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“What is the chief end of man?”2 It has nearly been four centuries since that profound
question was asked, answered, and recorded in Westminster’s Shorter Catechism. For centuries,
it has been a guiding interrogation of the purposes and desires of countless believers across the
globe. It is a sound question; but there is another which has not been asked:3 “What is the chief
beginning of man?” Yet, the chief beginning of man may well offer a deeper interrogation of
mankind’s purpose and desire. The answer to this question may even hold resolution for the
disparate, and often discouraging, frameworks of Christian ethics. This paper argues that the
Imago Dei offers a unifying created function and ethic of the people of God. This functional
Image of God, over against purely structural or relational conceptions, offers the fullness of
purpose in the heart and life of humanity and the church.
This argument develops in two parts. First, it will trace the Image’s place through a
biblical theology of Scripture to demonstrate it as a unifying ethic of the people of God in all
times and places. In the Old Testament, this Image is patterned in man and Israel: formed,
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marred, idolized, stumbling, and longing for fulfillment. In the New Testament, it is finally
typified in Christ, and then imitated by those in whom he dwells. Second, this argument will
propose a fourfold taxonomy of the Image’s created end: dominion, ethical action, ethical being,
and functional representation—dominion being the classic understanding of a functional image
in the creation story, ethical action being the responsive concern of those made in the Image,
ethical being standing as a deontological virtue ethic rooted in the perfect Image of the person of
Christ, and functional representation working as a distinct people imaging God in mission and
purpose. What remains is a unified ethic which elevates human dignity and flourishing as well as
provides an embodied mission of the believer and the church before a holy God.
Before moving to the argument, itself, it would be helpful to define the scope and
uniqueness of this contribution. Others have offered similar biblical theologies of the imago Dei.
In 1966, French professor and Dominican priest, Dominique Barthélemy, offered a devotional
approach to a biblical theology of the Image.4 Barthélemy’s argument is that one facet of divine
revelation is an endeavor by God to rehabilitate errant theologies by restoring a right view of the
Image. A similar, more modern, devotional approach can be found in Hannah Anderson’s 2014
work, Made for More, targeted primarily at women, but insightful for all.5 Greg Beale has taken
more than one approach to the task; first in an examination of the divine image in relation to
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God’s dwelling place,6 then later in its inversion by idolatry.7 More recently, Richard Lints took
up the task in the New Studies in Biblical Theology series, centering primarily on the idolatrous
inversions of the Image, and a picture of its rightful pursuit.8 Finally, one last comparison is
Benjamin Gladd’s recent addition to the Essential Studies in Biblical Theology series, in which
he frames the functions of the Image along those roles of prophet, priest, and king.9
What will be offered here differs from these endeavors, and others, in two primary ways.
The first, perhaps most obviously, is that due to the constraints of a paper of this length, the
interaction with the biblical text will be somewhat truncated compared with monograph length
approaches. It is still maintained that even this cursory examination of the biblical text
sufficiently demonstrates the thesis herein. The second, perhaps more relevantly, is that this
approach is not strictly a biblical-theological one as it relates to a doctrine of the imago Dei, but
one specifically aimed at application through an ethical theory framework. But first, this project
must ask if Westminster ought to be reformed.
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I. REWRITING WESTMINSTER?
“What is the chief end of man? To glorify God and enjoy him forever.”10 The first
question of the Westminster Shorter Catechism is a profound summary of Scripture’s
anthropology. Across cultures and histories, nations and peoples, there is a unity in the imago
Dei which shoulders the profound burden of humanity’s ultimate purpose in this life. The unique
diversity of each life will shape the expressions of this purpose, but will—according to
Westminster—never negate it. Well beyond a service to the churches of England and Scotland,
these words, and those which accompany it, have been a servant and companion to many
believers in the some three-hundred-seventy-five years since the Shorter Catechism was first sent
to Parliament.11 Richard Baxter even describes it as the best book in the world next to the
Bible.12
What is intended here, is not a rejection of these words, nor of similar catechetical
endeavors. Rather, it is the intent of this paper to offer a deeper rootedness to the ideas of that
first question—to add detail and precision to what it means to glorify and enjoy. To say that this
10
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is the chief end of man is to argue that these ends find their intent in the Creator. That is to say,
as a single and universal end for all people, this end is the created purpose of all humanity. As
such, this purpose ought to be seen to some degree in the creation account, and by extension in
the imago Dei as the defining mark of that creation.
