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Introduction 

We believe that God has created human beings in the divine image. God formed them from the 

dust of the earth and gave them a special dignity among all the works of creation. Human beings 

have been made for relationship with God, to live in peace with each other, and to take care of 

the rest of creation. 

We believe that human beings were created good, in the image of God. As creatures according to 

the divine likeness, we have been made stewards to subdue and to care for creation out of 

reverence and honor for the Creator. As creatures made in the divine image, we have been 

blessed with the abilities to respond faithfully to God, to live in harmony with other human 

beings, and to engage in meaningful work and rest. Because both Adam and Eve were equally 

and wonderfully made in the divine image, God’s will from the beginning has been for women 

and men to live in loving and mutually helpful relationships with each other. 

We are grateful that God patiently preserves humanity and faithfully remains with us even 

through death. God has made provision for the salvation of humanity and the redemption of 

creation. We believe that the image of God in all its fullness has been revealed and restored in 

Jesus Christ, in whom we find our true humanity. 

The “image of God” refers to the unique relationship of human beings to God and therefore also 

to their distinctive relationship to each other and to the rest of creation. The term refers to human 

beings as a whole rather than to one particular aspect of the person.Some theological 

understandings of human beings have focused on humanity’s role as God’s representative on 

earth to manage and care for it. Some have emphasized the relationship between men and women 

as a symbol of the inner relationships of the triune God. Other views have underscored the 

distinctive relationship with God for which human beings have been created. And some have 

focused on the differences between human beings and animals, especially human reason, culture, 

and morality. Each of these views emphasizes one aspect of the larger biblical picture of being 

human, which this article has summarized as being in the image and likeness of God. 

According to Genesis 1:26-27, God created both man and woman in the divine image. Both are 

equal in relation to God and are created for relationship with each other. Woman’s relation to 

God is not derived from man, and man’s relation to God is not derived from woman. Genesis 

2:18 describes woman as man’s “helper,” but this does not imply one-sided subordination. The 

same Hebrew word is most often used for God as “help” or “helper” (for example, in Deut. 33:7, 

26; Ps. 33:20; 54:4; 70:5; 115:9-11). The rule of man over woman is a result of sin (Gen. 3:16) 

and is therefore not an acceptable order among the redeemed (Gal. 3:28; 1 Cor. 7:4; 11:11-

12).The renewal of humanity in Jesus Christ restores both woman and man to the divine image. 

On Pentecost, the Holy Spirit was poured out upon both men and women directly in accord with 

the prophecy of Joel (Acts 2:1-18; see also Acts 1:12-14). In the community of faith, Gentiles 

have the same status as Jews, slaves as free, and women as men (2 Cor. 6:18). They are called to 

live in unity with each other (Gal. 3:25-28) and in mutual subjection to each other (Eph. 5:21-

6:9). 
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We believe that God created human beings with an ability to choose to obey or to disobey the 

word of God (Gen. 2:15-17). Humanity has been created with the freedom to choose the bond of 

a covenant relationship with God or to choose bondage to sin (Rom. 6:16-18). We are genuinely 

free only when we live in covenant with God and in conformity to God’s will. 

We believe that God intends human work to be a way of caring for and ordering rather than 

exploiting the world which has been created. Work is necessary to sustain and enhance human 

life. It can also be a way to serve and witness to others in the spirit of Jesus Christ (Gen. 1:28; 

2:15, 19-20; 2 Thess. 3:6-13; Eph. 4:28; 6:5-9). According to God’s design, we are to balance 

work and rest, for our own good and for the good of the rest of creation. Above all, regular rest 

from work is intended to remind us of God’s presence and of God’s creating, liberating, healing, 

and saving activity (Exod. 20:8-11; Deut. 5:12-15; Mark 3:1-5; Heb. 4:9-11).Because we are 

called to serve God in all of life, we also seek to follow Jesus Christ in the work we choose and 

in the way we carry out our work. See the articles on “Discipleship and the Christian Life” 

“Christian Stewardship” and “The Reign of God”  

How could humans have evolved and still be in the 

“Image of God”? 

Evolutionary creationists believe that God created humans in his image, and that God created 

humans using natural processes that scientists describe as evolution. How can these beliefs work 

together? The precise meaning of the “image of God,” or “imago Dei” in Latin, has been debated 

for centuries in the church. It could relate to our unique cognitive abilities, to our spiritual 

capacity for a relationship with God, to our commission to represent God’s kingdom on earth, or 

to some combination of these. All of these interpretations may be consistent with the scientific 

evidence for evolution. Along with all Christians, we affirm that the image of God is 

foundational to Christian thinking about human identity, sanctity of life, stewardship of creation, 

bioethics, and other topics. 

Many people assume that evolution is incompatible with the belief that humans are created in the 

image of God. Doesn’t image-bearing require miraculous creation of humans rather than shared 

biological ancestry with other creatures? When in the evolutionary process did humans attain this 

image? These questions are tied to many other issues concerning human origins, including the 
soul, the Fall, and the historicity of Adam and Eve, but in this article we will focus specifically on 

the meaning of the image of God. 

 

 

 

https://biologos.org/blogs/archive/body-and-soul-mind-and-brain-pressing-questions/
https://biologos.org/blogs/archive/body-and-soul-mind-and-brain-pressing-questions/
https://biologos.org/resources/books/evolution-and-the-fall/
https://biologos.org/common-questions/human-origins/were-adam-and-eve-historical-figures/
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Image of God in Scripture 

The phrase “image of God” does not appear many times in the Bible, but the importance of the 

concept is emphasized by its repetition in the Genesis 1 account of creation: 

Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over 

the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over 

all the creatures that move along the ground.” So God created mankind in his own image, in 

the image of God he created them; male and female he created them (Genesis 1:26-27). 

From this text, it is clear that both males and females bear God’s image, and the stated purpose 

for why God makes mankind in his image is “so that” they may rule over the animals. Genesis 
9:5-6 reveals another aspect of image bearing: all human life is sacred because all humans are 

made in the image of God. The emphasis in Judeo-Christian thought on the sanctity of human 

life is derived in part from this passage. In the New Testament, the idea is expanded further as 

Christ is revealed as the true image of the invisible God (2 Cor. 4:4, Col. 1:15). 

For centuries, theologians have discussed these and other passages, debating the meaning of the 

image of God. Here we discuss three common interpretations and consider how these ideas 

intersect with evolution. 

“Creation of Adam,” painted by Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel Ceiling, Rome, Vatican 

Image of God as our cognitive abilities 

One view is that the image of God refers to uniquely human cognitive abilities. When people talk 

of the things that “make us human,” they often refer to abilities like reason and rationality, 

mathematics and language, laughter and emotions, caring and empathy, and cultural products 

like music and art. 

Theologians have historically connected image-bearing with humankind’s unparalleled capacity 

for rational thought. Saint Augustine (354-430 A.D.) wrote, “Man’s excellence consists in the 

fact that God made him to His own image by giving him an intellectual soul, which raises him 

above the beasts of the field.”1 Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274 AD) also emphasized intellect 

and rationality in his discussion of image bearing.2 

Some people today challenge whether there is a substantial difference between the cognitive 

abilities of humans and other animals. Studies of animal behavior (particularly of chimps and 

other apes) show that animals not only laugh and cry and care for each other, but can learn some 

sign language and even have basic reasoning ability. 

But while some think these similarities mean that humans are “just another animal,” a strong 

case can be made for human distinctiveness from a host of disciplines—and often by scholars 

who have no obvious religious motivations.3 We might even say that from a scientific point of 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%201:26-27&version=NIV&src=tools#_blank
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%209:5-6&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%209:5-6&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2%20Corinthians%204:1-6&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Colossians%201:15-20&version=NIV
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view, we differ in kind and not just in degree from other species. Kevin Laland, Professor of 

Behavioral and Evolutionary Biology at the University of St Andrews, writes, 

A hundred years of intensive research has established beyond reasonable doubt what most 

human beings have intuited all along; the gap is real. In a number of key dimensions, particularly 

the social realm, human cognition vastly outstrips that of even the cleverest nonhuman primates.4 

The often-misunderstood part of this claim for human distinctiveness is that the capacities that 

set us apart from other animals (morality, reason, language, culture, and so on) are dependent 

upon other components of behavior and even brain structures that have evolutionary stories. This 

explains why we find hints or precursors of them in other species. Nevertheless, the gap between 

modern humans and other species is real. 

We should be cautious, though, in defining the image of God as our unique human cognitive 

abilities. It is possible that the gap could have been filled by other species that are now extinct. 

We now know of many extinct hominin species, some of which even interbred with anatomically 

modern humans. Would the cognitive abilities of these species reveal only a difference only in 

degree? Some scientists think that is the case,5 and if so, that would raise a challenge to 

understanding the image of God as our unique cognitive abilities. 

Another challenge for this interpretation of the image of God is the status of people with mental 

disabilities. If a person is impaired in reasoning or language, are they bearing less of God’s 

image? Are they not showing his true likeness? The Christian answer to these questions is a 

resounding no! The Bible repeatedly teaches that God values all people, particularly those who 
are rejected by society or unable to care for themselves. In fact, Genesis 9:5-6 points to image 

bearing as the reason that all human life is valuable. This is a major motivator for Christians who 

seek to protect the unborn, the poor, and the aged. This challenge may be addressed in part by 

recognizing that the image of God was bestowed in Genesis 1 on humanity as a whole—it may 

not be a property of individuals per se but of the whole human family. 

These cautions notwithstanding, the idea that God may have bestowed his image on humanity in 

the fullness of time—at some point during evolutionary history when humans had sufficient 

cognitive capacities—is consistent with the traditional theological view of the image of God as 

relating in some way to our cognitive capacities. 

Image of God as our spiritual capacities 

Another common view is that the image of God refers to our capacity for a relationship with 

God. Following Thomas Aquinas’s view of “aptitude for understanding and loving God,” the 

Catholic catechism says, 

Of all visible creatures only man is able to know and love his creator. … he alone is called to 

share, by knowledge and love, in God’s own life. It was for this end that he was created, and this 

is the fundamental reason for his dignity. Being in the image of God, the human individual 

possesses the dignity of a person, who is not just something, but someone. He is capable of self-

https://www.britannica.com/topic/hominin
https://biologos.org/blogs/archive/more-than-skin-deep-the-image-of-god-in-people-with-disabilities/
https://biologos.org/blogs/archive/more-than-skin-deep-the-image-of-god-in-people-with-disabilities/
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+9%3A5-6&version=NASB
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p1s2c1p6.htm#I
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knowledge, of self-possession and of freely giving himself and entering into communion with 

other persons. And he is called by grace to a covenant with his Creator, to offer him a response 

of faith and love that no other creature can give in his stead. 

John Calvin (1509-1564) and other Reformers6 wrote of the image of God as the original 

righteousness of humans before the Fall. When first created, we reflected God’s “wisdom, 

righteousness, and goodness”7but, as Paul teaches, that image was tarnished by sin and is being 

restored in Christ. In his Commentary on Genesis, Calvin writes, 

Since the image of God had been destroyed in us by the fall, we may judge from its restoration 

what it originally had been. Paul says that we are transformed into the image of God by the 

gospel. And, according to him, spiritual regeneration is nothing else than the restoration of the 

same image. (Col. 3:10, Eph. 4:23)8 

Neuroscientists have looked for evidence of such things as selfless behavior or the ability to 

perceive the transcendent. But science is simply not capable of fully testing such spiritual 

realities; the evidence that scientists do find is open to many interpretations.9 

For many evolutionary creationists, humans’ spiritual capacity to enter into a relationship with 

God (for which certain cognitive abilities seem to be necessary) is a significant part of what it 

means to be made in God’s image. 

Image of God as our commission 

A third understanding of the image of God rests on the question: What did the “image of God” 

mean to the first audience of Genesis 1? The Old Testament frequently uses the word “image” in 

the context of idol worship. In the ancient cultures of Egypt and Canaan, people made images of 

their gods from metal and wood and set them up in local temples to worship. Hebrew scholar 

Joseph Lam writes that the idol “was believed to be the true manifestation of the god in the midst 

of the people.” In the Ten Commandments, God prohibits his people from making such images 

(Exod. 20:4-6), because God cannot be contained in, or even represented by, an idol made by 

human hands (see Is. 44:6-20). Therefore Israel’s temple contained no physical representation of 

God himself. 

