
 

1 

LIFE, DEATH & BEYOND: 
THE CHRISTIAN HOPE 

 
 
 
 

A Bible Study 
 

Fr Peter Yeats 
 
 

Session 2 
 

Humanity 
 
 
 
 

magine being a parent, staring down at your new born-child; what kind of things do you 
think go through your head? The delight of seeing something which is so much a part of 
you, yet also so separate from you? The joy of trying to think ahead to what the future 
might bring for this child; how he or she might be able to share in what you yourself have 

done, and are still doing? Thoughts of how you as a parent can help the child achieve 
everything that it should be; and how you will always be there? But, maybe, also a little fear. 
The child is not you; he or she can develop in many ways, some good but some bad; there 
is the potential for things to go so wrong, and, ultimately, you can do nothing about it, 
because the child is not you. 
 

“Then God said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our 
likeness.” 

 
I hope that everyone has noticed that there are in fact two creation stories in Genesis, 
probably with different writers trying to make different points, but in both humans come last, 
almost as the high point of creation. 
 
In the first account, 1:26 − 30, God creates humanity; this is the same word, ‘bārā’, which we 
looked at before; creation out of nothing. The second account, 2:7, is slightly different. God 
does not ‘create’ the Man, but ‘forms’ him out of dust, as a potter forms clay. But it is not until 
God ‘breathes’ into the Man that he comes alive - the only part of creation where this 
happens! It’s interesting that the second version makes no mention of the Man being made 
‘in the image of God’ (which we shall come to in a moment); but possibly this receiving of the 
breath (life, Spirit) of God means the same thing. What the writers seem to be saying is that 
humanity is different, and will have a different role to play than the rest of creation. 
 

We are made in His image… 
 
This sounds like the ultimate arrogance of humanity; yes, we are created, but we carry with 
us the image of the creator unlike everything else in creation! It is no wonder that throughout 
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the bible the great sin of humanity is to believe that we are equal to God, or that we no 
longer need God. But that is not what this phrase is about. 
 
What it actually means has been hotly debated down the centuries. I’m not sure that many 
would think that it means that we and God look like each other, or that God has two arms 
and two legs etc. (Although it is very easy, and possibly understandable, to think of God as 
being like a human - although that can lead to great dangers!) 
 
One possible clue, that might be of help, comes in Genesis 5:3 - “When Adam had lived one 
hundred thirty years, he became the father of a son in his likeness, according to his 
image, and named him Seth.” These are the same words, even if they are in a different 
order. Now, Genesis 5:1-2 has already made clear that both male and female were made in 
the image of God, so this cannot mean that, except in broadest terms, there is a physical 
similarity. And 5:3, quoted above, seems to imply that there is something about the 
father/son analogy which might point us in the right direction.  
 

• One possibility is that as it is the relationship between father and son which is 
fundamental, so it is between humanity and God; to be in God’s image could mean 
that humans have the ability to have a relationship with God. 

 
• Another option might be that as a son functions like a father and on behalf of a father, 

so humans function as and on behalf of God. 
 
Both of these say something about humanity that is important when we consider the hope of 
humanity: both point to humans as having a special place within creation - not just different, 
or more important, but functionally different. Humanity has a special job. 
 

 
I want to just leap forward in the New Testament for a moment, to Colossians 1:15-20, which 
talks about Jesus: 
 

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him all things in 
heaven and on earth were created, things visible and invisible, whether thrones or 
dominions or rulers or powers — all things have been created through him and for 
him. He himself is before all things, and in him all things hold together. He is the head 
of the body, the church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he 
might come to have first place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was 
pleased to dwell, and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, 
whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross. 

 
Once again we hear the language of being the ‘image’ (another example, by the way, is in 2 
Corinthians 4:4). Now, both of these, of course, refer to Jesus - but remember that Jesus is 
as human as we are and that what he achieved on the cross and in the resurrection he did 
as a human. For the moment just bear those things in mind! 
 
 
 

Discussion 
 

• How do we reflect the ‘image of God’ as individuals and as a church? 
• What might be some of the dangers of imagining God as being like a 

human? 
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And let them have dominion… 
 

This small phrase has been used down the centuries by humans to justify nearly every 
atrocity committed by them on creation. The animals that have been needlessly killed; the 
destruction of habitat; the pollution of the air, the sea and the earth. So often, humans have 
taken these words to mean that God has given us free reign to do as we wish; and we do. 

 
And, of course, if all creation is heading towards an apocalyptic end, and (the good) humans 
are gathered up out of it, to be whisked away to ‘heaven’, then why worry anyway? 

 
To really understand the phrase, we have to see it in context, in the context of what has just 
been said - that humans are to be made in the image of God. This, then, is how we are 
supposed to have dominion over creation - as God does. Humanity is taking part in what 
God has done, and is doing; in a sense acting for God in care for creation. 
 