Westminster, of course, includes some address of the Image in other questions. Question
10 asks how God created man, “God created man male and female, after his own image, in
knowledge, righteousness, and holiness, with dominion over the creatures.”13 Question 35 asks to
define sanctification, and replies, “Sanctification is the work of God’s free grace, whereby we
are renewed in the whole man after the image of God, and are enabled more and more to die unto
sin, and live unto righteousness.”14 What it lacks is the centrality that the biblical narrative seems
to place on this significant doctrine. To that end, one must look to the Image’s place in the
metanarrative of the Old and New Testaments.
II. THE IMAGE’S PLACE IN SCRIPTURE’S METANARRATIVE
The significance of this doctrine can be traced through a biblical theology of the image of
God. It is not a lengthy affair in the sense that it is not a central image by means of its frequency
but rather by virtue of its placement as an undergirding concept for the people of God.15 As Lints
explains, “This is not to argue for a peculiar way of ‘interpreting’ any part of Scripture. It is the
admonition to interpret books of the Bible as connected to the drama of Creator and creature.”16
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From its inception at the inception of the world, to the fullness of the kingdom in the eternal
reign of Christ, a biblical anthropology may start and end with the image of God.
A. The Image in the Old Testament
To understand the chief beginning of man, one must look to the chief beginning of the
Image. Genesis 1:26–27 makes reference to those words of God spoken over dust and bone,
filling the lungs of the first man and the first woman. “So God created man in his own image, in
the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.” (Gen. 1:27).17 The image of
God is formed alongside the rest of creation, yet distinct from it. It is not a state unique to sinless
man, as it persists, though marred, throughout the rest of the biblical narrative. As Genesis 5
records the book of the generations of Adam, verse 3 mirrors the language of 1:26, where Adam
“became the father of a son in his own likeness, according to his image.” This image then, is not
reserved for the first man or woman, alone, but for every human person.
As the narrative progresses, so does a fullness surrounding the Image. After the great
flood in Genesis 6–8, God forms a covenant with his people. Genesis 9 echoes much of the
language of Genesis 1. The call is again to be fruitful and multiply, to fill the earth and rule over
the other creatures upon it, but there is now a distinction that this provision should not be
corrupted again by the shedding of blood. Genesis 9:6 reads, “Whoever sheds human blood, By
man his blood shall be shed, For in the image of God He made mankind.” The blood of Abel has
cried out to God, and he has answered. This foreshadow of the sixth commandment is more than
a civil ordering of what will be the various societies which fill the earth. It is an assessment of
the value of a human life. Justice is owed not because man might destroy some piece of that
17
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which God has created, but because that piece of creation bears the very image of its Creator.
Chrysostom writes, “Consider the fact that the person has been created in God’s image. Mark the
degree of honor accorded to him by God! Think on the fact that he has received authority over all
creation. Then you will give up your murderous intent.”18 In the darkest moments of human sin,
the image of God is a mark and reminder to preserve the life made by God.
Murder is not the only harm which may come to the Image. Jumping ahead to Exodus
20:4, the Image is seen again in the decalogue, not in the sixth commandment, but in the
second.19 Idolatry is an inversion of the created image of God.20 Man needs no image to worship,
because God is spirit and because God has already formed his image for another purpose. The
image which God created was not a thing to be worshipped in place of him, but to bear his
presence in the world—an abiding presence of his nature, will, and relationship. Israel’s habitual
affairs continued to idolize and displace the true image of their creation. Yes, this idolatry can be
found in Asherim and pillars (1 Kings 14:23), golden calves and stars (Ex. 32:4; Amos 5:26), but
it can also be seen in the subjugation of peoples, the charging of usury (Neh. 5:7),21 the neglect
of widows and the poor (Is. 10:2). It is not simply the forming works of false images which
displeases the Lord, but also the deforming works of the true Images. Distortions of the image of
God exist not because the Image had been removed, but because the Image had in some ways
18
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been “re-created in the image of sin.”22 The Hebrew Bible is then consumed with longings for
this image to be restored again.23
B. The Image in the New Testament
Colossians 1:15–20 meets this longing with the hope of Christ. It reads of Christ, that
He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation: for by Him all things were
created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones, or
dominions, or rulers, or authorities—all things have been created through Him and for Him.
