
“In The Image Of God”                                                                  June 10, 2018 
Genesis 1:25-28 

SI:  Several weeks ago when our Missions Committee was planning  Catherine  
   Bethell’s visit with us today, they asked me to preach on the value of human life. 
So I’m going to interrupt our study of the Song of Solomon and we’ll 
   pick that back up next Lord’s Day. 
So if we are thinking about the work of First Source for Women— 
   and if we are thinking about the value of human life— 
   what’s the first place in the Bible where that is addressed?   
Genesis, of course.  Please turn to Genesis 1:25-28 

INTRO:  One of the great missionaries of the 19th century was a Mary Slessor.   
She was from Dundee, Scotland. 
She grew up poor and started working in the mills at age 11.  
   She had a devout mother and a good church, came to faith as a child. 
   When she was 28 she became a missionary in Africa, what is now Nigeria. 
Mary lived by herself with a tribe in the interior of Nigeria. 
   There was a lot of violence against women and slaves that broke her heart. 
   But what troubled her the most was the murder of twins. 

This tribe believed that if a woman had twins, one was conceived by her husband 
   but the other was conceived through intercourse with a demon. 
There was no way to tell the human baby from the demon baby so both would be 
   killed and the mother banished and driven out into the jungle for her crime. 
If those women survived it was by living on the fringes of the village as prostitutes.   
   When Mary discovered this practice she was determined to do something. 

So when she heard some twins were born, she raced over before the witchdoctors  
   arrived to kill them and took the twins with her back to her hut.   
That caused a hubbub.  They were outraged that she defied their custom. 
The were afraid of having a demon baby still living there. 
   So they kept trying to steal twins from her to kill them, tried to poison them. 
Eventually Mary was able to take them to a city on the Nigerian coast where  
   there was British authority so they were safe.  Some missionaries adopted them. 

Mary rescued hundreds of twins.  Many of them died anyway. 
   But even the hopeless ones she would take home and cuddle them and rock them  
   and sing to them and pray for them as they passed away. 
She would always wash their bodies and give them a dignified burial. 



   Those who survived she would find missionary homes for or adopt herself. 
She also tried to help the mothers who were banished, but sadly most of them 
   had so internalized the shame that they would not respond to her love and care. 
Of course she shared the Good News of the love of God through Jesus Christ. 
   Over 40 years many came to faith in Christ, tribe transformed, twin murder ended. 

Why did Mary Slessor rescue those all those twins? 
It was certainly her love and compassion.  The love of God poured into her heart. 
   Her compassion was aroused for the helpless, hurting people 
But there was a deeper reason, an underlying theological reason. 
   She believed those children were made in the image of God. 
And as image-bearers of the Creator, their lives had great value.  
   Not only their lives, their persons, their bodies had great value. 

I’m sure that within that Nigerian tribe there was parental love. 
   I’m sure there were mothers and fathers who loved their children. 
So why did they kill some of their children?   
   Because of their beliefs.  Because of their theology. 
They sincerely believed some of them were demon children. 
   They believed they a threat to the tribe’s wellbeing and a danger to be eliminated.   
The lives and bodies of those babies had no value and were tossed out into the  
   jungle like refuse.  And it wasn’t just twin babies who suffered because of this  
  belief, the mothers of those children did too. 

Mary Slessor’s story is vivid and dramatic. 
The contrast between her beliefs and practice and the beliefs and practice 
   of that tribe could not be more stark. 
But it’s not unusual.  What I mean is this.   
   If you look through history you find time and again when the Christian view  
   of the human person is in stark contrast with the view of the surrounding society.  

We’re living in one of those times.   
So let’s spend some time this morning pondering this. 
   And to organize our thoughts I want us to consider three points. 
1.  What God’s word says about the human person 
2.  What secular culture says about the human person 
3.  How, as believers, we ought to respond to these conflicting beliefs 



MP#1  What God’s word says about the human person 
It says a lot, but let’s focus on Genesis 1, which is so foundational. 
On the sixth day God creates animals.  He’s already created birds and sea creatures 
   on the fifth day, but on the sixth day he creates land animals of every kind. 
And then God pauses before his crowning act of creation and he says: 
   “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness.” 

An image or likeness of something follows the same pattern as the original. 
   In some way it represents the original. 
   When you see an image or likeness, you know more about the original. 
One way to think of this is looking at a photograph. 
   When you look at a picture, the image and likeness tells you something about  
   the original—if it’s a landscape or a person’s portrait. 
If people are made in the image of God, then we are a living picture of who God is.   
   We reflect who God is in a way rest of creation doesn’t. 

So what exactly is it?  What is the image of God?   
   Theologians have written books on this subject, but a few things stand out.   
God says:  Let us make man in our image.  Let us.  The first clue about Trinity. 
   There is only one God, but he exists in three Persons so that means God in  
   himself is relational.  Within the Trinity, there is relationship.   
Human beings reflect the image of God in this way.  We are relational beings. 