With this in mind, we now can see the “image of God” in a new light: it suggests the role we are 

called to play as God’s representatives in the world. God has named us as his living images. We 

represent God here on earth better than any idol made by human hands. Lam writes: 

In fact, it is possible to argue grammatically for the validity of the translation ‘as the image of 

God’ as opposed to ‘in the image of God’. … The Hebrew phraseology here denotes not so much 

the manner of the creation of the human being (i.e. the “mold” out of which humans are created), 

but rather the intended function of the human being in the world. Humans aren’t just made in 

God’s image, they are called to be his image in the world. 

Or as N.T. Wright puts it, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Colossians%203:9-10&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=ephesians%204:22-24&version=NIV
https://biologos.org/uploads/projects/lam_scholarly_essay.pdf
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2020&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isaiah%2044:6-20&version=NIV
https://biologos.org/uploads/projects/lam_scholarly_essay.pdf
https://biologos.org/resources/audio-visual/nt-wright-on-being-an-image-bearer/
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It seems to me that God has put humans like an angled mirror in His world so that God can 

reflect His love and care and stewardship of the world through humans and so that the rest of the 

world can praise the creator through humans. 

This analogy helps us to see the connection between the image of God and caring for creation, as 

discussed previously. The idea that the imago Dei relates to our imaging of God—our 

representing him and going about Kingdom work—is fully compatible with an evolutionary 

picture of humanity’s origins. 

Connections to evolution 

How might these models of the image of God fit with evolution? At BioLogos we believe that 

God created humans in biological continuity with all life on earth; the distinct cognitive abilities 

we have were given to us by God through this gradual process. We also believe that God created 

us as spiritual beings; God established a unique relationship with humanity by endowing us with 

his image and calling us to an elevated position within the created order. Science cannot judge 

our spiritual capacities or divine calling, so there is no contradiction. These various views are 

affirmed by individuals in the BioLogos community, and in fact the views are not mutually 

exclusive. 

Living out our calling as image bearers 

While the academic debate is important, it should not distract us from our essential calling to live 

as people created in God’s image. Let us remember to: 

 Value every person as a fellow image bearer. All people are created in the image of God 

(Gen. 1:26-27). All of humanity is equally valued in God’s eyes, and should be in ours 

(Gen. 9:5-6). 

 Seek to attain the whole image of God in Christ (Eph. 4:23). As the Holy Spirit works in 

us to bring about the new self, we are being molded more and more into the true image of 

the Creator. 

 Care for the creation. As representatives of the Creator, we are charged to rule over the 

Earth and subdue it (Gen. 1:26-28) which includes helping creatures fulfill their God-

given mandate to be fruitful and multiply (Gen. 1:22) and tending the garden God 

provided (Gen. 2:15). 

 Worship the Creator. Of all the created order, humanity is the leading voice to speak our 
praise back to the One who made us. 

 

 

https://biologos.org/about-us/our-mission/
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%201:26-27&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%209:5-6&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=ephesians%204:22-24&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%201:26-28&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%201:22&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%202:15&version=NIV
https://biologos.org/resources/audio-visual/nt-wright-on-being-an-image-bearer/
https://biologos.org/resources/audio-visual/nt-wright-on-being-an-image-bearer/
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The story of creation 

The Story of Creation. 1In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the eartha— 2* 

and the earth was without form or shape, with darkness over the abyss and a mighty wind 

sweeping over the waters—b  

3Then God said: Let there be light, and there was light.c 4God saw that the light was good. God 

then separated the light from the darkness. 5God called the light “day,” and the darkness he 

called “night.” Evening came, and morning followed—the first day.*  

6Then God said: Let there be a dome in the middle of the waters, to separate one body of water 

from the other. 7God made the dome,* and it separated the water below the dome from the water 

above the dome. And so it happened.d 8God called the dome “sky.” Evening came, and morning 

followed—the second day.  

9Then God said: Let the water under the sky be gathered into a single basin, so that the dry land 

may appear. And so it happened: the water under the sky was gathered into its basin, and the dry 

land appeared.e 10God called the dry land “earth,” and the basin of water he called “sea.” God 

saw that it was good. 11f Then God said: Let the earth bring forth vegetation: every kind of plant 

that bears seed and every kind of fruit tree on earth that bears fruit with its seed in it. And so it 

happened: 12the earth brought forth vegetation: every kind of plant that bears seed and every 

kind of fruit tree that bears fruit with its seed in it. God saw that it was good. 13Evening came, 

and morning followed—the third day.  

14Then God said: Let there be lights in the dome of the sky, to separate day from night. Let them 

mark the seasons, the days and the years,g 15and serve as lights in the dome of the sky, to 

illuminate the earth. And so it happened: 16God made the two great lights, the greater one to 

govern the day, and the lesser one to govern the night, and the stars.h 17God set them in the 

dome of the sky, to illuminate the earth, 18to govern the day and the night, and to separate the 

light from the darkness. God saw that it was good. 19Evening came, and morning followed—the 

fourth day.  

20i Then God said: Let the water teem with an abundance of living creatures, and on the earth let 

birds fly beneath the dome of the sky. 21God created the great sea monsters and all kinds of 

crawling living creatures with which the water teems, and all kinds of winged birds. God saw 

that it was good, 22and God blessed them, saying: Be fertile, multiply, and fill the water of the 

seas; and let the birds multiply on the earth.j 23Evening came, and morning followed—the fifth 

day.  

24k Then God said: Let the earth bring forth every kind of living creature: tame animals, 

crawling things, and every kind of wild animal. And so it happened: 25God made every kind of 

wild animal, every kind of tame animal, and every kind of thing that crawls on the ground. God 

saw that it was good. 26l Then God said: Let us make* human beings in our image, after our 

http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001001-a
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001002-1
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001002-b
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001003-c
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001005-1
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001007-1
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001007-d
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001009-e
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001011-f
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001014-g
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001016-h
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001020-i
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001022-j
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001024-k
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001026-l
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001026-1
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likeness. Let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, the tame animals, 

all the wild animals, and all the creatures that crawl on the earth.  

27God created mankind in his image; 

in the image of God he created them; 

male and female* he created them. 

28God blessed them and God said to them: Be fertile and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it.* 

Have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and all the living things that crawl on 

the earth.m 29* n God also said: See, I give you every seed-bearing plant on all the earth and 

every tree that has seed-bearing fruit on it to be your food; 30and to all the wild animals, all the 

birds of the air, and all the living creatures that crawl on the earth, I give all the green plants for 

food. And so it happened. 31God looked at everything he had made, and found it very good. 

Evening came, and morning followed—the sixth day.o  

* [1:1–2:3] This section, from the Priestly source, functions as an introduction, as ancient stories 

of the origin of the world (cosmogonies) often did. It introduces the primordial story (2:4–

11:26), the stories of the ancestors (11:27–50:26), and indeed the whole Pentateuch. The chapter 

highlights the goodness of creation and the divine desire that human beings share in that 

goodness. God brings an orderly universe out of primordial chaos merely by uttering a word. In 

the literary structure of six days, the creation events in the first three days are related to those in 

the second three. 

1. light (day)/darkness (night) = 4. sun/moon 

2. arrangement of water = 5. fish + birds from waters 

3. a) dry land = 6. a) animals 

 b) vegetation   b) human beings: male/female 

The seventh day, on which God rests, the climax of the account, falls outside the six-day 

structure. 

Until modern times the first line was always translated, “In the beginning God created the 

heavens and the earth.” Several comparable ancient cosmogonies, discovered in recent times, 

have a “when…then” construction, confirming the translation “when…then” here as well. 

“When” introduces the pre-creation state and “then” introduces the creative act affecting that 

state. The traditional translation, “In the beginning,” does not reflect the Hebrew syntax of the 

clause. 

* [1:2] This verse is parenthetical, describing in three phases the pre-creation state symbolized 

by the chaos out of which God brings order: “earth,” hidden beneath the encompassing cosmic 

waters, could not be seen, and thus had no “form”; there was only darkness; turbulent wind 

http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001027-1
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001028-1
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001028-m
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001029-1
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001029-n
http://www.usccb.org/bible/genesis/genesis1.htm#01001031-o
http://www.usccb.org/bible/gn/1:1#01001001
http://www.usccb.org/bible/gn/2:3#01002003
http://www.usccb.org/bible/gn/2:4#01002004
http://www.usccb.org/bible/gn/11:26#01011026
http://www.usccb.org/bible/gn/11:27#01011027
http://www.usccb.org/bible/gn/50:26#01050026
http://www.usccb.org/bible/gn/1:2#01001002
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swept over the waters. Commencing with the last-named elements (darkness and water), vv. 3–

10 describe the rearrangement of this chaos: light is made (first day) and the water is divided into 

water above and water below the earth so that the earth appears and is no longer “without 

outline.” The abyss: the primordial ocean according to the ancient Semitic cosmogony. After 

God’s creative activity, part of this vast body forms the salt-water seas (vv. 9–10); part of it is 

the fresh water under the earth (Ps 33:7; Ez 31:4), which wells forth on the earth as springs and 

fountains (Gn 7:11; 8:2; Prv 3:20). Part of it, “the upper water” (Ps 148:4; Dn 3:60), is held up by 

the dome of the sky (vv. 6–7), from which rain descends on the earth (Gn 7:11; 2 Kgs 7:2, 19; Ps 
104:13). A mighty wind: literally, “spirit or breath [ruah] of God”; cf. Gn 8:1. 

* [1:5] In ancient Israel a day was considered to begin at sunset. 

* [1:7] The dome: the Hebrew word suggests a gigantic metal dome. It was inserted into the 

middle of the single body of water to form dry space within which the earth could emerge. The 

Latin Vulgate translation firmamentum, “means of support (for the upper waters); firmament,” 

provided the traditional English rendering. 

* [1:26] Let us make: in the ancient Near East, and sometimes in the Bible, God was imagined as 

presiding over an assembly of heavenly beings who deliberated and decided about matters on 

earth (1 Kgs 22:19–22; Is 6:8; Ps 29:1–2; 82; 89:6–7; Jb 1:6; 2:1; 38:7). This scene accounts for 

the plural form here and in Gn 11:7 (“Let us go down…”). Israel’s God was always considered 

“Most High” over the heavenly beings. Human beings: Hebrew ’ādām is here the generic term 

for humankind; in the first five chapters of Genesis it is the proper name Adam only at 4:25 and 

5:1–5. In our image, after our likeness: “image” and “likeness” (virtually synonyms) express the 

worth of human beings who have value in themselves (human blood may not be shed in 9:6 

because of this image of God) and in their task, dominion (1:28), which promotes the rule of God 

over the universe. 

* [1:27] Male and female: as God provided the plants with seeds (vv. 11, 12) and commanded 

the animals to be fertile and multiply (v. 22), so God gives sexuality to human beings as their 

means to continue in existence. 

* [1:28] Fill the earth and subdue it: the object of the verb “subdue” may be not the earth as such 

but earth as the territory each nation must take for itself (chaps. 10–11), just as Israel will later 

do (see Nm 32:22, 29; Jos 18:1). The two divine commands define the basic tasks of the human 

race—to continue in existence through generation and to take possession of one’s God-given 

territory. The dual command would have had special meaning when Israel was in exile and 

deeply anxious about whether they would continue as a nation and return to their ancient 

territory. Have dominion: the whole human race is made in the “image” and “likeness” of God 

and has “dominion.” Comparable literature of the time used these words of kings rather than of 

human beings in general; human beings were invariably thought of as slaves of the gods created 

to provide menial service for the divine world. The royal language here does not, however, give 

human beings unlimited power, for kings in the Bible had limited dominion and were subject to 

prophetic critique. 
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* [1:29] According to the Priestly tradition, the human race was originally intended to live on 

plants and fruits as were the animals (see v. 30), an arrangement that God will later change (9:3) 

in view of the human inclination to violence. 

Fundamental Misconception of the Christian View 

Before attempting to describe a Christian view of mankind, I must first address two fundamental 

misconceptions of the Christian view that arise in the writings of critics of Christianity. The first 

is the idea, implied by John Gray, that Christianity is anthropocentric (mankind-centred) in its 

view of the world. Although some Christians may have been guilty of speaking as if this was 

true, it is not a fair representation of the biblical material which is actually theocentric (God-

centred). Christians do believe that man has a special place in the world but that it is only 

because we have been given a special purpose by God. He is the true hero of the Christian 

message, the one because of whom and for whom all things exist. 

The second misrepresentation is found in the writing of Steven Pinker, who describes the 

Christian view of mankind thus: “Humans are made in the image of God and are unrelated to 

animals.”[1] Pinker is absolutely correct to recognise that the Christian understanding of 

humanity begins with the idea of creation in God’s image, but absolutely wrong to suggest that 

this means that Christianity (or the Bible) teaches that we are “unrelated to animals”. In saying 

this he is setting up a false gulf between science and Christianity. Science, as we have seen, has 

shown many similarities between human beings and other animals, such as the chimp, and many 

of the differences that do exist are being shown to be differences of degree rather than of kind. 