He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. He is also the head of the body,
the church; and He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that He Himself will
come to have first place in everything. For it was the Father’s good pleasure for all the
fullness to dwell in Him, and through Him to reconcile all things to Himself, whether things
on earth or things in heaven, having made peace through the blood of His cross.
The sinless God-man is the restoration of the Image for all who find their hope in him. He
is the image of God perfected and typified. Adam bore the image of the Creator. Jesus is the
Creator incarnate. This image is seen in the life of Christ as portrayed in the gospels. Jesus’ very
genealogies point to the longings for the story of his coming. The nature of his conception points
to the distinctness of his person. He is not the same son to Joseph that Seth was to Adam in his
image and likeness. He bore a greater Image and likeness of a greater Father. Still fully man, the
image of Christ stands separate because he stands without the veil of sin (2 Cor. 4:4). This pure
reflection then is seen in every facet of his life and death. It is then also the expectation of those
who follow him.
Romans 8:29 says that “For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become
conformed to the image of His Son.” New Testament ethics then may be stated for those in
22
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Christ as that oft-trite question, “What Would Jesus Do?” It is the image of Christ, in imitation
and conformation, that the church is called to do and be. The image of God is a task and identity
which continues today. The church longs for the vision of Revelation 21–22, wherein Christ will
make all things new and will dwell among his people again. This new creation is not the erasure
of the Image in lieu of the genuine article, but the completion of the Image, restored to its full
capacity as a whole creation before its Creator. If this is the trajectory of the imago Dei from
creation to culmination, the content of the Image must be fully revealed.
III. IMAGING GOD
Historically, the Image has been marked by three distinct positions: the structural, the
relational, and the functional.24 Much ink has been spilled in the various expressions of the
mental or moral structure of man,25 over against relational capacities,26 and in its functional
expressions.27 To some degree, these partitive notions are each incapable of capturing the
24
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doctrine’s fullness on their own. 28 The following taxonomy understands the image of God as
structural, relational, and functional. It is the verbal expression of God’s people on the earth,
distinct from the rest of creation by essence, relationship, and responsibility, and it begins with
the first words of Genesis not spoken over creation but to it.
A. Dominion
In Genesis 1:28, “God blessed them; and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and
fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and
over every living thing that moves on the earth.’” As the pinnacle of God’s creation, humanity
has been made to fill, subdue, and rule over the earth. This stated intent directly follows the
Image and seems to be, in part, the Hebraic understanding of being and doing.29 The imago Dei
as a concept of dominion or rule is of course not a foreign one to those surrounding nations and
peoples at the time of the biblical story. Ancient Near Eastern conceptions of God’s image can
be seen in pharaohs and kings, as those who were not simply divinely placed, but divine
themselves.30 This image of gods, in the pluralistic sense, conveyed a distinct elevation of these
rulers above those inferior peoples under their rule. The biblical narrative subverts this idea, by
bestowing the Image not upon a ruling class or figurehead, but upon all men, and women.
Turretin, Institutes of Elenctic Theology; v1: First through Tenth Topics, v1 (Phillipsburg, NJ:
P & R, 1992), 466.
28
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David J. A. Clines explains that “to be God’s image… is to deputize in the created world
for the transcendent God… to represent God’s lordship to the lower orders of creation.”31 This is
not a task given to man or to woman independently of one another, but to man and woman
together, giving an inherent dignity to all people, and setting creation apart from its creator.
Moving then through the verse’s picture of this dominion, humanity rules in fruitfulness, in
cultivation, and distinction.
The first element of this command is to create in the way God has created—to bring forth
life. This is not unique to humanity, as those same fish and birds, beasts and crawling things,
even trees and plants, bear a similar responsibility and carry it out, sexually and asexually. The
distinction, once again, is that humanity bears the image of God, male and female. Human
procreation, over against all other types, is the one creative function that reproduces the image of
God in the world—a literal, creative task. Unlike the God whose image men and women bear,
humanity is unable to create alone. Male and female, he created them. Male and female, they
create. Together, the two image bearers create new image bearers. This is not an essential
function of the Image—lest it negate the personhood of children, the barren, or Jesus himself—
but the ordained means of increase. Biological gender stands then as one reminder that humans
are not God. God creates out of his capacity. There is no partialism or composite nature of his
person or ability. God speaks and creation springs forth ex nihilo. Humanity is, as the bearer of
God’s image, also called to create, not ex nihilo, but ex creatione. This leads to the second task:
to cultivate and subdue.