You know what happens in Genesis 2.   
   God says it is not good for the man to be alone so he creates a woman as helper. 
That means lots of things but at the very least it means only another person  
   could relate to the man in a real and satisfying way. 
Here’s where the theologians who have written books about the image of God 
   start to make lists—we communicate our thoughts to each other through words 
   as God does, we make rational and moral decisions like God does, we have a  
    whole range of feelings and emotions, through those interact with other people.  

Something else in the passage:   
God says that mankind has dominion over the rest of creation.  
   Human beings are above the rest of creation, they rule over all the animals. 
   Once again, this is a huge subject.  Get into matters of stewardship and so on. 
The point is that dominion-bearing is godlike.   
   When people work and create and build and develop and invent and perfect, 
   those are all godlike qualities that set us apart from all other creatures.  
And there’s one more detail, it’s in chapter 2 which describes Adam’s creation. 



God formed him from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life,  
   and the man became a living creature.  That’s the NIV 
Old King James says: became a living soul.  It’s Hebrew word nephesh. 
   Which is hard to translate into English—soul, life, life force, being. 
   Man became a living life, a living soul, a living life force, a living being. 
It’s the first hint of something crucial in Bible. 

The image of God is not just the invisible part of a person.   
   It’s not just our souls or spirits or minds.  The image of God extends to our bodies 
   And that is because God made us as unified spiritual-physical beings. 
Follow me on this, because it’s important.  God doesn’t have a body.  God is Spirit. 
   God made us like himself in that way, that we have a spirit, we have a soul. 
   I’m using those terms soul and spirit interchangeably.  
We have an invisible, spiritual aspect of our person.   

But God has also given us bodies.  Notice how Adam’s body is described. 
   It’s not something inconsequential.  It’s essential to who he is.   
   He’s a spiritual-physical unity.  
The bodies that God has given us are more than just a house for our souls, 
   they are the instrument of our souls, they express our souls’ desires. 
It’s why the Psalms, for example, can either say lift up your soul to the Lord 
   or lift up your hands to the Lord and it means the same thing.   
   The visible body expresses the movements of the invisible soul. 

So the whole human person—body and soul—bears the image of God and is  
   therefore immensely valuable and due all honor and respect and care. 
James says, we read earlier:  How dare you use your mouth to praise God and curse  
   people made in God’s image.  Image-bearers due honor and respect. 

One more detail from Genesis.  “Male and female created he them.”  
   Men and women are equally image-bearers.  What about children?  Unborn? 
Not stated here but the Bible assumes it.  Psalm 139 the classic passage:   
   For you created my inmost being, you knit me together in my mother’s womb.  
So why do we value people, men and women, adults and children? 
Because all people reflect, however imperfectly, the personal, relational, 
   rational, moral, communicative, creative image of God himself. 
And as such each one is owed honor and respect and care. 
   That’s what we believe.  Let’s now consider . . . 
MP#2  What secular culture says about the human person 
I realize it’s hard to talk about secular culture in general. 



   Obviously individuals have different views. 
But it’s fair to say that there is a broad cultural view in America and in the West  
    that we could call secular.   
By secular I mean a view of life that does not believe in God in a biblical sense, 
   and does not believe human beings were created by God or bear God’s image. 

What does secular culture say about the human person? 
It says that not all human beings are persons.  Some are and some aren’t. 
   Those human beings with personhood have a right to life. 
   Those human beings without personhood do not have a right to life. 

Miranda Sawyer is a British journalist.   
Several years ago she wrote an article about her confusion she got pregnant. 
   She wanted a baby.  She was glad she was pregnant.  But that confused her. 
I was calling the life inside me a baby because I wanted it.  Yet if I hadn't, I would think of it 
just as a group of cells that it was OK to kill.  It was the same entity.  It was merely my response 
to it that determined whether it would live or die.  That seemed irrational to me.  Maybe even 
immoral . . . But I couldn't be an anti-abortionist!  I'm not religious.  I have ethics, but they're 
nice squishy ones. 

Do you understand why she was conflicted? 
Because she realized that no matter what you call it, whether a baby or cells— 
   it’s the same entity.  It’s a human life.  That is a scientific fact. 
So it seemed to her irrational that merely her emotional response to it could 
   determine whether it was a person with a right to life or not. 
She struggles with this through the article and finally comes down to the 
   conclusion that a human life in womb becomes a person with a right to life 
   when it can feel pain.  So she is ok with early abortion, not late-term abortion. 
Early abortion is not killing a person, late abortion probably is. 

So is that what determines when a human life becomes a person?  Feeling pain? 
Francis Crick, you know that name, molecular biologist says:  
   “No newborn infant should be declared human until it has passed certain tests regarding its  
   genetic endowment and if it fails these tests, it forfeits the right to life” 
And his colleague James Watson says a newborn becomes a person 
   Three days after birth, when there is no evidence of genetic defects. 
Which means that those born with genetic or physical abnormalities are not persons.   

