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The SBJT Forum
Editor’s Note: Readers should be aware of the forum’s format. C. Ben Mitchell, Mark T. Coppenger, 
Chad Owen Brand, Denny Burk, and Stephen J. Wellum have been asked specific questions to which 
they have provided written responses. These writers are not responding to one another. Their answers 
are presented in an order that hopefully makes the forum read as much like a unified presentation  
as possible.
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SBJT: In your v iew, why must the doctrine 
of humanity be articulated afresh and with 
urgency today?
C. Ben Mitchell: One of the most urgent cri-
ses facing us in this first half of the twenty-first 
century is the wide-spread confusion over what 

it means to be human?1 Pro-life 
Christians have been focused on 
the most obvious locus for asking 
this question: a nearly forty-year 
battle over abortion. Meanwhile, 
however, an emerging biotech-
nology revolution increasingly 
challenges us to redefine human 
nature for the sake of technologi-
cal progress. Certain advances in 
genetic engineering, pre-implan-
tation genetic diagnosis, cybernet-
ics, robotics, and nanotechnology 
depend in large measure on our 
willingness as a culture to recast 
what it means to be human, what it 

means to be “one of us.”
For instance, trans-species genetic engineer-

ing may produce chimeras—living members of 
our species who share either discreet organs from 
another species or DNA from another species. 
Would an animal-human chimera be a member  
of our species? Would an animal-human chimera 
be a human person? Would the answer to that 
question depend on which, or how many, non-
human organs were transplanted, or, on what per-
centage of human DNA was retained? Should we 
define our humanity by the number and identity 
of our genes?

A tempting alternative is to define what it means 
to be human as the possession of human conscious-
ness. The mind, with its awareness of self and oth-
ers, its perception of temporal-spacial situatedness, 
the presence of memory, and so on, might define 
a human person. However, how do we account 
for human beings at the margins of conscious-
ness—for example, unborn babies and those at the 
other end of life who have lost conscious capaci-
ties? Since many contemporary neuroscientists 
maintain that the conscious mind is merely the 
complex interactions of the chemical processes of 
the brain, then what it means to be human would 
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depend solely on what is going on “in the head.” 
But, surely a human being is not merely a brain in 
a vat.2 And surely our Christology teaches us that 
human embodiment—incarnation—is sine qua 
non to what it means to be one of us.

Cambridge sociologist Margaret Archer has 
observed insightfully that “Modernity’s ‘Death of 
God’ has now been matched by Postmodernism’s 
‘Death of Humanity.’”3 That is to say, as moder-
nity was the age of philosophical deicide, post-
modernity is the age of philosophical homicide. 
In fact, one of the poignant distinctions between 
Enlightenment atheism and the new atheism is 
that the older atheists were willing to claim that 
humanity was superior to other species, on the top 
rung of the evolutionary ladder, and was therefore 
privileged among other animals. Today, the neo-
atheists maintain that this is a form of speciesism 
and that human beings are more parasitic than 
they are privileged.

Perhaps there is no future for human beings 
after all. According to researchers such as MIT’s 
robotics professor Rodney Brooks, Homo sapiens 
are evolving into a more perfect species, Robo sapi-
ens. As a consequence, argues journalist Robert 
Wright, this techno-evolution may mean that Con-
stitutional rights may have to be “recalibrated.” 
Says Wright, “For all I know, it’s true that in 20 
or 30 years these nanobots, by malicious design 
or by accident, will run so rampant that we’ll be 
fondly reminiscing about the days of termites. On 
the other hand, this is basically the same problem 
that is posed by self-replicating biological agents 
(i.e., viruses). In both cases we’re faced with micro-
scopic things that can be inconspicuously made 
and transported and, once unleashed, whether 
intentionally or accidentally, can keep on truckin’.”4 
And professors Wendell Wallach and Colin Allen 
have maintained recently that this robotic revolu-
tion is so imminent that we need to determine 
immediately how to program a functional morality 
into our evolving cyber-neighbors.5 