According to Pinker, Christianity claims there is no relationship, therefore Christianity flies in 

the face of science and must be nonsense. Again we must admit that the way in which some 

Christians have spoken and written about the nature of mankind has contributed to this 

confusion. Perhaps they have been so vigorous in their rejection of evolutionary theory and their 

defence of special creation of mankind that they have suggested that there are no similarities at 

all between human beings and animals. This is, however a serious distortion of what the Bible 

says, as we shall see. Again, Pinker writes that: “We know that the human mind has nothing in 

common with the minds of animals because the Bible says that humans were created 

separately”.[2] Once again he is setting up a false dichotomy between science and the Bible. He 

claims that modern science has rendered the Bible unbelievable:[3] 

the modern sciences of cosmology, geology, biology, and archaeology have made it impossible 

for a scientifically literate person to believe that the biblical story of creation actually took 

place. 

Is this a fair accusation? What does the “biblical story of creation” actually say, and is it really 

incompatible with science? How do Christians understand Genesis 1 and 2? 
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Interpreting Genesis 1 and 2 

We must first acknowledge that there is considerable difference of opinion among Christians 

over how these chapters should be read. I am speaking of Christians who take a high view of 

Biblical inspiration and authority. Some want to take them entirely literally and so argue for 

creation over six twenty-four hour days and a real Garden of Eden somewhere in the Middle 

East. Others acknowledge that Genesis 1 is written as a carefully constructed poem and see it as 

a hymn or parable of Creation, celebrating the order and beauty of creation but not the actual 

order in which it occurred. Whilst Genesis 2 and 3 are written in prose, many see them as 

figurative or allegorical (in fact they are likely to argue that Genesis remains figurative until 

chapter 9, or perhaps chapter 11, whilst the call of Abraham in Chapter 12 is the beginning of a 

true historical account).  

Those who read these chapters figuratively are not tied to a particular timescale or order of 

creation, but they still see important truths in these chapters. So we have at least three possible 

positions – those who take Genesis 1 to 3 in its entirety as figurative, those who see Chapter 1 as 

figurative and the rest as literal, and those who read the whole section literally. We could spend 

another article simply considering the relative merits of these positions in light of the evidence of 

science and the biblical text, but for now I simply want to say that these positions are each held 

by genuine Christian believers who take the authority of the Bible, including Genesis 1 and 2, 

seriously. The important thing to realise at this point is that whichever way we understand these 

chapters the theology of Genesis 1 and 2 is unchanged.  

The theological principles found in these chapters are not dependent on either a strictly literal or 

an allegorical reading. We can read these chapters and allow them to inform our understanding 

of mankind, of God and of God’s purposes for mankind. Pinker’s objection seems to be towards 

a literal reading of Genesis 1 and 2. Leaving aside the legitimacy of his criticism of this way of 

reading these chapters, we can still examine the theological message of the “biblical story of 

creation” and ask whether it is possible to “believe” it as a “scientifically literate” person. I will 

argue that “to believe” the “biblical story of creation” must mean to accept the truths that it 

teaches about God and man. It does not necessarily imply reading every detail literally. To 

accept the legitimacy of the message of George Orwell’s Animal Farm I do not have to believe 

in talking pigs. In what follows I will not argue for a particular way of interpreting these 

chapters, but I will draw out five vital theological truths about mankind that emerge from them: 

• Our unity with the physical universe 

• Our continuity with the animal world 

• Our God given task 

• Our identity in God’s image 

• Our moral nature 
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Mankind – Made of the Stuff of the Cosmos 

Then the LORD God formed a man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the 

breath of life, and the man became a living being. (Genesis 2:7) 

The biblical account of creation makes it entirely clear that physically mankind is derived from 

the same material as the earth. This may not come as any surprise to us, but it means that the 

findings of modern physics and chemistry that our bodies consist of the same stuff as the cosmos 

is entirely consistent with the Bible. We may notice, however, that life is a gift from God and we 

may wonder what it means to say that God breathed the “breath of life” into the first human 

being. We will consider this under the next heading. 

Mankind – Sharing Life with the Animals 

"And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds in the sky and all the creatures that move 

along the ground – everything that has the breath of life in it – I give every green plant for 

food.” And it was so. (Genesis 1:30) 

Here, just a few verses earlier than the last quotation, we have the same phrase “the breath of 

life” that was used of mankind in Genesis 2:7 being used of all animals. Although there have 

been attempts to see 'ensoulment' (the giving of a soul) in Genesis 2:7, we cannot argue that the 

'breath of life' represents the 'soul' unless we also accept that all animals have 'souls'. 

Importantly, Genesis is placing human life in continuity with animal life. Even the fact that the 

poem of chapter 1 places the creation of mankind on the same day as the creation of animals (day 

6) shows that there is continuity. Steven Pinker is simply wrong to argue that Christians see no 

relationship between mankind and animals. It is true that the wording of chapter 1 emphasises 

that God was doing something special in creating human beings, but this is very different from 

suggesting that there are no similarities. In fact we could argue that, based on Genesis, Christians 

should have expected that science would reveal very significant continuity – that many of the 

physical and social differences would be of degree rather than kind. Christian theologian Charles 

Sherlock writes:[4] 

It is not easy to be precise about where a boundary is to be drawn between humankind and 

otherkind. The Scriptures closely associate them as fellow creatures, distinguishing them only in 

their differing capacities for relationship with God. Human beings are first described in the 

Scriptures as ‘earthlings’ taken from ‘earth’, hā’ādām from hā’ādāmâ (Gn. 2:7-9). With all 

creatures, we exist in the first place as material beings. God gives us the gifts of work, hearing 

and speech (Gn. 2:15-20), shared to some degree with other creatures, but received by humans 

with an awareness of our ability and accountability in their use. Associated with these is the gift 

of partnership as male and female (Gn. 2:23-24), a sexual nature shared with other creatures, 

but exercised distinctively by human beings as those creatures made to live as persons in 

communion with God and one another. 
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Mankind – Created to Fill the Earth, Subdue it and Order it 

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

subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that 

moves on the ground.” (Genesis 1:28) 

The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. 

(Genesis 2:15) 

So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds in the sky and all the wild animals. (Genesis 
2:20) 

The first of these three verses is sometimes referred to by theologians as the 'creation mandate'. It 

describes God’s purpose for mankind – to be fruitful, increase in number and subdue the earth. 

The success of mankind in spreading across the planet and inhabiting every ecosystem is entirely 

predictable from the biblical story of creation. The third verse, Genesis 2:20, also provides an 

explanation for our constant tendency to categorise, name and define things, or at least describes 

it. This trait began with a God-given task of naming the animals. Mankind was called to define 

what God had made. The scientific enterprise (questions of “What?”) finds support in the 

“biblical story of creation”. It is a matter of historical record that the majority of early scientists 

were inspired in their quest by a belief that the world had been created by God and that they 

should therefore expect to find order within it. Far from being at enmity with the Bible, 'science' 

is expected and sanctioned by it. 

We have already said that mankind has been highly successful at fulfilling the first command of 

Genesis 1:28 – we have multiplied, increased in number and filled the earth – but there is a 

second part to the verse. We are to “subdue” the earth and “rule over” the other living creatures. 

How have we done on this score? We might argue that in this command we have an explanation 

for man’s success in shaping his environment and creating order from the physical world as well 

as in domesticating various animal species.  

We would, however, have to admit that the way in which we have done this has often been 

harmful to the world and to these other species. The traditional English translation of this verse 

included the word “dominion”, leading to a criticism that the Bible licenses mankind to use the 

world and its resources as we see fit, with little regard to the consequences. At this point we 

cannot defend the abuses that humanity has perpetrated and the careless attitudes to the 

environment prevalent among Western countries for so long, including among professing 

Christians.  

In fact, the context of Genesis 1 and 2 also has something to say about these abuses. It is true that 

God calls humanity in Genesis 1:28 to “subdue” and to “rule”, but to understand what this was 

intended to mean we must look into Genesis 2, where we have a picture of mankind in harmony 

with nature. In fact, Genesis 2:15 (quoted above) defines man’s role in terms of working and 

taking care of a Garden. Theologians have suggested that the idea is of mankind extending the 

Garden across the surface of the earth – the Garden will fill the earth as the gardeners increase in 
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number and spread. Good gardeners do not abuse their gardens. They bring greater order to 

them, enhance their beauty and increase their productivity by carefully tending the plants and the 

soil. This is an apt metaphor for the kind of rule God intended mankind to exercise. It was 

supposed to be a rule after the pattern of God, the King. Just as He delights in and cares for His 

Creation, so we were intended to enjoy it and care for it. 

There is no support in Genesis 1 and 2 for the abusive approach to nature that man has too often 

followed, rather there is a strong argument for a healthy environmental awareness and concern 

for the well-being of other animals. After all, in Genesis 9 we have God making a covenant (a 

relationship based on binding promises) with every living creature! How dare man neglect or 

abuse species that matter so much to God? Homo rapiens is not explained by Genesis 1 and 2 but 

by the problems that enter in Genesis 3. It is when mankind seeks only its own pleasure without 

recognising this duty of care that the world becomes to us nothing more than a resource to be 

consumed. 

Mankind – Created in God’s Image 

So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and 

female he created them. (Genesis 1:27) 

Whoever sheds human blood, by humans shall their blood be shed; for in the image of God has 

God made mankind. (Genesis 9:6) 

The statement that mankind was created in God’s image is the key point in Genesis 1 that sets 

mankind apart from the other animal species. The quotation from Genesis 9 is also important 

because it establishes two facts. Firstly, that the image of God was not destroyed in the 'Fall' (the 

original sin of mankind described in Genesis 3). God can still speak of human life as being 

special because mankind is in God’s image even after the downward spiral of the events of 

Genesis 3 to 8 with all that they reveal about the sinfulness of human beings. Secondly, the fact 

of creation in God’s image is presented in Genesis 9:6 as the starting point of human ethics. It is 

this fact that makes human life special and the taking of human life a serious (even capital) 

offence. To move towards a biblical understanding of what it means to be human, then, we must 

understand what the “image of God” means.  

Before considering different interpretations we must clarify one additional point. In Genesis 1:26 

God says “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness”. Some people reading this 

statement have tried to distinguish between the image and the likeness of God, for example 

suggesting that the image is something that was unaltered by the entrance of sin whereas the 

likeness was destroyed. This separation of the two terms is, however, difficult to sustain from the 

text itself. The statement seems to be an example of parallelism, a common literary motif in 

Hebrew writing, with the two words serving as synonyms or at least as complementary concepts 

that are inseparable. God made mankind in His image and likeness. What does this mean? There 

have been numerous suggestions, which can broadly be grouped under five terms: 
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• Physical – the suggestion that God’s image is seen in a physical trait such as the ability to walk 

upright, the ability to look upwards ('heavenward'), or the complexity of our brains. Whilst the 

brain of Homo sapiens is indeed remarkable, it seems that any such physical differences are of 

'degree' rather than 'kind', whereas the image of God must be a difference of kind if it truly sets 

mankind apart from other animals. Another major problem with the physical explanation is that 

it finds no support in the context of Genesis 1. 

• Intellectual – another line of thinking has been that the image of God describes a unique 

intellectual capacity, perhaps for rational thought, creativity or communication. Once again, 

however, these appear to be differences of degree, not kind, between human beings and other 

animals and once again this suggestion does not find any support in the context. 

• Social – some theologians have suggested that the 'image of God' is found in our relationships 

with one another in community. This is the first suggestion that finds support in the context of 

Genesis 1. In verse 26 we read of God conversing with Himself about the creation of man in 'our 

image'. Christians will immediately read back into this verse an idea that is not clear in the Old 

Testament but becomes clear in the New Testament – that God exists as a community of persons: 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  

These three are all described as God in the New Testament, yet Christians continue to believe in 

one God rather than three gods. Although this concept is a mystery that we appear to be 

incapable of fully comprehending, it is an important concept in our understanding of God and it 

sheds light on the idea of God’s image. Perhaps the 'image of God' is found in a unique capacity 

for true community. Against this idea someone might argue that this is also a difference of 

degree rather than kind when compared with other species, but the complexity of human 

communities and our capability of cohering as families and nations may well be unique. 

Certainly the kind of selfless love we can experience within our relationships appears to be 

unique.  