 

“of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day 
that you eat of it you shall die.” 

 
We know the story so well. The Man and the Woman do eat the fruit, and with disastrous 
consequences. The question that we have to ask for our particular theme is; what does God 
mean when He says that “you will die”? Was death already a part of creation? Or was there 
no death before this point? Were the animals to die? The point is that we need to think about 
whether death is good - part of the intention of God - or a direct result of sin. At present, 
there seems to be no real answer to this but, again, bear it in mind! 
 
As ever in this study, I want to leap forward into the New Testament, to show why the 
creation story is so important for our Christian understanding of how humans fit in to the 
Divine plan. 

 
 
 
These few verses which deal with creation introduce the modern Christian to some vital 
points which seem to have got lost through the ages. We live at a time when there are 
growing concerns about the state of creation, the environment, and how we as humans have 
negatively affected it. For many, Christianity bears a large amount of blame for what has 
been done because, it is said, Christians have tended to place themselves above, even 
beyond, the rest of creation. Christians have reached back to Genesis 1:26-28 - and 
especially the divine command that humanity should have ‘dominion’ over creation - to show 
that they can do as they wish, and that creation is there to serve them. As Richard 
Bauckham has said,  

 
In the modern period, the biblical narrative has all too often been represented as a 
story about God and humans. The rest of creation could be forgotten because it was 
thought of as a mere stage-set for the human drama or merely a resource for 
humans to exploit in the interests of the human story. 

 
But this small part of Romans is a reminder of a very different point of view. To get behind 
this view we have to understand the word ‘dominion’ not in terms of subjection but as it 

Please read if not all of Romans chapter 8 then at least verses 18-30, and especially 
verses 19-23. 



 

4 

relates to the fact that humans are made in the image of God (Genesis 1:26). Humans 
‘dominate’ creation in the same way that God ‘dominates’ creation, including humanity; 
indeed, it is part of our role to act in the way of God in this role. This domination is about 
‘care’, ‘looking after’, nurturing. In the same way, the kings of Israel had dominion over their 
subjects - but when they failed to take proper care of them, divine anger was stirred. (Ezek. 
34:10). 
 
Humanity and creation are therefore inextricably linked, not just because humanity is a part 
of creation, but because of the relationship between humanity and creation. And when Adam 
falls, creation is affected. Does this mean that creation also ‘fell’ with Adam? The Genesis 
account seems to say not: while the man, the woman and the snake are cursed for what 
they have done, the ground is cursed (3:17) because of what the man has done. 
 
An important point is that, despite the fall, God does not remove humanity’s dominion over 
creation. Humanity still has a responsibility towards creation - just as a bad monarch still has 
responsibility over his or her subjects. And as the subjects of a bad monarch cry out for the 
monarch to change, so creation waits with eager anticipation for humanity to change. The 
idea that Paul suggests of creation being ‘subjected to futility’ points to the thought that 
creation is desperate to be what it should be, to be what it was created to be, and therefore 
needs humanity to be what humanity should be. 
 
It is as if Paul is trying to present the argument that it is going to be humanity that redeems 
creation or, at least, that creation will be redeemed through humanity. What Paul seems to 
do is not only link creation and humanity but also humanity and Christ in the senses that 
humanity takes on a Christ-like role, because Christ has already achieved redemption on the 
cross and has re-elevated humanity to its pre-fall condition - even if that re-elevation will only 
become obvious in the future. V17 declares that believers are: “heirs of God and joint heirs 
with Christ - if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him.” And vv 
29 and 30 again link believing humanity to the work of Christ - a work they share. 
 
Thought of in this way, Paul’s presentation is not only awesome but is also quite a shock for 
many Christians. We are not called to believe just so that at some time in the future we can 
be taken up into heaven and this world is destroyed. We cannot just ignore creation because 
we feel that we are redeemed. Instead, we must take on the Christ-role of redemption, as 
the ultimate goal of God, it would seem, is that all creation, including humanity, is to be 
made new. 
 
Verses 19-21 surely imply that it is not enough for the Christian to respect and - in so far as 
he can - to protect and cherish the sub-human creation as the habitat, the environment, the 
amenities, of his fellow-men, both those who are now alive and also all those who are yet to 
be born. If it is indeed God's creation, if He is faithful to it too as well as to mankind, and if 
He is going to bring it also (as well as believing men) to a goal worthy of Himself, then it has 
a dignity of its own and an inalienable, since divinely appointed, right to be treated by us with 
reverence and sensitiveness. These verses should alert us to the fact that the Christian 
hope is something vastly more wonderful and more generous than our preoccupation with 
ourselves and the feebleness of our concern for God's glory allow us to imagine. 
 