Kevin Warwick of the University of Reading 
believes “The human race as we know it is very 

likely in its endgame.”6 Nevertheless, according to 
Warwick, machines will not wipe out the human 
race. Instead, by grafting human consciousness 
into extraordinarily fast, durable, and intelligent 
machines, we will become them. “Homo sapiens 
will vanish as a biological species, replacing itself 
with a new race of cyborgs.”7 In fact, inventor and 
futurist Ray Kurzweil is so bold as to maintain that 
“the singularity”—the merger of our biological 
selves with digital technology, “resulting in a world 
that is still human but transcends our biological 
roots”—will occur by the year 2045.8

Finally, with breathtaking hubris, Steven 
Grand, developer of the once-popular computer 
game “Creatures” maintains that, like Dr. Franken-
stein, he may be able “to make thinking, caring, 
feeling beings and that, when these beings exist, 
it may be reasonable to ascribe to them a soul.”9 

Only a biblical-theological account of human 
nature can preserve or, perhaps more appropri-
ately, resurrect human dignity against the acids 
of modernity and the demolition project of post-
modernity, especially in their techno-utopian 
versions, where human nature needs the impro-
visations of techno-socio-biological engineering 
in order to conform to the vision of a more fully 
evolved species—the so-called posthuman. 

Contemporary anthropology cannot be done, 
therefore, against the backdrop of the old Enlight-
enment categories. Human beings must not be 
reduced merely to the collection of rational capac-
ity, volition, and conscious awareness. To do so is to 
sign the death certificate for Homo sapiens, for surely 
there will be future generations who will ascribe to 
machines those same capacities, just as some cur-
rently ascribe those capacities to Great Apes. 

So, not only must we resurrect the doctrine 
of humanity, we must articulate it in the face of 
challenges we have never faced before. Simplistic 
answers will neither answer the questions being 
put to us, nor will they protect human beings at the 
margins. Without the renewal of a robust theologi-
cal anthropology, the human future is uncertain. 
Not that God will not preserve humanity until the 



70

return of the One who now sits at the right hand 
of God in bodily form, but that there may never-
theless be horrific abuses against humanity in the 
name of technological progress unless we are able 
to articulate more convincingly what it means to 
be one of us, made in God’s image and likeness.
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SBJT: It has been famously stated, “Ideas have 
consequences.” How are false ideas regarding 
the nature of human beings leading to terrible 
consequences in our culture?
Mark Coppenger: Let me answer this question 
by starting with an analogy. Out on the Oklahoma 
plains of Fort Sill and in the forest clearings of 
Georgia’s Fort Benning, I learned how to adjust 
artillery fire. We used the “bracket method,” first 
shooting over, and then under, and then splitting 
the difference. 

I think of that when I look at politicians trying 
to put public policy on target with their under-
standing of human nature. Unfortunately, they’re 
not keen on adjustments. Beguiled by addled ide-
ology or playing to the gallery, they consistently 
underestimate or overestimate humanity, placing 
round after round short or long. 

Let’s start with the overestimaters, the utopians 
of one stamp or another. They reason that if we 
can just have a better teacher-student ratio in the 
public schools, if we can just “spread the wealth 
around,” then peace will reign, culture will flower, 
and dogs will have fellowship with cats. What we 
need is a New Deal, a Great Society, an Erewhon of 
comprehensive government solicitude. Then, the 
human butterflies will emerge from their cocoons 
and take flight in glorious colors.

I think also of two happy-talk schools of over-
estimation. First, the Word of Faith movement is 
filling arenas, bookstores, and coffers as its priests 
declare negativity to be spiritually toxic. Today, 
the jeremiads of Jeremiah are as unseemly as the 
repentance baptisms of John the Baptist. It seems 
the Lord has commissioned Barnabas to rewrite 
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the Bible in a perkier mode.
Second, speech codes designed to criminal-

ize criticism are metastasizing. No matter how 
outrageous, disgusting, or plain crazy another’s 
behavior might be, you’d better think twice about 
plain speaking. And if you’re inclined to take  
up the mantle of Elijah, you flirt with expulsion 
and litigation.