31
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As God delineated between land and water, fish and bird, beast and crawling thing, so
humanity mirrors these creative tasks in farming, ranching, and life-giving practices, but also in
art, music, and the cultivation of beauty. This is to work the earth and to rule over other
creatures, not as domineers, but as custodians.32 It is the task of creating, cultivating, and
caretaking. Any calling or vocation becomes a godly calling so long as it is bound up in the
moral pursuit of bearing God’s image in the world in accordance with these tasks. The image of
God is more than this, but it is not less.
B. Ethical Action
The second facet of imaging God can be expressed in ethical action. This is to say that
bearing the image of God is not a vocational reality alone but bears outward moral and relational
expressions. Perhaps, this is some part of the distinction made between the image and likeness by
Gregory of Nyssa. He writes, “We possess the one by creation; we acquire the other by free will.
In the first structure it is given us to be born in the image of God; by free will there is formed in
us the being in the likeness of God. … this is so that you might complete it yourself and might be
worthy of the reward which comes from God.”33 Humanity reflects the image of God no less
than to the degree that its ethical action is consistent with the action of the Creator. This is seen
in the inaction of sin and the active pursuit of righteousness. It is to do justice, and not merely
speak about it. It is to love mercy, and not boast in distortions of the Image. It is to walk humbly,
32
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and not in an arrogance which would subvert the Image as anything unfit of a creature before the
God of heaven.
But ethical action cannot simply be reduced to that action done by the image. It must also
be a responsive concern for those that bear it. This implies a distinct relational component as
God’s people are called to bear his image to one another not as witnesses but as coheirs. Each
believer polishes the mirror of the community with ever increasing glory (2 Cor. 3:18). Ethical
action is to bear the image of God in love and good works. T. B. Maston explains that this is “the
responsibility of man ... an innate sense of oughtness, [which is] an evidence and expression of
the image of God within man.”34 In some sense, this ethical action is the fulfillment of what the
Image was meant to be and will be, soteriologically and eschatologically.35 Humanity is thus not
simply to focus on those tasks of dominion alone, but to do so in a community which recognizes
the dignity of others and pursues flourishing as defined by the moral outworking of right action.
This is the structure of the prophet’s concern for the marginalized—seen most in the disregard of
the widow, the orphan, the poor, and the immigrant. It may be framed today in the Image’s
bearing on conversations of gender, race, economics, and status.
The Image’s ethical action is one of personal and corporate responsibility. Personally,
men and women image God in their individual lives by moral action consistent with his actions
of redemption, mercy, justice, and love. The expressive nature of God’s communicable actions
are to be mirrored by those bearing his Image. Corporately, this is to recognize that moral action
is impossible to do in isolation. God is a relational God, within the persons of the Trinity,
34
35
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towards humanity, and in the expectations of humanity towards the social other. This morality is
the outward expression of the inward reality of God’s character and virtue. To image God
outwardly must be rooted in an image of God inwardly.
C. Ethical Being
It is not enough to consider the image’s weight of vocation and relationship, it must also
be seen in the inward, structural reality of virtue formation. This is the teleological component of
an imago Dei ethic. This is to say that humanity images God by the characterological traits it
exhibits. Ethical being, in this regard, may be restated as an inward Christlikeness. As the
Athenians groped at some knowledge of their creator, Paul assures them that “in him we live and
move and have our being” (Acts 17:28 NIV). This being is a consequence of the Image. It is the
reality of human personhood. But it is not static. There is along with this being a measure of
becoming. Jesus, at every stage of development, was the very imprint of God. Jesus, as man,
learned to crawl and walk and speak and grow. Jesus, as the perfect image of God, had no need
for growth towards holiness.36 There was no becoming for the eternal Son, no marred state to
overcome, no pangs of regret or brokenness in his soul. This is the Image to which the believer is
conformed—the object of its becoming.
This characterological concern evaluates the formative practices of the Christian life.