Added to this reasoning from the community within the Godhead is the wording of verse 27, 

which emphasises the fact that God created mankind both male and female in God’s image. It is 

only as male and female together in community that humanity can truly reflect God’s image. A 

male or female human being alone cannot fully reflect God. This lies behind the idea in chapter 2 

that it was not good for the man to be alone (verse 18). He needs a helper who is His equal – 

someone who can complement him. This aspect of Genesis 1 and 2 is a helpful corrective to the 

abusive nature of male dominance over women throughout much of history in virtually every 

culture. Genesis 1 and 2 teaches equality in status of men and women with a complementarity of 

their respective roles. 

• Spiritual – another popular understanding of the image of God is that it refers to a unique 

potential for relationship with God. Again this concept finds support in the text, as verse 28 of 

Genesis 1 describes God blessing mankind and speaking directly to them, something He does not 

do to any of the other creatures He has made. It also fits with chapter 2, where the nature of the 

relationship is further elucidated. Mankind is to relate to God as His stewards. The depth of the 

relationship becomes clearer still in Genesis 5:1-2, where God’s creation of Adam in His likeness 

is placed at the beginning of a genealogy of Adam’s descendants. Adam’s son is said to be “in 
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his own likeness”. The implication is that God’s relationship with Adam is like a father to his 

son. In the New Testament this idea becomes explicit, as in Luke’s genealogy of Jesus Adam is 

called “the son of God” (Luke 3:38). The spiritual understanding of the “image of God” is of a 

relationship with God as Father. Mankind has a unique potential for this kind of relationship. In 

the New Testament, the idea of individuals becoming God’s children through faith in Jesus 

Christ is a central way in which salvation is described (e.g. John 1:12-13). 

• Regal – this final view of the image of God focuses on the task God gave to human beings to 

rule over His creation as His stewards (as discussed earlier). Again this idea finds support in the 

text, as verse 28 describes the giving of this responsibility. Proponents of this view also argue 

that the phrase can be translated “as God’s image” rather than “in God’s image”. If this 

translation is correct, then the idea is of mankind representing God to the rest of Creation. We 

represent in a tangible, visible way the invisible God. He is the King over all Creation, and we 

are His stewards or vice-regents. Our purpose is to be the agents of God’s rule as it is worked out 

in His world. 

Based on this brief consideration of these five concepts, we can conclude that there are three 

ideas within the concept of creation in God’s image. The physical and intellectual ideas can be 

rejected on the basis that they find no support in the text. The other three ideas are all supported 

from the text and so we can accept that they are all integral to what it means to be (in) God’s 

image. Interestingly these three ideas are all about relationships – with one another (social), with 

God (spiritual) and with the rest of Creation (regal). Genesis 2 paints a picture of human life in 

harmony in all three of these dimensions. Nowhere in the Bible is the image of God defined 

explicitly, but it is described in the accounts of Genesis 1 and 2. It seems that Christian thinking 

about the nature of mankind has too often focused on “What?” questions, whereas the Bible 

speaks much more in terms of “Why?” The true distinguishing characteristic of human beings as 

distinct from other animals is the purpose for which God has created us rather than a quality 

intrinsic to what we are. 

This is not to say conclusively that there is nothing intrinsically different about mankind but that 

identifying some intrinsic quality that sets us in a separate class from animals is not necessary for 

the biblical description of man to be vindicated. There is a danger that the debate amongst 

Christians between dualistic and monistic understandings of human nature focuses on questions 

that the Bible is not intended to answer and misses the most important point, which is our 

purpose in God’s plan.  

Attempts to explain the image of God that focus on what we are rather than what we are for fall 

short of the “biblical story of creation” and may reflect an excessively anthropocentric approach 

to Christian faith. It is a human obsession to think more about our identity than God’s purpose. 

The image of God, it would appear, is found in relationships, responsibilities and potential. 

Genesis 1 and 2 may not define to our satisfaction what we are, but they do something much 

more important, something science can never do – they tell us why we were created! Theologian 

Charles Sherlock explains the significance of this realisation:[5] 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%203.38
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%201.12-13
https://www.bethinking.org/human-life/what-does-it-mean-to-be-human/8-chapter-7#_ftn5
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Rather than asking, ‘What is the image of God?’ we are invited to explore the question, ‘What 

does it mean to be made in the image of God?’ In this way we acknowledge that we live as those 

who know our status as bearing the divine image. Rather than trying to tie this notion down, 

perhaps so that we may control both ourselves and God, the Scriptures call us to a pilgrimage of 

discovering both God and our own selves. And, as Augustine argued, only on such a spiritual 

journey may the meaning of the classic philosophical advice, ‘Know thyself, and to thyself be 

true’, take on a deeper, and truly Christian, meaning. 

So, then, even if science could prove that all the differences between mankind and animals that 

are open to scientific investigation are only differences of degree rather than kind, the foundation 

of the Christian view of humanity would still not be shaken. It is difficult to identify differences 

of kind between animals and human beings in Scripture other than in terms of our purpose and 

place in God’s plan.  

When the writer of Psalm 8 looked at the immensity and majesty of the cosmos he asked the 

question “what is mankind that you are mindful of them, human beings that you care for them?” 

(verse 4). In answering this question the writer does not attempt to define characteristics of 

human beings that qualify us to be cared for by God. To do so would surely be arrogant in the 

extreme. Rather, his conclusion is that it is because of the purpose that God made us for, to rule 

over His creation (verse 6). If there are differences of kind they are there because they fit us for 

God’s purpose. 

Mankind – Moral Creatures Whose Real Choices Have Real 

Consequences 

And the LORD God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but 

you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you 

will certainly die.” (Genesis 2:16-17) 

In the opening chapters of Genesis no limits are set by God on the actions of other animals 

(Genesis 1:30), but the verses above show that God does limit the activity of mankind. God set a 

moral standard by which the human beings must live. 'Morality' in other animals, if it does exist, 

is simply at the level of instinct, but for human beings it is about faith – trusting that God is true 

in what He says and acting in obedience. Human beings alone are capable of sin since only 

human beings are given a restriction by God, a rule to obey.  

Whatever the significance of the name of the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil”, the point 

of this rule must surely be that it elevates mankind into being a moral creature, capable of 

choosing whether or not to obey God. This makes the relationship between mankind and God 

one that must be based on trust and love – we are not simply robots with no choice. Furthermore, 

the choice presented by God has real consequences. The man and woman are free to choose and 

their choice really does affect the nature of things. God gives them this freedom. God’s 

relationship with human beings is never coercive. He desires a willing relationship of love. This 

sets us apart from the other animals, as does God’s response when human beings failed to trust 

Him and fell into sin. Although God makes a covenant with all living creatures in Genesis 9, in 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gen%202.16-17
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gen%201.30
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which He promises to sustain the world and their life in it, all subsequent covenants, which are 

about God’s restoration of the world broken by sin, are made only with human beings, starting 

with Abraham in Genesis 11-22 and leading relentlessly to Christ. The restoration of Creation is 

intimately tied up with the redemption (buying back or rescuing from captivity) of human beings 

(see Romans 8:18-21). Only mankind needs to be redeemed and only mankind is of such pivotal 

importance in God’s plan for the cosmos that He would launch a plan to redeem us that would be 

immensely costly for Him. 

The purpose of Man? 

Does the Bible say anything about the purpose of man? Other religions/myths tell that man was 

created for a purpose or as a result of some event. For instance, a Mesopotamian myth (the story 

of Atrahasis) says that man was created to labor in place of the gods. Does the Bible or Christian 

theology specifically say if man has a purpose or not? 

The Bible tells the purpose of man, and Christian theologians have agreed for a very long time 

on what that purpose is. 

 

God created man (and everything else), but he did not do so out of need. God is absolutely free 

to do all his holy will, and does nothing out of personal requirements. Psalm 115 is a wonderful 

song to God's freedom, where you find verses like, "Our God is in the heavens; he does whatever 

he pleases."  

 

God created man a reason, though. The Scriptures say that he created his people from the ends of 

the earth as those "whom I created for my glory" (Isa. 43:7; Eph. 1:11-12). But this creative 

choice of God is passive — we passively reflect his glory by our existence. We are also created 

to do his will, and thereby "do all to the glory of God" (1 Cor. 10:31).  

 

This creative choice of God along with our joyful obedience means our lives have purpose and 

meaning. From the very beginning, although he did not need us, God created us with a goal, one 

that involves us (making our every action important) and is guaranteed by his unstoppable, 

insatiable desire to see himself glorified.  

 

But there is one other aspect to our purpose — how are we to emotionally respond to this truth? 

The Bible is clear, so clear that the Bible (and the church) tends to join the goal of glorification 

with this appropriate reaction of the human spirit.  

Jesus says, "I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly" (John 10:10). David said to 

God, "In your presence there is fullness of joy, in your right hand are pleasures forever more (Ps. 
16:11). Asaph said, "Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing on earth I desire 

besides you (Ps. 73:25).  

 

Do a word search on "rejoice" in the Bible, and see how we are to rejoice in God's person and in 

his purpose. Is it an accident that God's purpose and our pleasure are connected? I don't think so. 

Thus, the Westminster Larger Catechism says in the first question, "What is the chief and highest 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%208.18-21
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Isa.%2043.7
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Eph.%201.11-12
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor.%2010.31
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%2010.10
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ps.%2016.11
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ps.%2016.11
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ps.%2073.25
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end of man?" The answer: "Man's chief and highest end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him 

forever." This is a wonderful summary of the teaching of Scripture on this matter. 
 

God's Purpose for Mankind 

We believe God's purpose for mankind is to prepare those whom He calls—and 

who elect through a life of overcoming sin, developing righteous character and 

growing in grace and knowledge—to possess God's Kingdom and become kings 

and priests reigning with Christ at His return. We believe that the reason for 

mankind's existence is literally to be born as spirit beings into the family of God 

(Romans 6:15-16; 8:14-17, 30; Acts 2:39; 2 Peter 3:18; Revelation 3:5; 5:10).  

The purpose for man’s existence is stated at both ends of Scripture. At the beginning, God 

reveals that He created man in His own image and likeness (Genesis 1:26-27)—language that 

refers to offspring or children (Genesis 5:1-3)—to, in submission to Him, share dominion or rule 

with Him over creation (Genesis 1:28).  

And at the end of the Bible God says, “He who overcomes shall inherit all things, and I will be 

his God and he shall be My son” (Revelation 21:7). Again, the wording concerns shared rule 

with God over all creation in submission to Him as His children. 

Thus we see that man’s destiny is to be part of the Kingdom and family of God. And in the latter 

verse here, as throughout the Bible, we are told that man can only reach this destiny through a 

process of overcoming. 

It is God’s desire that no human beings perish but that all come to repentance so as to become 

members of His family as sons and daughters in His Kingdom (2 Peter 3:9; 2 Corinthians 6:18). 

As part of this process, God is now calling some individuals to inherit eternal life at the return of 

Jesus Christ to the earth (1 Corinthians 1:26-28; Matthew 20:16; John 6:44; John 6:65), with 

others to be called later.  

Those being chosen now must accept Christ as their Savior, surrender their wills to God’s will 

and strive with God’s help to overcome sin during their present lifetime (Revelation 3:21). 

Jesus Christ is referred to as “the firstborn among many brethren” (Romans 8:29; see also 

Romans 8:14-17; Revelation 1:5-6; Colossians 1:15-18). He came as a human being to lead the 

way for others to be glorified and inherit all things. Christians are actually referred to as “heirs of 

God and joint heirs with Christ” (Romans 8:17). Yet as Hebrews 1 through 2 explains, mankind 

has not yet achieved its destiny of inheriting all things, but Jesus has, and God is in the process 

of “bringing many sons to glory” (Hebrews 2:10). 
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In this process, people become God’s children through receiving His Holy Spirit, which joins 

with each individual’s human spirit (Romans 8:16). We are thereby “begotten again, not of 

corruptible seed, but of incorruptible” (1 Peter 1:23, American Standard Version). 

And we become “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4)—just as any child takes on the 

genetic traits of its parents. Through a development process, we become more and more like God 

in terms of character, while we are aimed toward an ultimate transformation involving our very 

essence and level of existence. 

The apostle Paul explained that “as we have borne the image of the man of dust [the first man 

Adam], we shall also bear the image of the heavenly Man [Jesus Christ]” (1 Corinthians 15:49). 

And while the first man Adam became a living, physical being, “the last Adam [Christ] became a 

life-giving spirit” (1 Corinthians 15:45). So we will be spirit beings like Christ. Indeed, “flesh 

and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God” (1 Corinthians 15:50). 