It used to be the case that only when one was 
“home on the range” could he sing, “Never is 
heard a discouraging word, and the skies are not 
cloudy all day.” Now it’s the theme song of the 
multi-culturalist movement, sung in education 
schools, anthropology departments, and litera-
ture programs throughout the land. Never mind 
that certain religions, such as Islam, Hinduism, 
animism, and secularism, have the reverse-Midas 
effect, turning the cultural gold they touch to base 
metal. And if unfortunate phenomena persist, 
whether female genital mutilation, the caste sys-
tem, rampant alcoholism, an extinction-oriented 
birthrate, tribalistic nepotism, kleptocracy, and 
infanticide, then it can be blamed on the influence 
of imperialists and multi-national corporations. 
It’s always someone else’s fault.

On the international scene, it’s all about diplo-
macy and peace processes. If we will just talk 
nicely, declare moral equivalency, and practice 
enough self-defacement and self-debasement, 
then nascent splendor will shine through. Thus, 
decade after decade, the world waits for a new 
birth of shalom, nurtured by boundless esteem, 
debt forgiveness, and reparations.

Of course, this ignores the old principle 
that the heart of the problem is the problem of  
the heart. Elevate the circumstances however  
you will, and man will still be a sinner. G. K.  
Chesterton once said (even without knowing 
Prince Charles) that the British royalty illustrated 
this perfectly.

Then there are those who underestimate 
humankind. For decades now, the courts have 
treated the contents of the womb as mere tissue. 
For that reason, as Frederica Mathewes-Green 

has noted, everyone born in America since 1973 
is a survivor. The unaborted have made it through 
a hunting season with no limits. Tragically, over 
40 million didn’t escape, but became trophies of 
human selfishness.

Now, in the hysterical drive for health at any 
cost, those who oppose embryonic stem cell 
research are called enemies of science, but since 
when did murder become intrinsic to biology? 
Since Frankenstein’s journals supplanted Psalm 
139 as sacred writ.

It’s ironic that some of the biggest underesti-
maters pass for humanists. Pushing one social 
program after another, they sound like upward-
and-onward optimists. But their prescriptions and 
enthusiasms reveal a low view of man. They treat 
him like a plant, confident that the right combi-
nation of eugenics, nutrients, sunlight, pruning 
and such will make him bloom (and the absence 
thereof will make him shrivel).

But this is demonstrable foolishness. The hero-
ism of Warsaw Ghetto Jews and the ignominy of 
many privileged baby boomers show that man-
kind is not a branch of botany. And to suggest 
that a home in the suburbs, better field trips, an  
iPod, and a hug will make man a benign fruit 
bearer is insulting.

If society could re-embrace the Bible, there 
might be hope for hitting the target with public 
policy. Turning through Genesis, we could redis-
cover the imago dei and conclude that unborn 
babies are more than regrettable but correctable 
“punishments” for the sexually willful and care-
less. Following Proverbs, we could describe crimi-
nal recidivists as fools returning to their folly like 
dogs to their vomit; and, of course, we could point 
to any number of verses calling them accountable 
sinners. (Contrast this with the fellow described 
in Theodore Dalrymple’s wonderful book, Life at 
the Bottom; he blamed the good doctor for his acts 
of grand larceny since he’d not gotten treatment 
for his “addiction to stealing cars.”)

Again, from the Bible, we could thank God for 
his blunt teaching on the Fall and his intervention 



72

at Babel. Here, we gain fresh appreciation for sov-
ereign nation-states, governmental checks-and-
balances, and the marketplace of ideas, goods, 
and services. In short, we could become biblically 
realistic.

The bracket system of artillery adjustment has 
its limits. When the target is too close to experi-
ment with the over-under approach, the spotter 
has to call out, “Danger Close,” and change to the 
“creeping method.” Here, he errs on the side of 
caution, placing the first-round well away from his 
position. Then he adjusts fire in small increments, 
inching ever closer to the target, making sure to 
keep his head down when the rounds fly.

This is our current situation. Ideas do have 
consequences. Indeed, miscalculations on the 
nature of man are having terrible consequences. 
Babies are dying. Fools are ascendant. Societies 
and academic disciplines are self-destructing. And 
yet, with each new off-target barrage, cheers of 
approbation arise. It’s hard to sort out friends from 
enemies any more. 