John Harris, bioethicist, says: 
“Nine months of development leave the human embryo far short of the emergence of anything  
   that can be called a person . . . must be able to value its own existence. 



He argues personhood begins at age three.   
   Before that, parents should be able to decide if the child lives or dies.   

Joseph Fletcher, bioethicist, says a human life becomes a person when it 
   achieves a high enough score on intelligence, self-awareness, self, control, a sense  
   of time, concern for others, communication, curiosity, neocortal function. 
Someone has said that by that standard, middle school boys are not persons. 
   But seriously, advocating intelligence tests for determining personhood 
   and the right to life. 

Are you getting the picture here.  When you remove God, and when you separate  
   personhood from human life, then personhood become completely arbitrary. 
Are you a person at the first trimester, third trimester, at birth, three days after, 
   when you are three years old, when you pass genetic tests, or simply if your 
   parents want you?  Are you a person if you are twin to a demon child? 
Ultimately it’s the strong against the weak.   
   The state decides who is a person with a right to life and who is not a person.  

What a grim and heartless view this is.  
Richard Rorty was a famous American philosopher, taught at Princeton, Stanford. 
   He was an atheist.  But listen to this.  Listen to what he admits. 
Throughout history societies have come up with various ways to exclude certain groups from 
the human family.  Those who belonged to a different tribe, clan, race, or religion were labeled 
subhuman.  By contrast, Christianity gave rise to the concept of universal rights, derived from 
the conviction “that all human beings are created in the image of God.”  Due to Darwin, we no 
longer accept the idea of creation.  Therefore we are no longer morally bound to maintain that 
everyone who is biologically human has equal dignity. 

He’s not glad about that.   
He’s saying because Christianity is not true we’re up the creek without a paddle. 
   If we don’t believe all people are created in the image of God, then we don’t 
   have anything to keep us from labeling some people subhuman. 
But it is true.  And next to the Gospel of salvation through Jesus Christ, 
   the image of God is the most wonderful, precious truth of the Christian faith. 
Men and women, adults and babies, those with whole minds and bodies and those 
   who are broken, people of every tribe, language, nation, and race are image- 
   bearers of the Creator and are owed honor and respect and care. 
MP#3  How, as believers, we ought to respond to these conflicting beliefs 
I told you at the beginning that even though Mary Slessor’s situation seems  
   vivid and dramatic, it’s not really unusual.   



The first Christians, the early church, faced something similar. 
In the Roman Empire it was a common practice to put unwanted newborns on 
   garbage heaps.  It was called exposing them, as in, exposing to the elements. 
   Most died, some were picked up to be raised as slaves or prostitutes. 
The Christians rescued them and raised them as their own. 
   They also cared for widows and old slaves who had been pushed out to die 
   on the streets.   

There is a famous letter written by a Roman official complaining about  
   Christians—he can’t stand them—they offend his Roman beliefs. 
But he admits in the letter they put pagan Romans to shame by their care for needy. 

Christianity spread through sharing the Gospel, through the proclamation  
   of the good new of salvation through faith in Christ alone. 
And that message was affirmed through the deeds of respect and care and kindness 
   that Christians extended to the castoffs of Roman society. 

We are to respond to conflicting beliefs about the value of the human person 
   through our words and actions. 
We must speak and tell about the value of each person as an image-bearer, 
   and about the love of God and salvation through Christ. 
And we must act on behalf of those people who are harmed by the dehumanizing  
   beliefs and practices of our society. 

If we are thinking specifically about abortion and our community  
   and First Source for Women, it’s helpful to think in terms of different callings. 
Some Christians are called to speak and teach about this.   
   That’s part of my calling and what I’m trying to do today. 
   If you are a parent, you have a role in teaching this to your children. 
Some Christians are called to work to change laws regarding abortion, 
   to work in government.  That’s a high calling.   
Some are called to actually work in an organization like First Source for Women, 
   or to work for it in some way, helping it grow and expand and be more effective. 
Some Christian women are called into relationships with women who are  
   considering abortion or who have had abortions.  That’s a special calling. 
Because it requires presenting these wonderful truths about the image of God 
   and the love of God, and Christ’s forgiveness and grace to women who are 
   in a very tough spot.  Perhaps who are struggling with guilt and shame. 
My mother-in-law, Paulette, did this for years in Jacksonville.   



Some Christians are called to prayer.  God gives a special gift of prayer to some. 
   This is a matter that cries out for prayer warriors who will consistently come 
   to the throne of God, pleading for the lives of children and women. 
And some Christians are called to give, to give financially. 
   That’s what Catherine has asked all of us to consider.   
   Filling a baby bottle with change to help them fund their work. 

The callings are many but the goal is always the same. 
We want to defend life that is made in the image of God—defend it, honor it, 
   care for it—both the life of the child and the life of the woman bearing the child. 
We want to praise God and honor people made in his image. 

There’s that verse in Philippians where Paul encourages the believers  
   to shine like the stars of the universe in this wicked and corrupt generation. 
We can do that in this particular matter through our words and deeds.