The apostle John makes an amazing statement about our future resurrection at Christ’s return: 

“Brethren, now we are children of God; and it has not yet been revealed what we shall be, but we 

know that when He is revealed, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is” (1 John 3:2). 

And Paul further explains that “we eagerly await … the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power 

that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies so they 

will be like his glorious body” (Philippians 3:20-21, NIV). That is, Christ’s divine spirit body is 

the same kind of body we will have in the resurrection! 

Just as human children are the same kind of beings as their parents and older siblings, human 

beings, so will we be the same kind of beings as God the Father and Jesus Christ—divine beings. 

By saying that it’s not yet revealed what we shall be, John meant that we cannot now truly grasp 

what it means to be like the Father and Christ, as it’s beyond the capacity of our limited human 

minds. He nevertheless understood that we will be what They are. 

In fact, God was even more explicit about our destiny in Psalms 82:6, stating His intention for 

people as, “You are gods, and all of you are children of the Most High.” Jesus actually quoted 

from this verse (see John 10:30-36). The truth is that our destiny is to bear the name of the God 

family (Ephesians 3:14-15). Presently, the one God—that is, the one God family—consists of 

two divine beings: God the Father and Jesus Christ. But ultimately, God intends to expand this 

divine family into billions. 

The Church of God of this age is a forerunner in fulfilling this purpose. At the time of Christ’s 

return, those who have died in the faith will be resurrected, and those who are alive in the faith 

will be changed. 

Those in both groups will become divine, immortal spirit beings in the family of God. They will 

then serve with Christ on the earth as kings and priests during His millennial, or 1,000-year, rule 

that will immediately follow (Revelation 5:10; Revelation 20:4). 
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King and priest are both offices held by Jesus Christ. He is King of Kings and Lord of Lords 

(Revelation 19:15-16). He is also our High Priest (Hebrews 3:1; Hebrews 4:14-16; Hebrews 5:5-

6; Hebrews 6:20; Hebrews 7:24-28; Hebrews 8:1-6; Hebrews 9:11; Hebrews 10:12). Thus, others 

will, as just noted, share in His responsibilities as both kings and priests serving under Him to 

carry out the Father’s will. 

Those who become priests in the Millennium will be responsible for teaching people to discern 

between “the unclean and the clean,” a phrase that in its broadest sense includes discerning 

between good and evil (see Ezekiel 22:26; Ezekiel 44:23-24). As messengers from God, they 

will teach the law of God, making known its meaning and application (Malachi 2:7-9). 

One of the responsibilities of a king in the Old Testament was to write out the words of God’s 

law and “read it all the days of his life” so he would carefully observe it and not turn aside from 

it (Deuteronomy 17:18-20). Those made kings and priests in the Kingdom of God will be those 

who have allowed God to write His laws in their hearts and minds while they are still human 

beings (see Hebrews 8:10-11; Jeremiah 31:33). 

As kings during the Millennium, they will teach God’s way of life to human beings living in that 

age (Isaiah 30:20-21). They will administer God’s government in those areas in which He gives 

them responsibilities (see Matthew 19:27-28; Luke 19:11-19). They will even be given authority 

over angels (1 Corinthians 6:1-3). And in all this, they will be completely subject to Christ’s will, 

just as He is completely subject to the Father’s will (John 5:30). 

God’s great plan encompasses all mankind. The Great White Throne Judgment, described in 

Revelation 20:11-13, is the period when all human beings who have died without ever 

understanding that great plan will be resurrected and have their true destiny revealed to them. 

God’s plan is comprehensive. All humanity will enjoy the opportunity to learn His truth and 

come to repentance. 

This will take place during the time beyond the Millennium when the vast majority of human 

beings will be raised from the dead to receive their opportunity for salvation. Those who repent 

and accept Christ as their Savior will receive the gift of everlasting life in the family of God, 

finally achieving their God-given destiny. 

With a transformed new heaven and new earth, the heavenly city of God, the New Jerusalem, 

will at last come down to the earth with God the Father. And those who have repented and 

faithfully served Him, then transformed into glorified spirit beings like Himself, will dwell with 

Him and with Christ forever in perfect peace and happiness—with no more suffering or death 

(Revelation 21:1-4). 

As already mentioned, those who are glorified will inherit from God “all things”—joint 

ownership and rule over not just the earth but the entire universe and spirit realm. This incredible 

aspect of man’s destiny was foretold early in the Old Testament by Moses when he stated that 

“the sun, the moon, and the stars, all the host of heaven … the Lord your God has given to all the 

peoples under the whole heaven as a heritage” (Deuteronomy 4:19). 
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This, then, is the purpose for which humanity was created—to share God’s divine level of 

existence forever as His loving, happy family and to possess with Him and rule over the entire 

vast created realm. So transcendent is this destiny that we can barely even fathom it! 

THE WAY TO BECOME A FRUITFUL CHRISTIAN 

THE SECOND LETTER OF PETER 

Scripture Portion: 2 Peter 1: 5-15 

In 2 Peter 1:5-11 we are given very clear guidance about becoming fruitful Christians. The key 

verse is verse 8. It should be the burning desire of every Christian to become fruitful; the 

alternative is to remain barren and unfruitful –- to be unproductive, like the withered fig tree 

(Mark 11:20). How many Christians are like this! – and the Lord’’s desire is that each of us 

should be fruitful (John 15:1-16). In the KJV notice ““fruit”” (v.2), ““more fruit”” (v.2), ““much 

fruit”” (v.5), and ““that your fruit should remain”” (verse 16, KJV). It is only as we bear fruit 

that the Lord is glorified (v.8). How can we bear much fruit, how can we become fruitful 

Christians? The answer is very important: we shall only become fruitful Christians as we do 

something, strenuously, regularly and conscientiously. This is brought out in verse 5, where 

Peter says we must “”add”” –- not casually and occasionally, but ““make every effort””. The 

argument which Peter places before us is this: ‘God has done His part in giving you the gift of 

faith (v.1), in bringing you to a knowledge of Himself (vs. 2 and 3), and in making you a 

partaker of His divine nature (v.4); now you must do your part, and you will become a fruitful 

Christian.’ Verses 5, 6 and 7 tell us that we must exercise our faith by adding to ourselves seven 

virtues or graces. God has given us the gift of faith, and on this foundation and by using this gift 

we must add –- what? 

 1. GOODNESS (verse 5) 

This means ‘‘moral excellence’’ or ‘‘good character’’. Compare Acts 11:24, but notice this: it is 

a manly goodness, a quality that is masculine, vigorous and strong –- something which is greatly 

needed in our churches: men and women who are those of genuine and virile Christian character. 

 2. KNOWLEDGE (verse 5) 

This means ‘’wisdom’’ in the sense of knowing how to act as a Christian in relationships and 

duties of life. If we need counsel there are some friends to whom we can gladly go to seek such 

counsel, and we go to them because they have knowledge and wisdom; they know what to advise 

and how to act and they have spiritual intelligence; but we do not have to go to man to get such 

knowledge and wisdom –- Psalm 32:8 and Proverbs 2:6. 

 3. SELF-CONTROL (verse 6) 

If we are characterised by this virtue it means that our desires will be under the Lord’’s mastery 

and control, and not only those, but our judgments, tastes, speech and everything else. This is 

what it means to be ““filled with the Spirit”” (Ephesians 5:18). There is a special reference here 
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to the mastery of sexual desires, which are very strong in any normal and healthy person; they 

are God’’s gift but must be brought under and kept under control, requiring discipline. Does your 

body master you, or are you master of your body? 

 4. PERSEVERANCE (verse 6) 

This is meant to convey the idea of endurance. The Christian pilgrimage is a very hard one, and 

as we travel on to Glory we are to “”endure hardship……like a good soldier of Christ Jesus”” (2 

Timothy 2:3); compare James 1:2-6 and 12. We are to be people of grit as well as grace 

(Hebrews 11:27 and 32-38). 

 5. GODLINESS (verse 6) 

This is the old-fashioned word we know best as piety, or reverence, referring to a quality which 

is very much needed today. There is no suggestion of being sad and sombre, but we are to be 

characterised by a sanctity and a seriousness, a Christ-likeness (1 Timothy 2:2; 1 Timothy 4:7-8 

and 1 Timothy 6:3,5,6,11). There is a beautiful illustration of godliness in action in 2 Kings 4:8-

10. Do others perceive that we are holy, godly and Christ-like? –- look up Acts 4:13. 

 6. BROTHERLY KINDNESS (verse 7) 

The word is ‘‘philadelphia’’, which means ‘‘brotherly affection’’. We as Christians are to 

develop kindness to those who are our brothers and sisters in Christ –- look up Galatians 6:10, 

and compare 1 Peter 3:8-9. What scope there is for exercising this grace! 

 7. LOVE (verse 7) 

This should be the great characteristic of every Christian, and if we want to know what love is 

and how it is expressed, all we have to do is to read 1 Corinthians chapter 13. It means that we 

should not only love the people of God, but love all people. 

These are the seven graces that we, through the exercising of faith, should constantly be adding 

to our lives, and we shall become fruitful Christians. What will be the result of the adding of 

these seven graces: 

1. (1) We shall no longer be barren and unproductive, but increasingly fruitful, especially in 

the knowledge of God –- see verse 8. 

2. (2) We shall no longer be blind, but spiritually enlightened –- see the first part of verse 9. 

3. (3) We shall no longer be forgetful of all that the Lord has done for us, but we shall be 

constantly filled with gratitude to Him for His grace to such unworthy people as 

ourselves –- see the second part of verse 9. 

4. (4) We shall no longer be likely to stumble spiritually, but we shall be ““strong in the 

Lord and in his mighty power”” (Ephesians 6:10) –- see verse 10. 

5. (5) We shall not suffer loss, but we shall receive a reward at the Judgment Seat of Christ 

(1 Corinthians 3:10-15) –- see verse 11. 
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We must see to it that we do all in His power to become fruitful Christians. 

Many Christians go through seasons where everything seems to be going as planned. You are 

immersed in God’s Word, you are engaged with God’s people, and you are fighting sin well. 

Praise be to our Lord Jesus Christ for doing this work in you!   

Now, this can bring its own set of temptations. It is possible that a fruitful Christian can feel 

tempted to scale back, considering how well things have been going: I’ve been in God’s Word 

every day for a year—it’s probably okay if I take a break from it for a while!  

Instructions from 1 Thessalonians to live fruitful 

Paul’s words of encouragement to the Thessalonians are helpful here. Paul wrote to them, saying 

how much joy it brought him that they had continued in the faith after he had to leave them. The 

church had not forgotten “how [they] ought to walk and please God” (1 Thessalonians 4:1).   

But Paul didn’t say, So just relax for a while until Christ comes—you’re doing fine! He says, “we 

ask and urge you in the Lord Jesus… that you do so more and more” (4:1). In other words, keep 

going, keep growing in your sanctification. Don’t scale back!    

And Paul gave them some specific instructions that are applicable to us today:  

Respect Spiritual Leaders  

“respect those who labor among you and are over you in the Lord and admonish 

you…” (5:12)  

This is a necessary word for many of us, right? When our pastor stands in front of us at church 

and offers theological, biblical warning, it is wise to listen.  

I often want to criticize, critique, and compare but the Bible calls me to first to respect.   

“…esteem them very highly in love because of their work.” (5:12)  

Respecting our spiritual leaders is only one part of the equation though. It’s one thing to give my 

pastor my ear when he is speaking from the pulpit, but do I appreciate the time and effort that 

went into the sermon?  

Am I valuing the work of those whose full-time, or part-time, job is to be concerned about me?   

I should esteem those people very highly, because God calls them to something very difficult: to 

care about my soul even when I don’t.  

 

https://unlockingthebible.org/lifekey/growing-in-grace/
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“Be at peace among yourselves.” (5:13)  

The leaders among us are never perfect. We should start with respect and high esteem, and we 

should strive to be at peace. As I see it, this can apply to the temptation to form factions 

over particular leaders, whether you follow Paul or Apollos (1 Corinthians 3:4).   

It can also apply to the temptation to overlook conflict. If problems exist in the church, we need 

to be peacemakers (Matthew 5:9). And that does not mean ignoring problems that exist; it means 

getting in the middle of them to restore situations to peace.   

“Do not despise prophecies, but test everything; hold fast to what is good.” (5:20-

21)  

We should abound in a love for learning God’s Word! And so. we should embrace, not despise, 

when someone has been put in our lives to teach us about God’s Word. Yet, Paul also 

encourages believers to “test everything.”   