SBJT: The doctrine of human beings not only 
reminds us of our significance 
as creatures made in the image 
of God, but also, sadly, our sin-
fulness, as creatures who have 
rebelled against God and who 
stand in utter need of a Savior. 
Why is preaching on the doc-
trine of sin so important today 
and what suggestions would you 
give for doing so?
Chad Owen Brand: My father-
in-law early on was not altogether 
proud to have a preacher in the 
family, but on one occasion when 
I told him that I was on my way 
out to preach, he urged me, “Well, 
give ‘em hell.” I tried to retort that 
this was not really what I was sup-

posed to do. On later reflection, though, it seemed 
to me that I certainly was intended to give them, 

or at least display to them, hell. And in showing 
them hell, the preacher must show them the road 
to hell—the pathway of unrepented sin. Preachers 
must preach on sin.

Of course, there are great temptations not to 
preach on sin(!). Brian McLaren tells us that this 
is not the way to reach Gen-Xers. Robert Schuller 
told us this was not the way to reach Boomers. 
Harry Fosdick told us this was not the way to 
reach Moderns. I am sure we could find such sen-
timents all through history, and the reason is that 
we do not like to be told that we are sinners, and 
so, preachers who preach on sin take the chance 
of alienating their congregations, or at least some 
members of their congregations. Here is the prob-
lem with that fear—at a certain level the task of 
preaching is precisely to alienate. We are to expose 
the sinfulness of the congregation by preaching 
the gospel, and such gospel preaching includes 
preaching on sin. If we are unwilling to do that, 
then we are, in A. W. Tozer’s words, “water-boys 
of the pulpit.” Let me explain what I do mean by 
alienation, and what I don’t mean by it.

Both Paul and Jesus begin their gospel presen-
tations with a discussion of sin. After a few intro-
ductory words and a preliminary consideration 
or two, Paul spends two and a half chapters at the 
opening of Romans discussing the sinfulness of 
humanity—all humanity. And of course, he does 
so eloquently and passionately. These words are 
endemic to the gospel itself, since, in telling the 
gospel story we have, presumably, to tell why Jesus 
ever came to die on the cross in the first place. 
Without sin, there is no beautiful manger scene 
(and of course, it was not all that beautiful, any-
way); without sin, there is no healing of the sick or 
raising of the dead; without sin there is no Sermon 
on the Mount. Here is the point: sin is the context 
in which all of those things took place, and so, we 
cannot preach the gospel without preaching on 
sin. In other words, you cannot tell people about 
their best life today until you remind them first of 
their worse life yesterday. 

Paul is not alone in this. Jesus, in the Sermon on 
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the Mount, after some preliminaries, expounded 
on the sinfulness of humanity—all humanity. 
In Matthew 5 beginning in verse 21, Jesus, in 
this wonderful inaugural message in Matthew, in 
which the gospel is explained with great clarity, 
expounds on six commandments and the ways in 
which the Jews were, on the one hand, misunder-
standing them, and, on the other hand, breaking 
them. I have space here to elaborate on only the 
first two. Jesus addresses the laws against murder 
and adultery. He makes it clear that the common 
understanding of those laws is superficial, and in 
his truly authoritative fashion, he says, “Amen 
I say to you that you shall not live in a state of 
settled anger with your brother; Amen I say to 
you that you must not stare at your sister to lust.” 
Those two sins indict the entire human race. And 
this is something that was obvious even to pagans. 
In Greek mythology, Ares, the god of war, was 
romantically linked to Aphrodite, the goddess 
of sex. War and sex. Anger and Lust. They seem 
opposite, since anger pushes the other away while 
lust lures the other close, but they are actually 
very similar. At the root of each lies the ego. “I 
have decided you are unworthy. I have decided 
to want you.” They are different in content but 
similar in intent. Even the Greeks knew there was 
a link between these illnesses, and that even their 
gods were infected with the disease. Of course, 
by the time the Greeks were anesthetized by the 
Romans, they no longer cared.

So, for Jesus, as well as for Paul, an explication 
of sin is an essential, a non-negotiable part of the 
gospel proclamation. 

How deeply this infection runs in modern cul-
ture! So, do we simply let the disease take its toll, 
or do we do something about it? Let me tell you—
their momma is not going to do anything about it 
in many cases. In a day when Baptist septuagenar-
ians are shacking up, just who is going to try to 
keep the fox out of the henhouse? Well, if no one 
else will do it, then the pastor gets the call. And he 
should. And he better.

