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   Only man is distinguished from all the animals by being noted as being 

made in the image and likeness of God. In some way man is like God. Even 

if the similarity between man and God could not be defined more precisely, 

the significance of this statement of the nature of man for the understanding 

of biblical thought could not be over-emphasized. God has impressed His 

image on this particular creation; man is thus the one godlike creature in all 

of creation.  

   Man's nature is not understood if he is viewed merely as the most highly 

developed of the animals with which he shares the earth, nor is it perceived if 

he is seen as an infinitesimal being dwarfed by the enormous magnitude of 

the universe. By the doctrine of the image of God, Genesis affirms the digni-

ty and worth of man, and elevates all men to the highest status conceivable, 

short of complete divinization.  

   The story of the creation of the first man and the first woman is told in two 

different accounts. The idea that man was created in the image and likeness 

of God appears in the first account:
1

 

'Let us make a human [adam] in our image [be-tzalmenu], by our 

likeness [ki-demutenu], to subdue
2

 the fish of the sea and the fowl 

of the heavens and the cattle and the wild beasts and all the crawl-

ing things that crawl upon the Earth.' And God created the human 

[adam] in his image, in the image of God He created him, male 

and female He created them (Gen. 1:26-27).  
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ANGELS 

   This account seems to begin in heaven. God speaks in the plural, 'our im-

age.' It is not clear who besides God is being referred to here. Several an-

swers have been presented: God is referring to the Creation (Radak and 

Maimonides), the heavenly Court (angels), Himself or the plurality of His 

majesty (Gen. Rabbah 8:3,5). The midrashic idea that man is created in the 

image of both God and angels is supported by many biblical accounts of an-

gelic beings. God can appear in the guise of an angel and angels can appear 

as an image of God; as divine agents. In Mamre 'the Lord appeared' as three 

men that come and speak to Abraham; one of them tells him that 'I [God] will 

return and Sarah shall have a son;' she laughs and then 'the Lord' speaks di-

rectly to Abraham (18:1-16). Jacob fights a man all night, the man renames 

him 'Israel', and the man turns out to be Elohim (32:29-32). In Exodus an 

angel whom the people are to heed has God's name within him (Ex. 23:20-

21). The line between angels and the divine seems almost intentionally ambi-

guous.  

   These angels, in the Pentateuch, appear on earth; in the various books of the 

prophets we find angels with wings (Is. 6:1-3) and more bizarre images in 

Ezekiel (chapters 1 and 10). The different descriptions of angels may 

represent different aspects of God. 

   The aspects of the books of prophets noted above seem like the Gnostic and 

theosophic ruminations of the kabbalists. Michael Fishbane refers to midra-

shim as myths and sees the kabbalists as inheritors of the midrashim.
3

 "They 

imply that this canonical source conceals a deeper dimension about the acts 

and nature of God, and thus the language of the readable text is but the sur-

face of another narrative about divine deeds or divine feelings hidden from 

immediate view. To know how to read rightly is thus to know that the histor-

ical character of Scripture is but the verbal outcropping of another narrative – 

not an account of Israel but of God, and not of the events of the earth but of 

the hidden acts of the Lord in heaven . . . Scripture suffuses all; for it is the 

real myth of God, insofar as this is ever or at all sayable in human speech or 

accessible to the human imagination. God's truth is refracted in fragments of 

myth bound by the syntax of Scripture".
4

 

   Divine agents are seen in the Pentateuch and expanded in the Prophets as 

noted above. Various Jewish texts from the fourth century BCE show a ten-



ADAM: CREATED IN THE IMAGE AND LIKENESS OF GOD 

Vol. 39, No. 3, 2011 

183

dency to expand such agents.
5

 Michael is noted in the book of Daniel; he will 

protect the righteousness of Israel (Dan. 12:1); while Gabriel interprets Da-

niel's dreams (Dan. 8:16; 9:21-27). Daniel also refers to a heavenly being one 

like a son of man (Dan. 7:13). Beyond the Tanakh, we find the four Holy 

Watchers named Sariel, Raphael, Gabriel and Michael, or the seven adding 

the names Uriel, Re'uel and Remiel, in the Dead Sea Scrolls and the First 

Book of Enoch.
6

  

   Although the idea that man is created in the image of God and the angels is 

found in the Midrash and may be seen in various biblical texts, most com-

mentators focused on the idea that man is made in the image of God, and did 

not relate to the image of angels.
 7

  

 

IMAGE OF GOD 

   Genesis 1:26 makes it clear that it is by the image of God that man is dis-

tinguished from all the animals, which share with him the sixth day as the 

moment of their creation. Who or what is meant by 'our image' and 'likeness'? 

In what respect is man is like God? Various answers have been proposed. 

   (1) Some have seen the image consisting in man's physical form, which is 

in some way understood to be similar to God's. According to Goshen-

Gottstein, "in all rabbinic literature there is not a single statement that cate-

gorically denies that God has a body or form." He continues that "the creation 

of man in God's image refers to man's physical [bodily] form."
8

 Rabbi Isaiah 

of Trani (1180-1250), an Italian scholar in Talmudic studies, believed that 

some of the Talmudic Sages believed in God's corporeality.
9

 This despite 

Maimonides' third article of faith and many other commentator's rejection of 

such a belief. 