We don’t just hear, take down notes, and blindly accept everything that is taught to us by anyone 

who happens to be speaking. The final authority is the Bible itself, which God has given to us for 

all of us, even the fruitful Christian, to read and test what we hear.   

Build One Another Up   

“Admonish the idle…” (5:14)  

Is someone letting all the tough work go to others? Has someone you know grown apathetic in 

their spiritual walk? The Bible tells us we have a responsibility to one another to admonish 

idleness and to help another person be a fruitful Christian. 

“…encourage the fainthearted…” (5:14)   

This task seems a little easier than the first, but it actually requires a deeper relationship with a 

person. I’ve found that most people are able to put on a good face in church, so as to not burden 

one another with their problems.   

Those who don’t feel comfortable letting just anyone know about their struggle will share with 

those who are close to them. This is why regular and engaged church attendance is so 

important—not just for you but for others. You may have exactly what someone else needs to be 

encouraged.   

“…help the weak.” (5:14)   

We often don’t help the weak because we don’t want to offend. Sounds silly, but it’s true. 

Someone might have weak faith, and you have strong faith, but you don’t want to appear 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1+cor+3%3A4&version=ESV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+5%3A9&version=ESV
https://unlockingthebible.org/2018/08/what-is-church/
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haughty or all-put-together, so you keep the wisdom you’ve been given to yourself. Don’t hold 

back! I know from experience how helpful a strong person can be to a weak person:  

One time back when I was in high school, I was running late for class. I was a freshman, and I 

didn’t know a single person at the school. To make it worse, I was terribly self-conscious. Due to 

a childhood cancer, I never grew past 4’8”, and I stood at least a foot shorter than everyone else 

in my whole school.  

I was headed to a science class, and I needed the textbook. The book, unfortunately, was on the 

top shelf of my locker, and it had somehow slid way back. I couldn’t reach it. I stood on the edge 

of my locker, feeling embarrassed, and I still could not reach it.   

A senior, 6’2”, walked by—I held my breath. At my previous school, I would’ve been shoved 

into my locker without a second thought. But this senior stopped, grabbed my textbook, gave it 

to me, and said, “Here you go. Have a nice day!”   

I was glad for his help. I remember it, even to this day!  

“See that no one repays anyone evil for evil, but always seek to do good to one 

another and to everyone.” (5:15)   

I like this one, because my thought was to read it like, “See that you never repay anyone evil for 

evil…” (which is certainly a good warning), but it says, “See that no one repays evil for evil.” 

That means we have to get involved in other people’s business.   

We are a caring, loving community if we keep one another from adding fuel to fire of 

controversies and rivalries. Let’s commit to keeping each other focused on good, rather than 

evil.  

“Be patient with them all.” (5:14)  

As you invest in others, the overriding principle is gospel patience and love. Don’t treat people 

as hostile if they cannot change immediately, but rest in the knowledge that Christ will perfectly 

sanctify each one of His sheep.  

Go from Good Habits to an Unceasing Lifestyle  

“Rejoice always…” (5:16)  

Don’t just rejoice when something great happens to you, fruitful Christian. Instead, grow in your 

sanctification and faith so that you are rejoicing all the time!  

“…pray without ceasing…” (5:17)   



 

ALL NATIONS BIBLE INSTITUTION & PROJECTS THE CREATION OF HUMAN KIND -  DANNYBOY PIETERSE 

 

ALL NATIONS BIBLE INSTITUTION & PROJECTS 

Don’t just pray once or twice in a day. Instead, adopt a lifestyle of prayerfulness reminding 

yourself without ceasing that you are reliant on God.  

“…give thanks in all circumstances: for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for 

you.” (5:18)   

Ever wonder what the will of God is for your life? Well, here is one answer—that we should 

give thanks in all circumstances. Why is this? Why should we thank God even when the worst 

things happen to us? The answer is that God never changes. Christ’s grace given to us never 

fades. Our anchor never loses its hold on us.   

That’s why we thank Him all the time!  

“Do not quench the Spirit… Abstain from every form of evil.” (5:22)  

Fruitful Christian, do not scale back on your spiritual life just because the Lord has given you a 

good season of life, but press forward! Don’t grow idle, don’t start taking up habits that will 

distract you from the relationship you have in Jesus Christ.   

Keep receiving God’s word through attending Church and reading your Bible! And press on in 

your faith all the way until the end.   

How to Live a Fruitful Life 

Alfred Nobel (1833–1896) is best known for the Nobel Peace Prize. Less well known is the fact 

that Alfred Nobel also invented dynamite. As well as a chemist, engineer and innovator, he was a 

weapons’ manufacturer. 

In 1888, Alfred’s brother Ludvig died. A French newspaper erroneously published Alfred’s 

obituary. It condemned him for his invention of dynamite, stating: ‘The merchant of death is 

dead… Dr Alfred Nobel, who became rich by finding ways to kill more people faster than ever 

before, died yesterday.’ 

Alfred Nobel was devastated by the foretaste of how he would be remembered. His last will and 

testament set aside the bulk of his estate to establish the Nobel prizes. He gave the equivalent of 

US $250 million to fund such prizes. Alfred Nobel had the rare opportunity to evaluate his life 

near its end and live long enough to change that assessment. 

Have you ever wondered what difference your life might make? How can your life bring 

blessing to other people? How can you change the world for the better? How can your life be of 

ultimate lasting value? How can we lead fruitful lives? 
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1. Fruitfulness comes from faithfulness to God 

Psalm 105:12-22  

If your life is to be fruitful you have to stay faithful to God in the difficult times. It is relatively 

easy to be faithful to God when all is going well in life. The test comes when you face fierce 

temptation and great trials. 

As the psalmist gives thanks to God for his faithfulness to his people, he recalls the life of 

Joseph. 

Joseph’s life was immensely fruitful (see Genesis 37–50). Pharaoh ‘made him master of his 

household, ruler over all he possessed, to instruct his princes as he pleased and teach his elders 

wisdom’ (Psalm 105:21–22). We will read tomorrow that, as a result, ‘The Lord made his people 

very fruitful’ (v.24a). 

But, Joseph’s fruitfulness came at a price. In the early days it did not seem like his life would be 

at all fruitful. He was ‘sold as a slave’ (v.17). ‘His feet they hurt with fetters; he was laid in 

chains of iron and his soul entered into the iron’ (v.18, AMP). Joseph went through betrayal, 

slavery, temptation, imprisonment and a great deal of suffering. 

Yet in all this he remained faithful. The reason for Joseph’s faithfulness was that he trusted that 

God was in control, even in the bad times (Genesis 45:5–8; 50:20). 

Not only did Joseph remain faithful to God despite his seeming abandonment, but he also 

remained faithful to his family in forgiving them, rather than blaming and rejecting them. 

Ultimately, his faithfulness led to great fruitfulness. 

Lord, forgive me for the times when I have been unfaithful to you. Help me to be faithful to you 

even in the difficult times of temptation, disappointment and discouragement. Thank you for 

your amazing faithfulness to me. May my life be fruitful like that of Joseph. 

2. Fruitfulness comes from the Holy Spirit 

2 Corinthians 6:3-7:1  

Your life should be immensely fruitful, because the Holy Spirit lives within you. You are ‘a 

temple in whom God lives’ (6:16, MSG). Just as in the Old Testament God dwelt in the Holy of 

Holies, so now he dwells in you and me by his Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit produces beautiful 

fruit in your life (Galatians 5:22–23). 

Paul’s life was arguably one of the most fruitful in the history of the world. He describes himself 

as a servant of God (2 Corinthians 6:4). In his lifetime he made many rich (v.10). The ‘riches’ 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm%20105:12-22&version=NIV&interface=print
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2%20Corinthians%206:3-7:1&version=NIV&interface=print
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for Paul were the spiritual riches of being in Christ. His life continues to make many rich. The 

fruit of Paul’s life has lasted 2,000 years and will endure into eternity. 

Like Joseph, Paul’s fruitfulness came at a price. He lists some of the things he endured: ‘hard 

times, tough times, bad times; when we’re beaten up, jailed, and mobbed; working hard, working 

late, working without eating… slandered… distrusted; ignored by the world… beaten within an 

inch of our lives… immersed in tears… living on handouts… having nothing’ (vv.4–10, MSG). 

As I look at Paul’s life, I feel so challenged. It puts all my problems into perspective. 

In all this suffering, Paul remained faithful ‘in purity, understanding, patience and kindness; in 

the Holy Spirit and in sincere love; in truthful speech and in the power of God’ (vv.6–7a). He 

remained ‘genuine’ and ‘always rejoicing’ (vv.8,10). He says, ‘We are penniless… in reality we 

have everything worth having’ (6:10b, J. B. Phillips). 

Paul says to the Corinthians, ‘We have spoken freely to you… and opened wide our hearts to 

you. We are not withholding our affection from you’ (vv.11–12a). He is open and vulnerable 

with the Corinthians and pleads with them to open their hearts to him in the same way. He says, 

‘Open up your lives. Live openly and expansively!’ (v.13, MSG). 

Paul had explored his own inner territory. He had taken a journey into the places in his heart and 

soul where buried treasures lie. He had carefully examined them and brought them out for 

display. 

To act with integrity we must first know who we are. We must know what we stand for, what we 

believe in, and what we care most about. 

Bear Grylls writes, ‘People tend to think that they have to be funny, witty or incisive on stage. 

You don’t. You just have to be honest. If you can be intimate and give the inside story – 

emotions, doubts, struggles, fears, the lot – then people will respond.’ 

The Holy Spirit is the one who sets us free to be ourselves. He is the one who produces 

fruitfulness in our lives. 

Paul does not want anything to spoil this fruitfulness in the lives of the Corinthians. He pleaded 

with them, ‘Don’t become partners with those who reject God’ (v.14, MSG). (He made it clear 

earlier that he was not suggesting that they remove themselves from the world, (1 Corinthians 

5:9–10). Rather, he is warning of the danger of long-term partnerships with those who reject 

God.) 

Many people have ignored these warnings, for example in terms of marriage partners, and have 

ended up within months or years no longer going to church and then eventually losing their faith. 

It is heart-breaking to watch. 

‘So,’ Paul writes, ‘leave the corruption and compromise; leave it for good’ (2 Corinthians 6:16, 

MSG). He goes on, ‘Let’s make a clean break with everything that defiles or distracts us, both 
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within and without. Let’s make our entire lives fit and holy temples for the worship of God’ (7:1, 

MSG). 

Lord, thank you for the example of Paul’s life. Help me to see all the challenges I face in 

perspective. Fill me with your Holy Spirit and the power of God. Enable me to be pure, patient, 

kind and truthful and to love sincerely with a wide-open heart. 

3. Fruitfulness comes from closeness to Jesus 

Isaiah 3:1-5:7  

God loves you. He wants you to stay close to him. He wants you to be a branch in his vine – 

producing fruit. 

When we are unfaithful to him, it is like being cut off from the vine. We become unfruitful. 

Isaiah writes, ‘The one I love had a vineyard, a fine, well-placed vineyard… He looked for a 

vintage yield of grapes, but for all his pains he got junk grapes… He looked for a crop of justice 

and saw them murdering each other. He looked for a harvest of righteousness and heard only the 

moans of victims’ (5:1–7, MSG). 

Much of the first thirty-nine chapters of Isaiah are about God’s judgment: ‘God enters the 

courtroom. He takes his place at the bench to judge his people. God calls for order in the court, 

hauls the leaders of his people into the dock’ (3:13, MSG). 

God’s people have been unfaithful to him: ‘You’ve played havoc with this country. Your houses 

are stuffed with what you’ve stolen from the poor. What is this anyway? Stomping on my 

people, grinding the faces of the poor into the dirt?’ (vv.14–15, MSG). 

They have enjoyed great material riches, which have led to pride, immorality and greed (vv.16–

23). 

Isaiah sees a coming judgment, and on that day ‘the Branch of the Lord will be beautiful and 

glorious’ (4:2). 

This was only partially fulfilled at that time. Like many other prophecies, it points forward to 

what we can now see was achieved through Jesus, who was the true ‘Branch of the Lord’ (v.2). 

Jesus is the Branch from the vine of God. We are the branches from the vine of Jesus (see John 

15:1–8). 

Jesus is the true branch and the true vine. He is the one who was totally faithful and fruitful 

beyond any human being (even Joseph or Paul!). He now invites you to be part of his vine, to 

stay close to him and to bear much fruit – fruit that will last (John 15:8,16). 