The preacher must declare that unrepented 

sin itself is alienation. The unrepentant sinner is 
alienated from God—either as a non-believer or 
as a believer under discipline from the Lord. The 
unbeliever, even the one in my church or your 
church on Sunday morning, stands in danger of 
hell-fire, as Edwards reminded us in his famous 
sermon. Curiously, in Jesus’ even more famous 
sermon, after discussing the sins of anger and lust, 
he said exactly the same thing. “If you do not deal 
with your sins of anger and lust, you are in danger 
of hell-fire.” Let me tell you something, fellow 
pastor. Your members will not all faint if you occa-
sionally use the word “hell” from the pulpit. (Well, 
not all of them!) I know the word was probably 
overcooked at one time in history, but undercook-
ing is no more palatable than overcooking.

So, we preach on alienation, but not in order 
to alienate. We preach on alienation in order to 
reconcile. So, when you preach on sin, do it with 
tears in your eyes and not a flash of anger. (Don’t 
preach against anger angrily.) When you preach 
on sin and alienation, do it recognizing your own 
sinfulness and alienation. Admit that you, too, 
have been where they are, and that you are not the 
expert come here to lecture them on getting their 
lives right. You are simply the one who got out of 
the mire before they did, so that you could throw 
them a rope of rescue. But when 
you preach on sin, make it clear 
that this is a crucial moment. With 
both anger and lust, Jesus said, “Do 
something now! This is not the 
time to mull it over. Get out now, 
or you may be in hell by morning.” 
Preachers need to remind them-
selves of that, too.

SBJT: There are many ethical 
entailments tied to the truth that 
humans are created in God’s 
image. Why do you believe the 
pro-life cause is one of the most 
important entailments and worth fighting for?
Denny Burk: There are evangelicals today who 
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support a pro-life position, but in their elec-
toral politics they do not treat the protection of 
the unborn as a transcendent priority. This is  
a mistake.

In the run-up to the Presidential election last 
November, these “pro-lifers” argued that there is 
more to being pro-life than being anti-abortion. 
According to them, a pro-life ethic would also 
include the protection of the environment, the 
ending of the war in Iraq, and the adoption of 
progressive economic reforms. Singling-out the 
abortion issue (they would argue) as an electoral 
priority simply misses the point of what it means 
to be pro-life.

So here was the dispute we saw among “pro-
life” evangelicals before the 2008 election. Evan-
gelicals such as James Dobson, Albert Mohler, 
and John Piper argued that ending legal abortion 
should be a priority for voters as they went to the 
polls. Progressives such as Jim Wallis, Tony Cam-
polo, and Darrell Bock argued that Christians 
have focused too narrowly on the abortion issue. 
For them, simply being anti-abortion would not 
make one pro-life in this broader sense, and thus 
single-issue voting with respect to the abortion 
issue would be irresponsible.

What are we to make of this controversy? How 
do we make an ethical assessment of the claims 
of both sides? How should evangelicals weigh the 
importance of the abortion issue in their engage-
ment in the public square and, in particular, in the 
way that they vote in national elections? In short, 
how should Christians steward their franchise in 
the presidential elections?

My argument has been (and is now) that if 
the unborn are truly image-bearers of Almighty 
God, then the inevitable implication of that view 
is that ending legal abortion should be a transcen-
dent value for evangelical engagement in electoral 
politics. Why? The fundamental role of govern-
ment in society is to enforce justice and to protect 
innocent human life. Romans 13:1-7 says that 
this is the baseline responsibility of all human 
governments.

Yet in America, one group of persons do not 
have this baseline protection from their govern-
ment. The current law of our land excludes from 
the human community a whole class of human 
beings—the unborn. Right now under the regime 
of Roe v. Wade, it is legal in our country to kill 
unborn human beings at any stage of development 
from 0-9 months gestation. In other words, our 
nation’s laws do not recognize an intrinsic right 
to life for the unborn. In some cases, animals 
have more protection under the law than unborn 
people do.

The Roe v. Wade decision has presided over 
the deaths of nearly 50 million innocent human 
babies since 1973, and it stands as the singular 
legal obstacle to passing laws restricting abortion 
in our country. The only way for the unborn to 
be protected in law is for Roe to be overturned. It 
will take a five-person majority on the Supreme 
Court to overturn Roe. Absent such a majority, it 
will continue to be legal for the babies to be killed. 
Presidential elections are consequential in this 
regard, since Presidents are the ones who appoint 
the Justices who have the power to either uphold 
or overturn Roe.