   At an evacuation in Northern Syria a statute was found of King Hadduyiti, 

of Guzana. The inscription in Aramaic states that the statute is the likeness 

(demuta) and image (tzelem) of the King.
10

 This suggests a context for the 

biblical term. The word tzelem may imply that God has an image that can be 

replicated. In Genesis 5:3 we are told that Adam's son Seth has the likeness 

and image of his father, referring to his physical likeness. Based on this, one 

can construe that Adam resembles a similar bodily image of God. Later on 

the Torah states He who sheds human blood by humans his blood shall be 

shed, for in the image God He made humankind (Gen. 9:6).  
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   The physical meaning of tzelem was emphasized in a paper by Paul Hum-

bert, who concluded from a study of tzelem and demut in the Bible that the 

phrase be-tzalmenu ki-demutenu, 'our image according to our likeness' in Ge-

nesis 1:26 means that man was created "with the same physical form as the 

deity; of which he is a molded three-dimensional embodiment; delineated and 

exteriorised."
11

 

   Ludwig Koehler similarly considered, in examining the use of tzelem in 

other Semitic languages, that tzelem is primarily an upright statue, and that 

the image of God is to be seen primarily in man's upright posture and more 

generally, in man's creation according to God's tzelem, i.e. His image in the 

sense of form.
12

 One of the chief distinguishing marks of man in relation to 

the animals is his upright posture, as was already recognized in antiquity. 

Man named and was to subdue all the animals. 

   God in the Bible is described as if he had hands, eyes, ears, and physical 

actions are attributed to Him such as laughing, smelling, and whistling; He 

was also spoken of as feeling the emotions of hatred, anger, joy, regret. De 

Geradon suggested that the image may be compared to man's possession of 

heart, tongue, and limbs, corresponding to the divine faculty of thought, 

speech, and action.
13

 These are human attributes; of course one can state they 

are anthropomorphic allegories, but the peshat can have a literal meaning. In 

the ancient mid-east these were meant as literal attributes of gods. The He-

brew Bible was written at that time and its people would have expected what 

the words meant in the broader culture they belonged to. 

   (2) The divine image is some spiritual quality of man: his self-

consciousness and self-determination, his reason and understanding, his ca-

pability for thought and his desire for immortality. For Maimonides this is 

human intellect which resembles divine intellect and allows humans to com-

mune with God.
14

 Sforno, in his commentary to Gen. 1:26, explains that it is 

man's free will. Whatever the case, the image and likeness of God that is 

found in man is a non-physical characteristic. 

   (3) The image may be a term for the immediate relationship between God 

and man. According to Abraham Joshua Heschel, "in a very deep and strong 

sense God cannot be conceived by us in complete detachment from man. God 

and man have to be thought of together. A prophet is a man who holds God 

and man in one thought and at one time. He does not think of God without 
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man and he does not think of man without God."
15

 Heschel believed that bib-

lical, rabbinic, and kabbalistic thought converge on the idea of the interde-

pendency of the divine and the human. Perhaps the image can be seen as the 

access, the conduit to God.   

   (4) David Clines summarizes his view as follows: "Man is created not in 

God's image, since God has no image of His own, but as God's image, or 

rather to be God's image, that is to deputize in the created world for the tran-

scendent God who remains outside the world order. That man is God's image 

means that he is the visible corporeal representative of the invisible, bodiless 

God; he is representative rather than representation, since the idea of portray-

al is secondary in the significance of the image. However, the term 'likeness' 

is an assurance that man is an adequate and faithful representative of God on 

earth."
16

 

   If we take the whole history of interpretations into account, we find two 

quite distinct basic approaches to the meaning of the image. One view locates 

the image in some spiritual quality or faculty of the human person. It is from 

the setting of the image doctrine at the apex of structure in the creation narra-

tive and from the solemnity of the statement of divine deliberation with 

which it is introduced that we have a carefully considered theology express-

ing the dignity and spiritual capacities of man. The other approach, which 

leads to a physical interpretation of the image, while equally ancient, is not 

always well appreciated in modern times.  

  

DIVINE NATURE 

   Throughout Genesis chapter 1, the transcendence of God is firmly estab-

lished. God stands outside and above the created order, and the only continui-

ty between God and his work is the Word pronounced in the Torah. It is of 

the greatest theological moment therefore that precisely within this depiction 

of God's transcendent freedom over the whole world-order we find the doc-

trine of God's image, that is to say, of the real presence, or immanence, of the 

deity within the world through the person of man. 

   One senses in the opening chapters of Genesis the two aspects of the divine 

nature, transcendence and immanence. They have at one and the same time 

freed God from bondage to the world-order by asserting the creaturehood of 

all that is not God, and have ensured that the statement about the immanence 



MOSHE REISS 

JEWISH BIBLE QUARTERLY 

186

of God firmly excludes any possibility of man's divinization, for man too is 

explicitly said to be a creature of God. The Bible, at least as interpreted by 

Jewish commentators, does not see the relation of the transcendence and im-

manence of God as a problem. Isaiah quotes the angels singing Holy, Holy, 

Holy is the Lord . . . His glory fills the whole earth (Is. 6:3). The Hebrew 

word kadosh meaning 'holy' also means 'separate.' Thus one can say the Lord 

is separate in heaven and still fills the whole earth. Yet there is considerable 

tension between these two aspects. Here the polarities are merged in the con-

ception of the transcendent God immanent through the person of man. To be 

human and to be the image of God are not separable. 
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