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Introduction 
  For the last couple weeks, we’ve been looking at foundational beliefs of the Christian faith.  This is for a 

number of reasons, not the least of which is that we have a number of new believers here at Priory who don’t have 

a Christian background. We also have a number of seekers, people who are very interested in Christianity, but 

have yet to commit their lives to Jesus. One goal is for these people to have a better understanding or foundation 

for living for Jesus. 

 Another reason for our series is that our culture around us is changing rapidly.  No longer do most 

Canadians hold to a Christian worldview or hold Christian values, even if they aren’t Christians. As our culture’s 

diversity increases, it is more and more important for us to be able to articulate not only what we believe as 

Christians, but why we believe it.  For people who grew up in a predominantly Christian culture, it is sometimes 

difficult to see the significance of particular Christian beliefs.  It is not until you compare and contrast those 

beliefs that you start to see what makes Christianity significant or unique.  

 Also, many people hold elementary understandings of Christian doctrine and have not been taught or 

challenged to go deeper in their understanding.  This series is designed in part to challenge our introductory 

understandings of Christian beliefs and move us to a more mature, more nuanced or more sophisticated 

understanding of the foundational beliefs of Christianity.  That is, we are trying to move deeper in our beliefs. 

 Yet, even so, there are likely people here this morning who already hold deep understandings of our faith.  

What about those people?  Should they just “tune out”?  Of course not! IF you already have a deep grasp of the 

foundational beliefs of Christianity, then this series should challenge you on how you would share your 

understanding of our faith with a non-believer. The same cultural shifts that make it necessary for us to 

re-examine our beliefs also means we have many friends, co-workers, classmates, neighbours and even family 

members who are not believers.  How would you explain the central or core beliefs of Christianity to one of these 

people?  What if they are atheists? What if they are Muslim? Or Hindu? 

 Today we are going to examine the Christian understanding of humanity. What does it mean to be human?  

What are people? Why are they significant or valuable?   

 [pic] Years ago, I was a big fan of the TV show Law and Order.  I remember one episode in which they 

were putting somebody on trial for wrongful death.  I don’t remember if it was the death of a young child or an 

unborn child, but the defence argued that the value of a person could be reduced to the value of the chemical 

elements a person is made up of.  That came out to just a few dollars.  The prosecution, on the other hand, 

calculated all the lost wages the person could have potentially earned throughout their lifetime.  Obviously, that 

was a much larger number. It is interesting, though, that in either case the value of the human life in question was 

calculated in terms of dollars and cents!  There was no other mechanism to use, no other way to evaluate a 

person’s worth! 

 Why are people valuable?  What makes people special? Why do we value a person’s life over that of 

another animal?  Why is murder wrong?  These are all questions that have to deal with the Christian 

understanding of humanity.  Any worldview, whether it be Christian, atheist, Muslim, Hindu or New Age, has to 

wrestle with these questions.  Every culture, in some sense, holds human life to be more valuable than other life.  

Every culture believes at least some forms of murder are wrong.  Even in cannibalistic cultures, the people eaten 

are outsiders, never people from inside the tribe! 

 What we believe about the nature of people has a profound effect on how we treat them.  Some of you 

may be familiar with the name Frederick Nietzsche, a famous atheist philosopher of the late 1800’s.  As an 

Atheist, Nietzsche was realistic about the philosophical consequences of removing God and ultimate purpose 

from the universe.  He recognized that atheistic evolution had particular consequences for humanity, and 

introduced the idea of a “superman” “evolving” to take control.  What many don’t realize is that Hitler was a 
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huge fan of Nietzsche! Hitler’s campaign of eliminating Jews, the mentally and physically handicapped and all 

other “undesirables” was a direct result of his reading of Nietzsche.  So although an extreme example, what you 

believe about the nature of humanity affects how you treat people. 