Liederbach and Lenow describe this as “[God’s desire for] his image-bearers to glorify him
through habituated obedience that flows reflexively through [their] transformed character.”37
36
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Formation, rightly considered, will naturally examine the ways the believer is formed and
deformed by spiritual disciplines, ecclesial liturgy and community, and life in the world.
Consider, for a moment, the role that just Christian worship has on character. Liturgical worship,
as a work of the people, bears a formative task in the life of the Christian. Even those traditions
which deemphasize liturgical expressions of their worship services in favor of modern
expressions are forming distinct liturgies, even if said liturgies are untethered to historic practices
of the church. These expressions often pursue each element of the service in seeking excellence
as unto the Lord in ways which are winsome to the culture around them—a talented band,
stunning audio and visual effects, and an engaging speaker—but what are these expressions of
worship forming in those who participate in them? It may even be unfitting to describe
attendance here as participation. Instead, the liturgy has become not participation as an act of the
people, but consumption. If this is the formative reality of ethical being within the Sunday
gathering, how much more is at stake outside of it?
The believer then has a distinct responsibility as it relates to the cultivation of the Image
in their inward parts, to “take every though captive to the obedience of Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5).
This is impossible without the Spirit of God, who forms the believer into the virtue of Christ.
There is a tension here between rule and end which need not be broken. The result is a
deontological virtue ethic which embodies fully the image of God in clarified responsibility and
character.38 But there is still one final consideration of the Image’s ethic in a functional
representation of the Godhead.
Discipleship (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2021), 197–198.
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D. Functional Representation
The final element of this taxonomy is the consideration of the Image’s role in the missio
Dei by creating a distinct people imaging God in mission and purpose. This is an embodied
evangelism not only to those other image bearers, but even “to the rulers and the authorities in
the heavenly places” (Eph. 3:10). The global expressions of the church in all her denominations,
traditions, liturgies, and languages may well demonstrate the profound difficulty in this task.
Infighting and controversy seem to have led to an infinitely growing number of Christian sects
and services, each claiming some measure of moral and epistemological authority over the
others. But the centrality of God’s work for his image bearers, made known through the true
image of Christ, offers a united and embodied evangelism in the mission of God.
This fourth facet is what distinguishes this framework beyond general ethics and into an
ethic explicit to the people of God. To some degree—as functions of general revelation and
natural law—dominion, ethical action, and ethical being can be seen and expected, in varying
degrees, in secular ethics. But the functional representation is a task which is distinct to those
who not only bear the imago Dei, but are being conformed to the imago Christi. Lesslie
Newbigin writes that the church “offers to all peoples a vision of the goal of human history in
which its good is affirmed and its evil is forgiven and taken away, a vision which makes it
possible to act hopefully when there is no earthly hope, and to find the way when everything is
dark and there are no earthly landmarks.”39
Publications, 2022), 75–83.
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The people of God continues to image Christ in her ecclesial functions as well as her
ethical ones. As the gifts and signs of her gathering, the sacraments of baptism and communion
visibly reflect Christ’s work.40 The table, in particular, is a visceral picture of the subversive
nature of Christ’s image. Like Adam, there is a breaking of the image of God in Jesus. Unlike
Adam, the breaking of this image is no longer the sign of the breaking of fellowship, but the
breaking of bread in communion with God and the ecclesial other. Christ’s body broken and
blood shed are the restorative signs of the Image restored—relationally, structurally, and
functionally. Relationally, those in Christ have been restored to communion with God by the
means of his grace. Structurally, the Spirit forms his people into the image of Christ.
Functionally, she embodies the posture of the crucified Christ to the world.
IV. CONCLUSION
The good is determined by its proximity to its source in the goodness of God. This
goodness is expressed in the eternal nature of God’s moral character. In creation, this is
expressed in a creative and ruling work, goodness in act and being, as representatives of the
Godhead in creation and to creation. This is the expression of God’s moral nature to creation, to
the communal other, to the self, and to the world. These aspects are not at odds with one another
but are each part and parcel of what it means to be human. To be human is to image God, and by
so doing, to glorify and enjoy him forever.
40

Walls, Vanhoozer, et al. “A Reforming Catholic Confession: A ‘Mere Protestant’
Statement of Faith to mark the 500th anniversary of the Reformation” (2017), Baptism and the
Lord’s Supper. https://reformingcatholicconfession.com.
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