populate and benevolently manage 

his world.  Humankind was made to spread God’s glory to the ends of the earth. 

As one person has said, “In our modern worldview people are both nothing 

(evolved apes) and gods (attested in our individual and corporate self-absorption).”
10

  In 

the Biblical worldview humanity comes on the scene during the climax of the story of 

creation, but that’s not to say that we’re all that.  God is all that.  We are to image God.  

We are made to reflect his character and goodness and rule over everything within our 

small spheres in a way that mediates and extends God’s glory.  So ultimately this passage 

does not make much of man, but shows how we are to make much of God.  It confronts 

biocentrism that would abort babies for population control while protecting spotted owls 

at all costs.  But it also confronts anthropocentrism that tragically makes us make much 

of ourselves; makes us the center of the universe.  Rather, this is a theocentric approach 

to reality, which as J.I. Packer calls it, is the “true humanism”
11

 because in reflecting and 

imaging forth God’s glory we find our greatest purpose and pleasure; we find what it 

means to be truly human.  Living for ourselves – that’s what screwed everything up in ch. 

3. 

 

Cultural Commission 

 We’ll come back to what effect our sin and rebellion has had on things and our 

role as image bearers, but let me just point out that several passages (i.e. Gen. 9:6, James 

3:9) show that even after Gen. ch. 3 men and women still in some way retain their status 

and role as image bearers.  So let’s think through this a bit more and unpack some of 

what this looks like, practically.  How do we image forth God in this world? 

 Theologians have called Gen. 1:28 the Cultural Commission or the Cultural 

Mandate – “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.  Rule over the 

fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the 

ground.”  In a word, what God is calling for is civilization.  Being created in God’s 

image, humans were given the task of FORMING cities, cultures, civilizations and 

FILLING them with people living in an orderly, functional way.  By doing this we reflect 

God.  This shows forth something of who he is.  It expands his rule over the whole earth 

via his image-bearers – humans. 
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 So what this means is that, Peter, by driving a CTA bus for the last few years that 

follows its daily route and operates on time you’re playing a critical role in getting people 

to work and making this city run in an orderly way, which glorifies God. 

By teaching in a Chicago Public School, Mi Yun and Alex, or a Charter School, 

Mike, or an urban homeschool, Cassie and Lindsey, or a suburban school, Jeff and 

Ronnie, or an inner city second-chance school, Kevin, you’re making civilization happen.  

And that glorifies God. 

By working as a cop, Howard, patrolling the streets, enforcing the law, promoting 

order, you’re playing a part in making civilization happen.  And that glorifies God. 

By making movies and plays and art and beauty, Helen… by advancing fields of 

learning, May and Chip… by staying home and raising kids… by working construction 

and building homes… by being a secretary… by working in the world of finance… by 

being a security officer at the airport… by being a doctor or a nurse or a physical 

therapist you’re playing a role making civilization happen.  And that glorifies God.  

You’re imaging God. 

Even working behind the counter making food at McDonald’s so someone else 

can eat on their lunch break helps make the world go round, it keeps the economy, the 

culture, the civilization running… and that glorifies God. 

We don’t hear that much anymore about “contributing to society.”  We hear a lot 

about “finding yourself.”  What the Bible says is that the two are the same.  We are fully 

human when we are imaging God by filling the earth and subduing it, by making 

civilization happen.  The human task is to create a culture that in some way reflects God 

– his order, his control, his justice, his creativity…  We can spread God’s glory to the 

ends of the earth by developing culture and civilization. 

I also have to say something here about creation care.  This text has implications 

for environmentalism/ecology.  The cultural commission can be twisted and abused.  But 

as one person has put it, “Those who claim the support of the Bible for their self-

indulgent rape of the environment are no different than the Crusaders, Inquisitioners, 

Nazis, and White Supremacists who exploit the Bible in order to justify their own, 

antibiblical agendas.”
12

  God made an orderly world and placed us in it to be his image, 

to extend his rule and spread his glory, not so that we could pillage and plunder it, but so 

that we could care for it and protect it. 

We are to take care of the creation on God’s behalf.  We’re stewards.  If someone 

built a beautiful, finely crafted house and furnished it and stocked it with everything it 

needed and then asked someone to house sit for him.  And if that person trashed the 

place, burned the couch in the fireplace, depleted everything in the fridge and pantry, and 

killed the family dog, the owner of the house wouldn’t be too pleased, would he?  No. 