 And people are interested in people.  If you begin talking with a non-believer about “what the Bible says, 

or what God is like, the listener’s attention may be lost almost before it is gained…. But modern humans are 

concerned about themselves, what is happening to them, where they are going.” [Millard Erickson, Christian 

Theology, p. 482]  So to begin a conversation with a non-Christian by bringing up what people are like, what 

makes people valuable or the nature of humanity can really be quite effective! 

Context 

 So let’s take a look at the Christian doctrine of humanity.  To do that, we will consider one of the 

descriptions of God’s creation of man in Genesis.  In Genesis 1, on the 6
th

 day of creation, we read that God 

created man in his own image, “male and female he created them.”  In Genesis 2, the chapter we are examining 

today, we read that Adam was created first, existed alone for some time and then God created woman to be a 

suitable companion for Adam. 

 In its original historical and cultural context, these passages were remarkable because they place humanity 

at the top of the created order.  God put humans in charge of his creation. We are to be stewards or caretakers of 

God’s created order.  We are to rule over the animals, the birds, the fish, etc.  This was in contrast to the cultures 

around Israel that worshipped much of the created order, and held superstitions about the animal kingdom.  

Many cultures were religiously subservient to creation, rather than caretakers of creation.  As we read our 

passage today, pay special attention the work God does in creating and the role he gives Adam to work the land 

and care for creation. 

Text 
Read Genesis 2:4-9, 15-25 

Observations 
 Let me point out a few things by way of observation from our text.  As I mentioned before we read the 

passage, the consistent theme throughout these verses is the creative activity of God. This is the account of God 

creating the heavens and the earth. The earth had no plant life yet because God had not yet sent rain, etc. 

 Picking up at verse 7, “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.” First, God formed man.  By the way, the 

word for man in Hebrew is Adam, which makes this passage tricky because the word Adam can be used both for 

“man” in general and as a proper name for the first man. 

 God formed Adam, or man, just as he formed all the other creatures- out of the dust of the ground.  The 

term “formed” “expresses the relation of craftsman to material, with implications of both skill and sovereignty 

which man forgets at his peril.” [Derek Kidner, Genesis, p. 60]  This tells us that we are made of the same 

material as the rest of creation and that God is sovereign over us as he is the rest of creation.  Similarly, scientists 

recognize that all life on earth is carbon-based.  Our molecules are based around carbon atoms.  We are made of 

the same elements and compounds as the rest of animal life on earth. 

 However, unlike the other animals God made, in our case he “breathed” into us the breath of life.  As you 

may recall from our series on the Holy Spirit last fall, the Hebrew and Greek words for “spirit” are also the words 

for breath or wind.  So the image here is more than just doing CPR on the first human to get them breathing. 

There is a spiritual connotation to this passage. 

 This image of “breathed” is also incredibly intimate. This is a “face to face,” intimate and “warmly 

personal” image of God breathing into man something of himself.  It is an act of self-giving as well as making. 

“Even at our making, then, the pattern ‘God so loved… that he gave...’ is already visible.” [Kidner, p. 60]  

Thousands of years later, John 20:22 speaks of when Jesus breathes life into the New Creation, the church. 

“And with that he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’” [Kidner, p. 60] 

 But beyond just making man and setting him loose to fend for himself, God also provides for Adam on a 

number of levels.  Verses 8-17, some of which we skipped, describe the Garden of Eden in which God placed the 

man to live.  In the garden was an incredible variety of plants and beauty for Adam to explore.  We are told in 

verse 9 that God made all kinds of trees in the garden, “trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food.”  
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You may remember that description from our sermon last week when we talked about the Fall of humanity. Eve 

saw for herself that not only was the fruit pleasing to the eye and good for food, but also “for gaining wisdom.” 

 But in the beginning, we see God’s provision only.  Not only has God provided nutritional nourishment 

for Adam, but intellectual nourishment as well.  Adam is left to explore, discover and enjoy the beauty of the 

Garden.  God gave Adam a task to perform. (verse 15) He was to work the garden and take care of it.  God also 

gave him a divine word to live by, addressing Adam’s spiritual need for nourishment too. [Kidner, p. 61]  God 

gave Adam the freedom to eat of any tree, but warned him that he must not eat of one particular tree.  Notice that 

God did not set up a fence around the tree. He just gave Adam his word of command.  As we saw last week, 

Adam was free to eat of any tree, but was warned of the consequences of eating from the particular tree that God 

forbade. 