With nearly fifty million babies already dead, is 
it not clear that in America abortion-on-demand 
is the greatest human rights crisis of our time? 
Perhaps the reason that some people do not feel 
the weight of this horror is that abortion is largely 
out of their view. The cries of aborted babies do 
not escape their mother’s womb, and citizens don’t 
hear the screams that would otherwise provoke 
the repugnance of any decent person. Thus those 
who have eyes to see will have no more patience 
for abortion-on-demand than they do for legal 
slavery or the holocaust. 

In light of all of this, how can pro-life evan-
gelicals justify treating the abortion issue as one 
among many other “pro-life” issues when they 
enter the voting booth? As Stan Guthrie has said, 
if everything is a priority, then nothing is a prior-
ity. Surely the protection of innocent human life is 
a transcendent value, one that must take priority 
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over policy-disputes about the environment and 
the economy.

My contention is that the judgment of history 
will rule against those who were ostensibly pro-
life but who nevertheless would not stand for the 
unborn in electoral politics. But even more impor-
tant than the judgment of history is the judgment 
of God. Prov 24:11-12 commands God’s people to 
“rescue” innocent human life from being unjustly 
snuffed out. This command issues from the same 
God who said “thou shalt not kill” and “thou shalt 
not bear false witness,” and it has the same author-
ity over the conscience. 

How do we “rescue” the unborn? We cannot 
reduce the protection of the unborn to a matter of 
electoral politics. Supporting adoption alternatives 
and crisis pregnancy centers, for instance, are a 
part of rescuing the innocents being led to slaugh-
ter. That being said, while we certainly should not 
reduce our defense of the unborn to electoral poli-
tics, we dare not exclude electoral politics from our 
concern. Thus, faithful Christians will use their 
democratic privileges to press for the defense of 
the unborn. Christians in China or Saudi Arabia 
so not have a say in such matters. But in America, 
Christians do. Why then wouldn’t an evangelical 
make it a priority to vote to protect life? 

The world is broken, and at the end of the day 
we do not put our hope in our government to fix it 
(Ps 20:7). Our hope is in a sovereign and just God 
who will one day make all things new (Rev 21:5). 
But our hope in God’s perfect justice in the future 
should never be used as an excuse to be indifferent 
about injustice in the present. 

God has said over and over that He is ardently 
interested in protecting the innocent (e.g., Deut 
10:18; 14:29; Ps 146:9; Isa 1:17, 23; Zech 7:10; 
Mal 3:5; Jas 1:27). At the last judgment, protect-
ing innocent human life will be seen for the tran-
scendent value that it is. Evangelicals need to ask 
themselves if their stewardship of the franchise 
reflects that value. 

SBJT: One of the goals in studying theology is 
to see the interrelationships between various 
doctrines. With that in mind, do you think 
there is a relationship between the doctrines 
of human beings and Christ, and if so, what?
Stephen J. Wellum: Most defi-
nitely anthropology and Christol-
ogy are interrelated in Scripture. It 
has been rightly said that Christol-
ogy requires not only a clear con-
ception of God but also of human 
beings as well. After all, when we 
speak of the incarnation we affirm 
that Jesus Christ is one person 
who is truly God and truly man 
in two natures forever. It should 
not surprise us, then, that what 
the Scripture says about human 
beings is important for Christol-
ogy. Indeed, I would want to state it even stron-
ger: what Scripture states regarding the nature 
of human beings is essential to make coherent 
and plausible the very idea of an incarnation. Let 
me explain what I mean by briefly highlighting 
two points from theological anthropology which 
directly apply to Christology.

First, the Scriptural teaching that human 
beings are created in the “image of God” is vitally 
important for Christology. As Genesis 1-2 makes 
clear, human beings are creatures with a close 
affinity to the rest of creation, yet we are also dif-
ferent from the entire creation, even uniquely dif-
ferent from angelic beings, precisely because we 
are created as God’s image-bearers. This remark-
able fact not only underscores our uniqueness 
but stresses our distinctness from all that God 
has made and how we are uniquely related to 
God as persons. While other created things are 
made “after their kind” (Gen 1:11-12, 20, 24-25), 
human beings are made like God himself, after 
the divine pattern, at a finite level (Gen 1:26-27). 
That is why, at the heart of understanding who we 
are as human beings, is the concept of the imago 
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Dei. Biblically and theologically it is the essential 
determination of that which constitutes “human-
ity” as opposed to non-humanity.

