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Rosalind Selby Chapter & verse

On 19 February, the entire fi rst 
creation story is set in the 
lectionary (Genesis 1:1-2:3). It’s a 
very long reading, and perhaps 

some preachers will shy away from it 
because of the sheer length. Or, perhaps, 
because of the so-relevant issues raised, 
a few verses might be selected. I’m going 
to pick up from 1:26, and ask: what does 
it mean to be made in the image of God? 
What does that image consist in? 

Interpreters have made a number of 
(sometimes unexpected) suggestions over 
the centuries: humans are political. (But 
what about ants and bees?) Humans laugh. 
(But some apes seem to have a sense of 
humour.) We are tool-makers. (But over 
30 species of birds use tools, and that’s 
before we begin on mammals.) We cook. 
(I have to say, that was a new one for me, 
and I’m not sure how that’s supposed to 
work!) We are rational. (But many animals 
are intelligent enough to problem solve.) 
Only human beings walk upright and 
have an upward gaze. (But some great apes 
and monkeys do too.) An 18th-century 
suggestion was: only human beings have 
noses. (Presumably someone hadn’t met 
an elephant, tapir or bottle-nosed dolphin.) 
More serious suggestions concern human 
beings uniquely having bodies inhabited by 
souls which are immaterial – just like God. 
But this is taken from Greek philosophy 
and not from the Bible. In Scripture, to be 
human is to be a whole being, material and 
non-material. 

Another possibility is that human beings’ 
ability to form loving relationships refl ects 
the inner nature of our triune God, which 
is perfect relationship between Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit. But we see many 

animal species (and some plant species) 
living in relationship with one another, 
and this theory presupposes a particular 
understanding of the Trinity. (There are 
discussions about these possibilities in 
Keith Thomas’ Man and the Natural World and 
Jürgen Moltmann’s God in Creation.)

The complexity of the issue is becoming 
obvious: as soon as we try to pin down one 
precise aspect of our bodies or natures and 
suggest that ‘this is in God’s image’, we get 
into problems. More recent interpretation 
suggests that it is not something about 
human nature that refl ects God’s image, 
but our role within creation. Reading 
on in Genesis, we fi nd that immediately 

after the will to create human beings in 
God’s image comes the instruction to be a 
fruitful part of all creation, and to be in a 
particular relationship with it. 

Over the years, we seem to have 
misunderstood what it means to ‘have 
dominion’. Certainly, non-human creation 
has had a raw deal from us. If we are to 
have a God-imaged relationship with 
creation, then our fi rst task, surely, is to 
look and see that it is all ‘very good’ in 
and of itself, rather than claim any right 
to exploit or abuse. I don’t wish to sweep 
under the carpet the problem texts where 
God’s creation seems to come off badly. 
(What, for example, did the frogs, locusts 
and fi rst-born animals do wrong that they 
suffered in the ‘plagues of Egypt’ that 
God used to punish intransigent human 
beings?) What we cannot tell is how much 
we are reading the interpretation of what 
God has done through the eyes of human 
writers, and that’s a whole other debate.

For me, the key is that we cannot 
arrogate to ourselves the position of the 
creator (that was Adam and Eve’s problem 
– they wanted to be like gods.) Rather, we 
should be living as a part of God’s good 
creation, and seeking to serve the God 
who has created all. 

Reading the fi rst creation story, we 
notice that, in response to the emerging 
of different aspects of creation, ‘God saw 
that it was good.’ Human beings, on the 
other hand, do not hear those words from 
God just for us. It is only in the summing 
up that we read: ‘God saw everything 
that he had made, and indeed, it was very 
good.’ We, humankind, are only ‘very 
good’ when playing our part within the 
whole. A lesson in humility? A lesson in 
relationship not only with God, but with 
all God’s good creation? I think so. That 
would be a wonderful ‘image’ for us to 
live out.
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‘Non-human creation 
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‘... So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and 
female he created them. …’

Genesis 1:1-2:3
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Small group discussion questions
February 2017

Chapter & verse – Rosalind Selby (page 18)
Read Genesis 1:1-2:3 followed by Rosalind Selby’s article.

1. Rosalind’s article in Reform on the subject of being made in the image of God is 
accompanied by an image illustrating the world of the opening chapters of Genesis. How well 
do you think the image captures what we read in the Bible passage?

2. ‘What’, asks Rosalind in paragraph one, ‘does it mean to be made in the image of God?’ 
How might you have answered that question before reading ‘Chapter & verse’?

3. In paragraph two, Rosalind lists various interpretations of the phrase. Which do you find 
the most – and least – convincing? And why? 

4. Paragraph three gives us another possible interpretation of being made in the image of 
God. What are the strengths and weaknesses of this interpretation? 

5. In paragraph four, Rosalind suggests that being in the image of God may be not about our 
nature but about our role ‘fruitful’. In what way is God fruitful, and how might humans have a 
similar role?

6. Genesis 1:28 describes humanity’s particular relationship with creation as having 
‘dominion’. What does that word mean when applied to God, and what might it mean for 
human beings?

7. In what ways has creation ‘had a raw deal from us’, as Rosalind puts it in paragraph five? 
Does this passage in Genesis justify that? Does it condemn it?

8. What understanding of the phrase ‘created in God’s image’ have you ended up with after 
talking through these interpretations? What practical difference might it make to believe that 
human beings are made in the image of God?
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For further reflection: ‘Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though 
he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited’ 
Philippians 2:5-6

Prayer: Father, from whom everything that we have and are comes, help us to see your image 
in one another and to honour it in ourselves. Amen
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‘... So God created humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and 
female he created them. …’

Genesis 1:1-2:3
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