Part of our role as humans is to care for the creation, to take care of the 

environment, to use its resources responsibly and in a way that glorifies God.  This means 

that the way in which we carry out the cultural commission and build civilization can’t be 

at the expense of the environment.  We are here to glorify God by cultivating and 

managing the world in way that God would. 

Here are ten things you can do to spread God’s glory to the ends of the earth by 

the way you live responsibly in the environment.  These are from Al Gore’s website:
13

 

 

(1) Use energy saving compact fluorescent light bulbs. 
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(2) Park the car and walk or ride your bike or use public transportation.  This is 

why we love the city.  It’s laid out so that you don’t have to drive everywhere!  

This one of the reasons why we’re so big on being a neighborhood church – 

we believe it honors God to simplify and consolidate your life so that as much 

as possible you live, work, worship, and witness in the same place.  It’s more 

healthy, but it’s also more environmentally responsible.  If you live in the city 

and don’t own a bike or have a CTA card, you’re living in sin. 

(3) Recycle!  It’s just plain laziness to throw away paper. 

(4) Maintain your car; check the tire pressure. 

(5) Use less hot water.  Take shorter showers. 

(6) Try not to buy foods with lots of packaging.  Grow your own food.  Don’t use 

paper plates. 

(7) Set the thermostat down in the winter and up in the summer. 

(8) Plant a tree. 

(9) Turn off lights and appliances when you aren’t using them. 

(10) Number 10 was spread the word… 

 

These are just some ways that we live out our role as God’s image-bearers by 

taking care of the good creation he made.  This glorifies God. 

I’ll just point out that it’s interesting that in v. 29 God only gives the vegetation to 

humans to eat.  “The dominion assigned to the human couple over the animal world,” as 

one commentator put it, “does not include the prerogative to butcher.”
14

  This makes me 

sad, but take heart my fellow carnivores, after the flood God allowed us to eat animals – 

“Everything that lives and moves will be food for you.  Just as I gave you the green 

plants, I now give you everything” (Gen. 9:3).  It’s part of God’s goodness that he made 

animals to be tasty and he has given them now to us to enjoy.  But I think the Bible is 

saying that we’re not supposed to abuse the creation.  Even animals we’re supposed to 

care for treat humanely. 

 

Christ’s Image 
 The cultural commission to create civilization and care for the creation is still in 

effect.  It’s repeated again after the Fall to Noah in Gen. 9.  So executing the cultural 

mandate is still one way we humans are to image God and spread his glory to the ends 

of the earth.  We were created with dignity and purpose to spread God’s glory to the 

ends of the earth. 

 The problem is that now because of our rebellion, we don’t, we can’t do this.  Our 

relationship with God is severed.  We’ve mutinied.  We’ve lost connection with the 

Source and Meaning of life.  We are meant to reflect the glory of God.  But we don’t.  

Fallen man builds civilizations for his own glory, and even when we do they’re broken, 

warped, corrupt, dysfunctional.  Everything is messed up.  The world is off kilter.  We 

are off kilter.  We don’t really know who we are anymore. 

 But God, in his infinite mercy, became fully human in the person of Jesus Christ.  

“He is,” in the words of Col. 1:15, “the image of the invisible God.”  He was fully God 

and fully human.  And he lived in such a way that no human had done before or has done 

since – he did what the original man and woman were supposed to do – he lived for 

God’s glory.  And yet he died for the sin of man on the cross. 



8 

 He died to pay the penalty for our sin so that we could be forgiven and set free 

and redeemed and restored to full functionality and purpose.  If we trust that he died for 

us we are given new life, a fresh start, and God takes over our life and remakes us, helps 

us be fully human again.  In Christ we are “created after the likeness of God in true 

righteousness and holiness” (Eph. 4:24).  We have a “new self, which is being renewed in 

knowledge in the image of its Creator” (Col. 3:10).  We are conformed to the likeness of 

Jesus (Rom. 8:29).  We find ourselves and are able to live for what we were made for – 

God’s glory. 

 The cultural commission is still in effect, but now we also have the Great 

Commission as our primary way of spreading God’s glory to the ends of the earth.  

Proclaiming the good news that in Christ “God was reconciling the world to himself” 

(2Cor. 5:19).  With the cultural commission and the great commission we have a purpose 

for living… 

 And we look forward to the day when “the earth will be filled with the knowledge 

of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea” (Hab. 2:14). 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May you be fruitful and increase in number.  May you fill the earth and subdue it.  And 

may God get glory from your life. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 16, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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