But what exactly does it mean to affirm that 
human beings are created in the “image of God?” 
This is not easy to determine given the fact that 
the expression is not used as a technical term in 
Scripture. Minimally, I would argue, especially 
in light of an Ancient Near East background, that 
“image of God” means that human beings are 
created like God, especially with capacities and 
abilities to rule as God’s representatives over his 
creation for God’s glory. In other words, under 
God’s rule and authority, human beings, as image-
bearers” are his vice-regents over creation. This is 
borne out in Gen 1:26c where it is best translated 
as a purpose clause: “in order that they [human 
beings] may have dominion,” i.e., function in a 
kingly and royal way. This does not entail that 
dominion is the definition of the image, as some 
have sought to argue, but rather that dominion 
is best viewed as a consequence of it. A crucial 
text which buttresses this point is Psalm 8 which 
describes human beings in royal terms. Interest-
ingly, this text is developed in Heb 2:5-18 where 
it is applied to Christ who not only is the true 
“image of God” as the divine Son—the archetype 
(see Col 1:15; cf. Heb 1:3)—but also the one who 
is the “image of God” in that he takes upon our 
humanity, identifies with us, and fulfills Adam’s 
role by winning for us our salvation as the obedi-
ent Son. So whatever “image” exactly means, it is 
a term that signifies our uniqueness, our dignity 
before God, and the representative role we play for 
the entire creation so that God deals with creation 
on the basis of how he deals with human beings. 
Indeed, what a unique and incredible role we have, 
to say the least.

Why is this important for Christology? It is 
important for at least this reason: the making 
sense and plausibility of the very idea of an incar-
nation is found here. Probably one of the most 
difficult questions in Christology is how the two 
natures of deity and humanity are united in one 

person. Given the Creator-creature distinction 
how is this possible? How do we make coherent 
sense of it? A lot of reflection has taken place in 
this regard (to say the least), but I simply want to 
point out (as many have done before me) that, as 
difficult as these concepts are, the biblical teach-
ing that humans are created as imago Dei—after 
the divine pattern—helps make sense of this even 
though we will never fully be able to fathom it. For 
at the heart of what constitutes humanity, what 
sets it apart from mere animal life, are capaci-
ties and resultant roles in creation the originals 
of which are to be found in God. Human nature 
as created is already related and similar to what 
God is, albeit at a finite level. Given this fact, to 
speak of an incarnation, as mind-boggling as it 
is, is not irrational since what it means to be truly 
human is revealed in and by God himself, particu-
larly in relation to the divine Son who is nothing 
less than the true, exact image of God (Col 1:15; 
cf. Heb 1:3). In this way, the biblical teaching of 
human beings created as the imago Dei provides 
the grounds for helping make sense of the very 
possibility as well as plausibility of an incarnation. 

In this regard, it is important to compare and 
contrast the Bible’s teaching with Islam. Why 
does Islamic theology deny the very possibility 
of an incarnation? A lot of answers could be given 
specifically related to their denial of a Triune God, 
the personal nature of God, a wrong view of God’s 
transcendence, and so on. But certainly one of the 
reasons is due to the fact that Islam denies that 
human beings are created as imago Dei. Given 
their view of God and of human beings, it is no 
wonder that the incarnation is denied from the 
outset as impossible. God is so unlike us; we are 
so unlike God that the very concept of an incarna-
tion is rejected a priori. But this is not the case in 
Christian theology. Why? Because the Scripture 
presents us with an entirely different view of God 
and of human beings vis-à-vis God.

