
Image-Bearers & Free Will

Genesis 1:27 (NKJV) – So God created man in His  own image; in the image of God He created 
him; male and female He created them. 

Genesis 1:27 (AMP) – So God created man in His own image, in the image and likeness of God He 
created him; male and female He created them.

The following understanding of this reference is based on Michael S. Heiser’s work.1 2

Image or Imager?3

“If you’ve been studying the Bible for even a little while you’ve probably wondered about what the 
image of God is. Chances are you have heard a sermon or two on the topic. I’ll also bet that what 
you’ve heard is  something along the  lines  of  the image of  God being intelligence,  rationality,  
emotions, the ability to commune with God, self-awareness, language capability, the presence of a 
soul, a conscience, or free will. If that’s the case, and if what you heard sounded good, prepare for 
another jolt: the image of God means none of those things and if it did, there would be no reason to  
talk about the sanctity of human life in the womb, at least in the early stages of development.

Genesis 1 and 2 teach us several things about the image of God, and all of what we learn from the  
text must be accounted for in any discussion of what ‘the image’ means.”

1. First, both men and women are equally included in what I’ll call for now ‘divine image 
bearing’.

2. Second,  divine  image  bearing  is  what  makes  humankind  distinct  from  the  rest  of  the 
Genesis creation4. 

3. Third, there is something about the image that makes mankind ‘like’ God in some way.
4. Fourth, there is nothing in the text to suggest that the image has been or can be bestowed 

incrementally or partially. You’re either created as God’s image bearer or you aren’t. One 
cannot speak of being ‘partly’ created in God’s image or ‘potentially’ bearing the image.

“What the image means is based on a point of Hebrew grammar, specifically a special function of 
the preposition ‘in’ with respect to the phrase “in the image of God”. In our own English language  
we use the preposition ‘in’ to denote many different ideas. That is, ‘in’ doesn‘t always mean the 
same thing when we use that word.”

For example, if I say,

• “put the dishes in the sink” – I am using the preposition to denote location.

• “I broke the mirror in pieces” –  I am using “in” to denote the result of some  action or 
accident.

• “I work in  education” – I  am using the preposition to denote that I  was as a teacher or  
principal, or some other administrative capacity. Denoting functionality.

1 - Michael Heiser is a scholar in the fields of biblical studies and the ancient Near East. He is the Academic Editor of Logos Bible 
Software. Mike earned the M.A. and Ph.D. in Hebrew Bible and Semitic Languages at the University of Wisconsin-Madison in 2004. 
He has also earned an M.A. in Ancient History from the University of Pennsylvania (major fields: Ancient Israel and Egyptology).
2 - Michael Heiser’s new website from 2014 is http://drmsh.com – find his documents there.
3 - Source: [“ch3 - As in Heaven, So on Earth” (Michael Heiser)] (www.michaelsheiser.com/TheNakedBible/Chapter%203.doc)
4 - i.e. plants and animals.
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“This last example is the key to understanding what the Hebrew preposition usually translated ‘in’ 
means in Genesis 1:26 – and that will in turn unlock the meaning of image bearing. The image is 
therefore  not a thing put in us; it is something we  do or  are. It is not a thing; it is a function or 
status. Don’t think of it as a noun; think of it as a verb. Being created as God’s imagers5 means we 
are God’s representatives on Earth. Humans were created to rule and care for the Earth as God 
would if he were physically present. It is as though we are Him when it comes to overseeing His 
Earth. This is why Genesis 1:26-27 are followed by what theologians call the ‘dominion mandate’ – 
that these humans are now to subdue the Earth6. Verse 28 helps define verses 26-27.

The amazing thing about Genesis 1:26 is that it tells us that, from the very beginning, God intended 
all humans to be His royal representatives. The image of God idea is thoroughly democratic in  
biblical theology. Like the members of God’s heavenly family, we are all God’s children – and God 
made us His imagers in this place. We were not created as God’s slaves. We are His children and 
members of his royal household. We were intended to rule the Earth together as Father and sons and 
daughters.”

Free Will7

“Acknowledging genuine free will contributes to answering other questions: How and why could 
Adam and Eve sin if their natures were not evil? How did the serpent come to tempt Eve, itself an  
act of evil? The answer to these questions is that all these agents were free to make the choices they 
made. They were not compelled by predestination to do what they did, even though God foreknew 
what would happen if such freedom was extended. Whether we realize it or not, their implications 
have a direct impact on how we view all that goes on in the  invisible world and the epic battle 
between good and evil for the souls of humankind. While God foreknows events he does not decree 
or need evil, evil happens because God’s imagers share his attribute of freedom – an attribute that is 
in fact essential to being God’s imager. 

The critical point is this: if we are imagers of God – truly like him – then we must have genuine free 
will. We cannot be like God and not be free. Why? Imaging God means acting as God in his place, 
as though he were here. We mirror God, and God is a free being. If our free will is removed, we  
would cease to be imagers of God. We would not be like him or be able to function as he would  
with respect to the tasks he has given humanity. Free will is essential to imaging God.”
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5 - Made in His image and likeness.
6 - Genesis 1:28
7 - Source: Wings Like Eagles School of Prophets Module 03, Lesson 5 by Robert Misst 2013 (Original source unknown)
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