Lord, I want to lead a fruitful life. Thank you that you have made that possible. Keep me close to 

you, faithful and filled with the Holy Spirit, bearing fruit that will last. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isaiah%203:1-5:7&version=NIV&interface=print
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Be Fruitful and Multiply 

Then God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply; fill the earth and 

subdue it; have dominion over the fish of the sea, over the birds of the air, and over every living 

thing that moves on the earth.” Genesis 1:28 

Last week we looked at the first purpose for marriage: companionship. But we see from Genesis 

1 that God desires His people to be fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth. So purpose number two 

for marriage is procreation. God is the One who is responsible for the family; it’s His idea. We 

often hear people talking about the attack on the family, and I agree that there is one because it’s 

God’s idea; it’s God way. A couple get married, have children, create a family, that family then 

develops into a larger society, and culture develops. It’s within this context of relationships that 

the best experiences of life happen. We were created in the image of God, and God exists in a 

community. He is One God, but He exists in a Trinity. There are three persons who are the One 

God. 

Theological Puzzle 

Now sometimes this is a theological puzzle for us, but if you stop to think about it, when the 

Bible says God is love or God is light or God is eternal or God is holy, whatever the Bible says 

God is, it means that God has always been that way. God doesn’t change. He wasn’t love for a 

recent period but prior to that, He was something else. He has always been love. But think about 

this, how could you say something was love if there was no object to love? So the doctrine that 

God is love necessitates the doctrine of the Trinity. If God was just a singular being who existed 

entirely by Himself, how could He be said to have been love? Love must have an object. 

What God Delights In 

When we understand the biblical picture of God as a Trinity, as a community of Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit, we realize that’s where love eternally existed. God created us so that we could 

experience the love that comes from relationships, the love that comes from family, the love that 

comes from community. So there is the procreation element to it; yes, God wants us to be fruitful 

and multiply, but God doesn’t command everybody to get married, so therefore, it’s not 

absolutely necessary to have children; but it is something that God delights in; it’s something He 

created. Some have mistakenly thought that unless you were having sexual relations in order to 

produce children, then that was somehow sin; so you could never have a sexual experience with 

your spouse simply for the enjoyment of it. But that is not a biblical idea. That was a 

philosophical idea imposed from the outside and unfortunately stuck with the church for many 

centuries. 

God Can Fix It 

Next week we will move on to the keys to a God-glorifying marriage. But for now, be reminded 

that God intended your marriage to be a blessing, for you and your spouse and for the world 

around you. If we do it His way, it’s good. And even if we mess it up, He can and will fix it. But 
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we need to come back to Him and to His Word and say, “Lord, I want to start doing things the 

way You said to do them.” When that happens, it is amazing what God is able to do to restore 

Creating and Multiplying Disciple-Making Churches 

The way we use the word "church" in our contemporary culture reflects a variety of 

understandings. People use the word to refer to a building, to a program, to a denomination, to an 

institution, to a home Bible study, care group, two christians fellowshipping together, etc. Now 

all these concepts, held either consciously and reflectively or subconsciously and intuitively 

impact our understanding of what the church is and therefore what it should do (and should not 

do) and how it should do it. Thus what one believes about the nature of the church impacts how 

one understands its ministries and organizations. 

For our purposes today, we want to focus primarily, though not exclusively, on the nature of the 

church. In other words, we want to ask and answer the question: "What is the church?" What is 

its fundamental nature which distinguishes it in its own right and in relation to other 

organizations, etc? Now, in order to answer this question properly we must realize at the outset 

that this question is not being asked in a theological and historical vacuum. There are 

sociological factors, in the providence of God, that stimulate and shape the answers being given. 

So here's the point: If we fail to realize and appreciate the human element in the development of 

any particular ecclesiology, we will tend to resist creative reflection, helpful criticism, and 

potential change. And, in the end, this posture has generally led the church into powerlessness in 

its personal and corporate life as well as culturally insensitive expressions in its missional life. 

This is generally what happens when people consciously or unconsciously wed the gospel or the 

Bible to their particular form of church.1 

For example, during the Protestant reformation the question of the essential nature of the true 

church was debated vigorously-a debate fueled by both cultural/political as well as 

theological/pastoral questions. One element of the larger question was framed as such: Is the 

essential nature of the church visible and human (i.e., an unbroken chain of human succession 

from the apostles, as in Catholic theology) or invisible and spiritual (i.e., all those in spiritual 

union with the resurrected Christ, whether connected to Rome or not; so Luther, Calvin)? For the 

reformers the answer was straightforward, in that while there is no church without people, the 

essence of the church (or, who constitutes the people of God) is invisible and spiritual. It consists 

of those who possess the Spirit, and are therefore united by Him to each other in Christ. Thus, 

the claim to historical succession from Paul is no guarantee of the presence of genuine faith or a 

true church. To the reformers, the Roman church had a shell, appearing like Christianity on the 

outside, but essentially bankrupt, without the Spirit, and in deviation from genuine apostolic 

teaching.  

Now, in our day, undoubtedly due to (1) unrest with the status quo or traditional forms of church, 

combined with widespread desires to seek new expressions for local gatherings; (2) the rapid 

expansion of the persecuted church in Asia, etc. (3) and the serious and far reaching impact of 

globalization/ postmodernism (technopoly, media, language, image),2 the church senses the need 

to rethink her ministries and organization, usually as a response to indictments of irrelevancy.  

https://bible.org/article/creating-and-multiplying-disciple-making-churches#P9_1895
https://bible.org/article/creating-and-multiplying-disciple-making-churches#P12_3743
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The unfortunate aspect to this "response" is that in much of the popular writing on the church, 

little sustained reflection is given to the nature of the church. As Evangelicals we have tended to 

jump directly into revamping our ministries or systematically overhauling our organizations. 

This often betrays the fact that our leaders are thinking of the church in primarily sociological 

(corporate?) and historical categories rather than biblical and theological. Both are absolutely 

necessary, but the latter acts as the critic and foundation of the former and this discernment 

process should not be short-circuited with a "hurry-up offense" attitude.  

Thus it is necessary, especially in a shifting/changing culture, to give some prayerful and 

scripturally informed thought to what the church is. Only then can we confidently follow the 

Spirit into a politically, morally, culturally, and technologically uncertain age. Only then can we 

humbly glorify the Father, through the Son, in the personal leading and power of the Holy Spirit. 

Only then will we be kept from drifting into irrelevancy through cultural and unwanted 

dissociation, on the one hand, or uncritical accommodation, on the other. 

Now the thesis of this paper is that discussion of the nature of the church must begin with 

thinking about the nature of the God who created the church. In short, it is my contention that 

the nature of the church flows, in many respects, directly out of the nature of God. So, in this 

paper we will reflect on our great and awesome God, his Trinitarian nature, and his powerful, 

redemptive reign. This theological background will form the backdrop to discussions about the 

nature of the church. Our discussion of the church will be framed in terms of the Nicene 

confession; it is through this confession that we will begin to see the church for what it is, not 

primarily what it does. Finally, from our discussion of the church's nature we will proceed to 

highlight certain "realities" that should characterize our new churches and discipleship 

ministries. 

Why Study the Bible? 

As we have said, an important part of making disciples is teaching people to obey everything 

Jesus commanded (Matt. 28:20). This means that we need to know Jesus’s teaching and 

commands. It may seem that the first disciples had an advantage on us here. How can we teach 

people to follow Jesus if we haven’t observed His ministry and listened to His teaching? But we 

are not at a disadvantage at all because God has recorded His words and the testimony of Jesus’s 

followers in a book—the Bible. 

For a Christian, nothing should seem more natural than reading the Bible. Peter, one of Jesus’s 

first disciples, compared it to a baby’s natural craving for milk: “Like newborn infants, long for 

the pure spiritual milk, that by it you may grow up into salvation—if indeed you have tasted that 

the Lord is good” (1 Pet. 2:2–3). 

As a newborn depends on milk to survive and to grow, we should equally depend on the words 

of Scripture for our spiritual survival and growth. The words of the Bible have impacted millions 

of lives over thousands of years, and God wants it to change our lives as well. If you don’t 

already love the Bible, pray that you would. 
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No matter what your experience with the Bible has been, it’s helpful for all of us to step back and 

think about what the Bible actually is. When we talk about the Bible, we sometimes use 

profound language without considering what we’re really saying. Perhaps the strongest thing we 

can say about the Bible is that it is the “Word of God.” But have you ever thought about what 

that means? That concept should blow our minds. When we talk about the Bible, we’re actually 

talking about something that the all-powerful, all-knowing, transcendent God decided to write to 

us! What could be more important? 

Think of how you would respond to hearing a voice from heaven speaking directly to you. We 

should approach the Bible with the same reverence.  

If we really believe that the Bible is the Word of God, then it should be much more than a book 

that we are familiar with. It ought to shape every aspect of our existence. It should guide the 

decisions we make in life. If God is the designer and creator of this world, if He made us and 

placed us on this earth, and if He has taken the time to tell us who He is, who we are, and how 

this world operates, then what could be more important to us than the Bible? 

But even after we decide that the Bible is important, we still need to learn to approach it in the 

right way and with the right motives. Many Christians misuse the Bible because they never ask 

themselves why they are studying it in the first place. The purpose of this session is to help you 

think through the nature of the Bible, why it is important to study, and how it should transform 

our lives. 

 Studying the Right Book for the Wrong Reasons 

Before you go any further, ask yourself why you study the Bible. Don’t be overly optimistic with 

this; try to assess your heart. When you pick up the Bible and begin to read it, what is motivating 

you? Are you driven by guilt? Do you have a desire to know God more fully? Are you looking 

for arguments against other perspectives? Are you looking for material for a Bible study or 

sermon? 

 Q1 

Take a few minutes to examine your motivations and write down a few thoughts below. 

The fact of the matter is that most Christians study the Bible for the wrong reasons. Here we will 

explore three motivations for studying the Bible that we need to move beyond: guilt, status, and 

teaching material.  

Guilt 

Many people are motivated by guilt. We all know that we should be reading our Bibles—it’s just 

one of those things that Christians are told they are supposed to do. It is often added to a list with 

things like church attendance, tithing, and not swearing. Nobody wants to admit that they read 

the Bible out of guilt, but guilt is a powerful motivator.  
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Very often this guilt is connected with legalism. We create our own standard (“I must read x 

chapters per day”) and then hold ourselves to it, never stopping to consider that God has not 

placed this standard on us, we have placed it on ourselves. It doesn’t take long before we begin 

holding other people to that standard as well. And thus a culture of guilt is formed, a culture 

where “good Christians” read their Bibles because they’re afraid not to, and “bad Christians” feel 

guilty about not meeting their Bible-reading quota.  

Status 

There is a certain status or air of respect reserved for those who know their Bibles well. And 

rightly so. We should all aspire to know God’s Word inside and out. It should be on the tip of our 

tongues and deeply ingrained on our hearts and minds. 

But take a minute to ask yourself why you want to know the Bible well. God is pleased when we 

treasure His Word, but do you really think He is pleased with your desire to appear intelligent? 

Does your desire to be the “go-to guy” who is never stumped really bring Him glory? What 

about your desire to be recognized as the best or the most spiritual person in the room? 

It’s not about studying the Bible too much (as if that were possible); it’s about your motivation. 

Too often Christians are motivated by status when we should be motivated by a desire to know 

God, to be changed by His Word, and to love and serve the people around us.  

Chances are, you know someone who knows the Bible inside and out. Maybe you’ve noticed 

how that person gets treated, and you want what he or she has. Competition is a great motivator, 

but it’s the wrong reason to study the Bible. God cares more about your character than your 

productivity, and let’s face it, studying the Bible in order to be better than someone else is 

ridiculous. 

Teaching Material 

Sometimes our motivations get skewed when we have to study the Bible in order to lead a Bible 

study, preach a sermon, or just have some sort of scriptural gem to share with someone. This 

tends to be a much more subtle misuse of the Bible. It’s not wrong to use the Bible in preparation 

for teaching other people. In fact, it’s necessary. The problem arises when we begin to approach 

the Bible only as a source for teaching material. If you are in a role where you preach or teach to 

others, do you find yourself simply scanning the Bible for nuggets to share? Or do you soak in 

the Scriptures because of what they have to say to you, listening to what God wants to teach you, 

allowing the Bible to transform you in unexpected ways?  

 Q2 

Take a minute to think about your past experience with studying the Bible. Which of the wrong 

motivations listed above are you guilty of? Can you think of any others? 
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Why Did God Give Us the Bible? 