 Much thought has been put into the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  We go astray, though, 

when we think the power was in the tree itself.  The power of the tree was not inherent to the tree, but to the 

command of God not to eat from it.  The tree is not magical, but rather it gives man a definitive “Yes or No to say 

with his whole being.” [Kidner, p. 62] “The emphasis falls on the prohibition [not to eat from the tree] rather than 

the properties of the tree.” [pic] To seek the meaning of the tree is idle, “this was Eve’s mistake.” [Kidner, p. 63]  

Rather, the tree serves as a door with a warning sign on it. The danger is not the door, but what lies beyond it.  To 

get caught up with the sign misses the point of the sign.  To get caught up in the nature of the tree misses the point 

of the tree. 

 Notice, though, that Adam was given moral freedom and responsibility before eating from the tree.  

He is a moral agent from his first creation. It was not the effect of eating from the tree. 

 Beyond being morally responsible, Adam is also a responsible steward or caretaker of creation.  God 

brings all of the animals to Adam to be named.  That is an incredible privilege and responsibility. We are told in 

verse 19 that whatever name Adam gave to a creature, that was its name.  The power of naming is significant, and 

God honoured Adam’s naming decisions.  This depicts Adam as the “monarch of all he surveys” but also “a 

social being, made for fellowship, not power….” [Kidner, p. 65]  It was in the context of seeking a suitable 

partner for Adam that God brought the animals to him to be named. 

 [pic] It’s interesting to note that Adam was the first scientist.  One of the major roles of science is to 

categorize and name discoveries.  Adam categorized and named all the living creatures in the garden.  He was 

the first wildlife biologist! 

 Finally, God makes woman out of man. This means that woman is made of the same material as man and 

has the same living essence as man.  She is not a separate creation, or a distinct creature, but of the same make up 

as man.  This is why she is the perfect companion for Adam, whose loneliness in the garden is the first thing in 

creation that God did not pronounce “good.” 

Interpretation 
 So, having made these observations, what do they mean?  What does this mean for the Christian doctrine 

of humanity? 

 This week, we see that God made humans in his own image.  Whereas all the other creatures were made 

“according to their kind,” man was made in God’s image.  This means that human beings, while creatures, are 

distinct from all other creatures on earth. [Erickson, p. 512] Part of being made in God’s image is that we were 

made to be in relationship with Him.  The classic Christian education tool from the Reformation in England, 

the Westminster Catechism, puts it well. The opening question is “What is the chief and highest purpose of 

humanity?” The chief  and highest purpose of humans is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.  This is a 

relationship- to glorify our creator, but also to enjoy him forever! 

 Humans are also distinct in that we were created with a greater purpose than the other animals.  Our very 

breath and life comes from God.  We are not “necessary” creations. So why did God create us?  Not only were 

we created to glorify God and enjoy his company forever, God also gave us a task.  He put Adam in charge of the 

garden, to work it and tend it.  Humans are the superintendents of creation for God.  

 This means that we are to care for the environment. We can use the environment, but not abuse the 

environment.  Having been given dominion over creation, or having been placed in charge of what God made, 

means that learning about creation, enjoying creation and even working in creation are all good.  God gave Adam 
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the job of working the garden before his fall into sin!  The effect of the fall was not that Adam would have to 

work the soil, but that when he did, thorns would grow where he planted seed.  His work would no longer be as 

effective. 