A second important interrelationship between 
the doctrines of human beings and Christ is the 
biblical development of the first Adam-last Adam 
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typological relationship (see Rom 5:12-21; 1 Cor 
15:20-23; cf. Heb 2:5-18). It is hard to overesti-
mate the importance of this typological relation-
ship for understanding the storyline of Scripture 
and specifically Christology. By the time one 
gets to the NT, especially in the writings of Paul, 
human history is divided up under the representa-
tive headship of two men: Adam and Christ. On 
the one hand, Adam represents all that is tied to 
the “old creation” and “this present age” character-
ized by sin, death, and judgment. Anyone, then, 
who is “in Adam,” given Adam’s disobedience, 
now comes into this world dead in their sins and 
under the judicial sentence of God. In this way, 
Adam’s headship has the deeper privilege of more 
than ordinary fatherhood. It also includes the 
dignity of defining what it means to be human 
for he stands not merely as our physical head but 
also as our covenantal head. Being human, then, is 
equivalent to bearing his image (1 Cor 15:49), but 
now, sadly, in light of the Fall, it also means that 
we stand under his condemnation as well. On the 
other hand, we have another man, our Lord Jesus 
Christ. He represents all that is associated with 
the “new creation” and from the perspective of the 
OT prophets, “the age to come.” He is associated 
with and he wins for us, all that is characterized 
by salvation, life, and the restoration of what was 
lost in Adam’s sin. In fact, by his life, death, and 
resurrection—by his obedience—he wins for us 
our salvation and stands as our covenantal head 
for us, as our representative and substitute, our 
Lord and Savior. 

What is the significance of this for Christol-
ogy? Two points need to be stressed. First, Adam’s 
unique role in creation establishes why, given the 
Fall, there needs to be another man to come who 
can undo the corruptive results of the first man. 
In this way, the entire rationale for the need for 
an incarnation and ultimately the cross is laid 
down. In order to restore what was lost in the first 
representative head, viz., Adam, there is the need 
for another head, another man to come, Jesus the 
Christ, who comes in the likeness of sinful flesh 

(Rom 8:3), identifies with us, yet does not fail in 
his obedience, in order to bring about our redemp-
tion and restoration (Psalm 8; Heb 2:5-18). In 
other words, Adam, made in the image of God, 
anticipates another man who will also act as our 
head and representative, yet, thankfully, he will 
not and does not fail. 

Secondly, and building off the first observation, 
as is common with typological structures, the type 
gives way to the antitype, but in so doing it moves 
from the lesser to the greater and from the inferior 
to the superior. This, I contend, becomes one of 
the primary means by which Scripture establishes 
the superiority and uniqueness of Christ and thus 
“does” Christology. In other words, this is how 
Christology “works” or is “done” in Scripture as 
one moves along the storyline of Scripture. As we 
progress from Adam to Christ, we progress to one 
who not only fulfills the role of Adam, but also 
completely eclipses it. That is why the NT does 
not present Christ merely as another Adam, that 
is, as merely another man. Rather, in Christ, we 
have a man but we also have one who is the God-
man, the Lord of glory, the Word made flesh. Fur-
thermore, in thinking about the accomplishment 
of his work we have results that no mere Adam or 
any other creature could ever achieve. In him we 
literally have the inauguration of the new creation 
and the coming of God and his saving reign to this 
world. By him and through him, thankfully, we 
have a far greater and more powerful work than 
anything before him, a work that ultimately only 
a God-man can do, thus establishing his utter 
uniqueness and superiority. 

In this way, the storyline of Scripture “unfolds” 
the person and work of Christ to us. It is by 
these kinds of typological structures—Adam 
to Christ—that Scripture unpacks the identity, 
superiority, and uniqueness of Christ, and it is by 
means of these structures that Scripture presses 
the all-important question upon us: Who do we 
say that he is? Who is the Christ? Who is this one 
who is able to reverse the effects of Adam and by 
his life, death, and resurrection usher in the “new 
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creation” and the “the age to come?” Who is this 
one who takes on the very role and identity of 
the God of Israel by inaugurating the kingdom, 
ushering in eternal life, and achieving for us our 
justification? Of course the answer that Scripture 
gives is this: The one who can do all these incred-
ible things is nothing less than God the Son, the 
Lord of Glory who has taken on our flesh; the one 
who is truly God and truly man, the last Adam; 
the one who humbled himself even to death on 
a cross for us and for our salvation; the one who 
is utterly worthy to receive all of our worship, 
devotion, love, and obedience for now and for 
all-eternity.