The best place to begin in refining our motivation for studying the Bible is to ask a simple 

question. Why did God give us the Bible? We’re used to the thought that the Bible is God’s 

Word. But why did He give it us? If the Bible is God’s Word, why did God decide to speak to us 

in the first place? Until we understand what the purpose of the Bible is, we are bound to keep 

approaching it in ways that miss God’s intention. 

 To Teach Us about Himself 

So why did God give us the Bible? One reason that seems obvious is that He wanted to describe 

Himself to us. From beginning to end, God is the subject of the Scriptures. Everything in this 

book is God centered. Genesis begins with a God who existed alone and then spoke all things 

into existence. Revelation ends with this same God reigning eternally over all that He created. 

Every book in between reveals His character and attributes by narrating His sovereign actions 

throughout history. 

God in heaven wants us to know certain things about Himself, and He uses the Scriptures to 

reveal these things. People naturally want to believe in a human-centered world, so God gave us 

the Bible, which shows that everything revolves around God. He is the First and the Last, the 

King of kings, and Lord of lords. He is described as “holy,” which speaks to the massive 

disparity between God and people. It is important to God that we understand this. 

It is through the Bible that we learn about God’s power, justice, mercy, wrath, love, kindness, 

anger, faithfulness, jealousy, holiness, compassion, etc. Because God is already described in the 

Bible, we are left with no room to formulate our own opinions. We should all study in order to 

understand God better. We search diligently to know the truth about God and to rid ourselves of 

any misconceptions we hold about Him. 

 To Teach Us about Ourselves and the World We Live In 

God also gave us the Bible so that we can understand the world we live in. It is a grand narrative 

that explains where we came from, why the world is the way it is, and where everything is 

headed. It explains who we are as human beings and how we should think about our existence. 

Many Christians think that the Bible is helpful for answering religious questions and teaching us 

how to live godly lives, but it doesn’t have answers for the tough questions that we face in 

philosophy, science, or sociology. This is not true! The Bible gives us answers to all of life’s 

most important questions. The Bible gives us much more than “religious truths”; it accurately 

explains the world we live in. The God who wrote the Bible is the God who designed this world. 

Since this is His world, it only makes sense to view the world from His perspective and live 

according to His principles. 
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All of this means that as we study the Bible, we should be seeking to understand our God, our 

world, and ourselves. Rather than pursuing an emotional experience or trying to accumulate 

religious knowledge, we should be learning to live in the world that God made. 

 To Enable Us to Live Godly Lives 

Another reason that God gave us the Bible is to enable us to live godly lives. Peter said that 

God’s “divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the 

knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence” (2 Pet. 1:3). Simply put, 

through the knowledge of God we gain everything we need for living godly lives. Whatever 

motivations we may have for studying the Bible, godly living needs to be near the top of that list. 

We study because we want to be godly. 

Paul said that “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for 

every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17). First, Paul said that Scripture is literally “breathed out” by 

God. Though He used human authors to write each book of the Bible, God Himself is the 

ultimate source of these words. But notice the purpose statement that Paul included: “that the 

man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.” So why did God give us the 

Bible? He gave it to us so that we would be complete, mature people who are equipped and 

ready to do anything God asks us to do. 

This means that as we study the Bible, we should be looking to change. Hebrews 4:12 warns us 

that “the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the 

division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions 

of the heart.” Though we primarily think of the Bible as something we read in order to gain 

knowledge, we actually have it backward. The Bible reads us—it penetrates to our core and 

exposes who we really are. If you ever find yourself reading your Bible and not changing, then 

you can be sure that you’re approaching the Bible in the wrong way. It’s not about finding 

support for our lifestyle or way of thinking; it’s about approaching the mind of God and letting 

Him change and redefine who we are. 

 To Facilitate a Relationship with God 

God wants you to know Him, and He gave you the Scriptures so that you can. Every relationship 

requires communication—the loving expression of each person’s thoughts, emotions, concerns, 

and dreams that strengthens the relationship and deepens intimacy. This is how our relationships 

with one another function, so why would it be any different with God? The Bible is His means of 

sharing His thoughts and desires with us! We are relational beings because He created us that 

way. He Himself exhibits pure relationship in the perfect union and love between the members of 

the Trinity. From the day He placed Adam in the garden, God has maintained a relationship with 

mankind, and communication has always been central to that relationship. 

When we open the Bible, therefore, we are engaging with God’s communication to us. He chose 

specific words to say to specific people at specific times. He chose sixty-six books to preserve 
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for us so that we could know Him better. Though different parts of the Bible are addressed to 

different people, everything in the Bible is ultimately written for our benefit. If the Bible is 

indeed “breathed out by God”—words delivered from the mouth of God Himself—then reading 

the Bible is listening to the voice of God. 

Every time we read the Bible we are strengthening our relationship with God—unless we 

approach the Bible for the wrong reasons. If we approach the Bible with humility, eagerly 

listening for God to speak to us, waiting to hear what God has to say rather than what we want to 

hear, then we are drawing closer to the one we were made to be in relationship with. True Bible 

study must always have intimacy with God as a primary goal.  

 To Exalt Jesus 

God uses the Scriptures to explain how and why He has exalted Jesus to the highest place. All of 

the events in biblical history point to His Son. The law was given to show us our sinfulness and 

our need for Jesus. Old Testament priests and sacrifices point to our need for the greater high 

priest and ultimate sacrifice. The Gospels record the loving words and actions of the Son of God. 

The epistles explain how it is only through His work on the cross that we can be saved from sin 

and filled with the Spirit. Revelation shows how He will one day return to judge and restore the 

earth, and reign with His followers forever. All of this is written to exalt Jesus to the glory of 

God the Father. These words should move us to exalt Jesus in our everyday lives. 

 To Prepare Us for Our God-Given Mission 

From the very beginning, God has had a mission for humanity. After God finished creating the 

world and everything in it, He created the first man and placed him in the garden “to work it and 

keep it” (Gen. 2:15). God also gave humanity dominion over the creation. Whatever it means for 

people to have “dominion” over the creation, it does not mean that we have the right to destroy 

the creation in any way that serves our purpose. Instead, if humanity’s dominion is to look 

anything like God’s dominion, then our responsibility is to lovingly care for the world that God 

made. From the moment Adam was created by God, people have had a mission on this earth. 

God chose Abraham to be the father of the nation of Israel. God blessed Abraham, promised to 

make him into a great nation, and said, “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” 

(Gen. 12:3). When we think about the nation of Israel, we often think that God chose them so 

that they could be separated from the rest of the world, enjoying God’s blessings and living their 

lives as God’s “favorites.” But from the moment He chose Abraham, God made it clear that 

Abraham was to look outward with the blessings he had been given. Abraham was blessed so 

that he could be a blessing to all of the nations of the earth. Israel’s mission was to show the 

world who their God was. 

In the New Testament, the mission of God’s people becomes even clearer. We are not on this 

earth merely to enjoy our own personal relationships with God. We are here to be God’s 

servants, His ambassadors: “Therefore, we are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal 

through us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:20). 
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Though much of Christian thought tells us that we are the center of it all—that it’s all about you 

and God and nothing else really matters—the reality is that God is the center, and He has saved 

us so that we can work with Him in His mission to redeem humanity and restore creation to what 

He originally intended it to be. 

This means that when we read the Bible, we need to view it as our marching orders. Rather than 

coming to the Bible with our own agenda and trying to find verses that support what we’d like to 

do, we need to allow the Bible to shape our hopes and dreams. Every time we read the Bible, we 

should understand our mission a little better. Why are we on this earth in the first place? How 

can we take part in what God is doing in this world? These are all questions that the Bible 

answers—as long as we are ready to listen. 

 Q2 

Take a minute to think through why God gave us the Bible. How should these things affect the 

way you think about studying the Bible? 

 Approaching the Mind of God 

Ultimately, when we read the Bible, we are approaching the mind of God. Every time you open 

the Bible, you ought to prepare yourself for an encounter with the Creator of the universe. So 

how do you prepare yourself for this type of encounter? 

It should go without saying that we ought to approach God with humility. We know that we 

ought to be humble with other people and with God, but we don’t usually think of being humble 

with the Bible. We make this mistake because we don’t think about what it is that we’re doing 

when we read our Bibles. Reading your Bible with humility means that you’re assuming the role 

of a student. Too often we search the Bible to find agreement with the views we already hold. 

This is backward. Instead, we need to recognize that we know nothing. 

We don’t have the answers—that’s why we’re reading the Bible. 

Approaching the Bible with humility means that we’re laying aside our agendas and looking for 

what God will teach us. Every time you find yourself struggling to accept something the Bible 

says, you’ve found an area of your life that needs to be brought into submission to Christ. 

Unfortunately, we often waste these opportunities by finding ways to explain away what the 

Bible is saying to us. 

And that’s the real test—when you find that your beliefs or lifestyle don’t match the Bible, do 

you assume that the Bible is wrong? Every time we find ourselves disagreeing with God, we can 

be certain that we are the ones who need to change. God didn’t give us the Bible to help us feel 

better about the way we do things; He wrote the Bible to tell us what He wants us to be and do. 

Until we begin reading the Bible in order to draw close to God and do what He says, we are 

completely missing the point. 
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Q4 

How do you tend to respond to the Bible’s teaching? Would you say that you approach it humbly 

with a desire to change? How do you need to adjust your approach to studying the Bible?  

 

Right Motivation Makes All the Difference 

In 1 Corinthians 8, Paul talked about food offered to idols. The pagan religions at that time 

would offer meat to their idols. After the ceremony, they would take the meat (obviously the 

idols didn’t eat it) and sell it in the marketplace at a reduced price. Understandably, some 

Christians who had converted from paganism had a problem with eating this meat because they 

felt as if they were participating in idolatry by doing so. Other Christians rightly understood that 

these idols were nothing, and they could eat that meat with a clear conscience. 

The problem came, however, when these Christians began to use their knowledge to push their 

brothers and sisters to act against their consciences. In addressing that issue, Paul said these 

profound words: “Now concerning food offered to idols: we know that ‘all of us possess 

knowledge.’ This ‘knowledge’ puffs up, but love builds up” (1 Cor. 8:1). 

Paul’s warning serves as a great case in point for what happens when we study the Bible with the 

wrong motives. When we study the Bible in order to gain more knowledge, to look more 

intelligent, to prove a point to someone else, or to convince other people that they should think 

and act just as we do, then we are studying the Bible with wrong motives. And what is the fruit 

of this type of study? We become “puffed up.” Ironically—tragically—the act of studying the 

Bible has produced some of the most arrogant people this world has ever seen. Chances are, you 

know one or two of these people. 

 Q5 

Rather than thinking about all of the arrogant people you know, take a minute to consider 

whether or not your efforts in studying the Bible have simply puffed you up. How has studying 

the Bible changed you? Are you more arrogant, argumentative, or judgmental? Write down a few 

thoughts below: 

Clearly, this is not the way God wants us to study the Bible. Instead, reading God’s Word should 

lead us to become more like God. As Paul said, knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. When 

we come to the Bible without an agenda, looking for the ways in which God wants to teach us 

and change us, then we will walk away more like the people that God desires us to be. 

Remember Peter’s exhortation: “So put away all malice and all deceit and hypocrisy and envy 

and all slander. Like newborn infants, long for the pure spiritual milk, that by it you may grow 

up into salvation” (1 Pet. 2:1–2). We should set aside every ungodly desire and inclination and 

simply long to be fed and nourished by the Word of God. It’s a very simple concept that brings 
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life-changing results. Imagine how different you would be if you aligned your thinking and 

lifestyle with the Bible. Rather than becoming arrogant, you would love God more; you would 

be in tune with your God-given mission; you would see people not as means to your own ends 

but as valuable creations of God, and you would find ways to love and serve the people around 

you. 

 Q6 

Take a minute to meditate on 1 Peter 2:1–2. What would your life look like if you desired the 

Word as Peter described?  

 Before You Move On 

To sum it all up, the right way to approach the Bible is to first let go of everything that we want 

and expect, and to let God tell us exactly what to think and what to do. Of course, this is contrary 

to our natural tendencies, so we need God to work in our hearts to remove our poor motivations 

and give us a pure longing for His Word. In the next sessions, we will talk about methods for 

studying the Bible carefully. But before you develop skills in studying the Bible, it’s absolutely 

essential that you work through your motivation for studying in the first place. Unless your heart 

is right, you will misuse the Bible, no matter how skilled you are at studying it carefully. 

Close this session by praying. Ask God to purify your heart with regard to Scripture. Ask Him to 

produce in you a longing for the pure milk of the Word. 

 

 