 But we are not just stewards of creation around us.  We are also stewards of ourselves. “Since we would 

not be alive but for God, everything we have and are derives from him. So stewardship does not mean giving God 

a part of what is ours, some of our time or money. All of life has been entrusted to us for our use, but it still 

belongs to God and must be used to serve and glorify Him.” [Erickson, p. 511] 

 We are stewards of our own lives, gifts and resources, but we also have a responsibility to one another. It’s 

interesting to note that twice more in Scripture the fact that we are created in God’s image affects how we relate to 

one another. In Genesis 9:6, after the flood, God forbids murder, “Whoever sheds human blood, by humans shall 

their blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made mankind.” 

 Similarly, in James 3:9-10, we are told that “With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it 

we curse human beings, who have been made in God’s likeness. Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. 

My brothers and sisters, this should not be.” Being created in the image of God affects how we are to treat 

one another. 
 As we saw last week, though, everything didn’t work out perfectly.  Humans are created in God’s image, 

but we abuse our freedom and use it to rebel against God. This is an important part of the Christian understanding 

of humanity.  We are created in God’s image, but choose to rebel against God.  We were created good, but 

choose to fall into sin. We choose an attitude of heart that is in rebellion against God.  Why does this matter? 

Because it explains why it is that at one point we can be seem to be almost gods ourselves, “reaching for the stars; 

on the other hand [we] seem to be devils, capable of cruelty not found in the animal kingdom.” [Erickson, p. 485] 

 The fallenness of humanity is important because it goes a long way to explaining the evil we see in the 

world. It goes a long way to explaining human nature.  It explains why God has to tell us murder is wrong, and it 

tells us why we still do it!   

 The Christian doctrine of humanity is twofold- we are created in the image of God but are fallen.  

So we are a mix of both good and bad.  We are both capable of great good and great evil, which explains so much 

of what we see in the world around us. 

Now Apply It 
 This all sounds well and good. But what does the Christian understanding of humanity have to offer that 

other religions or other worldviews don’t?  Let’s make a few comparisons.  Now, let me be clear, in this series I 

am not attempting to give a full explanation of what other religions believe.  I don’t have the knowledge to do 

that, nor do we have the time!  The examples I’m using are for the sake of contrast so that we can see the 

distinctives of the Christian belief, not to compare multiple religions point by point.  The examples I choose, I 

choose because they are consistent within the other worldview.  They are not violations of the worldview, but the 

natural consequences of it. 

 We already spoke about the dangers of Naturalism. Naturalism, and Deism are two similar worldviews in 

which it is held that the universe is a closed system. That is, if there is a God, his only contribution to the universe 

was to get the ball rolling. Since creation, he has not had anything to do with or in the universe. The difference 

between Naturalism and Deism is that Deists actually believe that there is a God who started things and 

Naturalists don’t believe in God at all. 

 One of the logical consequences of the view that the universe is closed is that everything, then, is the 

product of the natural world.  This means we cannot transcend our natural world.  There is no 

self-determination.  In a closed universe, with no God or at least no activity of God, “the cosmos exists as a 

uniformity of cause and effect in a closed system.” [James Sire, The Universe Next Door, p. 62]  That sounds 

deep. What does it mean?  Rather, what does it mean for the Naturalist’s view of humanity?  One consequence 

is that personality is seen as “an interrelation of chemical and physical properties we do not yet fully understand.” 

[Sire, p. 64]  Humans are essentially really complex machines.  Furthermore, we are the result, not of divine 

purpose, but random interactions of atoms and molecules.  This means that our thoughts are, ultimately, the 

result of random interactions of atoms and molecules. 

 Human value, then, is not based on being made in God’s image, but based on our being advanced 
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evolutionary beings, as demonstrated in our language, culture and sense of morality.  But the difficulty with 

Naturalism is that if everything is closed and random, everything is predetermined.  If you could pause the 

universe for a second, a powerful enough computer could calculate every action of every atom and thus predict 

how everything will play out from that moment forward! [Sire, p. 91] 

 Where does that leave us with free will? What does that mean for moral responsibility?  Many Naturalists 

believe everything is purely determined by past interactions of atoms and molecules, we just don’t see the 

connection. Some believe in a partial ability to determine our own destiny. Others, however, believe that free will 

is merely an illusion. [Sire, p. 66] 

 Frederick Nietzsche, who I mentioned earlier, recognized that a closed universe really means free 

will is an illusion. [Sire, p. 91]  He concluded that the illusion of free will is part of the mechanism of the 

universe that we don’t understand yet.  And the result of his belief is called “Nihilism,” or the worldview that 

there is no ultimate purpose to life or humanity. What matters is what we make of it, which ultimately leads to 

“might makes right.”  That was part of what Hitler was so enamoured by in Nietzsche’s writing.  If there is no 

free will or higher purpose to life or the universe, than anything goes in the here and now.  People are left to 

evolve on their own.  So let’s create a racially pure nation that has fewer biological hindrances to evolution. 

 Now, to be honest, many Naturalists still try to claim ethics matter.  Many want to be ethical people, but 

just refuse to base their ethics on God.  However, if followed to its logical conclusion, Naturalism is hard 

pressed to put any objective or transcendent value on human life. 

 By way of further contrast, eastern religions that involve Pantheism and Karma, hold that humans are 

part of the great unity, the great oneness of the universe.  Although it’s hard to wrap our heads around it, 

coming from the West, in Hinduism and Buddhism the belief is that humans are one of the last steps in 

reincarnation before enlightenment. But because the universe is all one, with no distinction, the individual’s goal 

is to lose all distinction and become one with the big one.  There is no inherent value in human life other than as 

a phase of reincarnation and karmic payback.  But, since the goal is to become one with the universe by seeing 

that there is no distinction between us and the universe, there is no self-consciousness because that involves a 

distinction between the thought and thinker. So there is no self, other than the great one that is the universe.  

 Eastern thought, with its emphasis on meditation and personal enlightenment, tends to lead toward 

quietism and inaction. Whereas the Christian worldview tends to lead to actions of mercy and grace.  As we 

mentioned last time, in a karmic system, there is no value in helping those who are suffering or in pain. In 

fact, you may actually be hindering somebody’s development because you are interfering with their outworking 

of karma for sins from a past life!  Human value is not transcendent and universal, so there is no point in helping 

the needy! 

 Another common and growing worldview we encounter in North America now is the New Age 

movement.  In the New Age movement there is a mix of Western individualism and Eastern thinking. The result 

is that the individual becomes a god.  Enlightenment means realizing you are, in fact, a god with the power to 

actualize whatever you think of or dream.  Gone is the Christian idea of sin or fallenness. Rather, if you suffer or 

don’t succeed, it’s because you’re not enlightened enough to actualize your own future.  The self becomes the 

primary reality, which quickly leads to megalomania. [Sire, p. 178]  There is no need for gratitude because you 

made yourself who you are. You, alone, are to thank for the success you have.  There’s no need to help others. 

They just need to learn to help themselves! 

 This is just a brief, thumbnail sketch of how some other worldview handle the question of the nature of 

humanity.  I cannot claim to understand all the nuances of these other worldviews.  However, the point is that 

they are different from Christianity.  Hopefully you can see the differences between them and Christianity.  I 

will leave it to you to decide which is “better.”  But if you don’t know what else is out there, it is hard to see the 

significance of what you, yourself, hold dear. 

 In all three cases, Naturalism with its emphasis on evolution, Eastern thought with its emphasis on karma, 

and New Age with its belief that you can actualize anything you want if you put your mind to it, the question 

arises, what do we do with people who are weak or handicapped.  What would happen to Judy in one of these 

other systems of thought?  Why do we love Judy? Why does Judy find her home here?  Because Judy is created 

in the image of God and therefore of value! 
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 Priory’s goal is to be a community in which people find belonging, where they can grow and where they 

can serve.  This means a community for all people!  Including the Judies of this world.  We can love Judy not 

for what she can “do” for us, but because of what God has done in creating her in his own image.  We love Judy 

as a fellow image-bearer of God.  And, if you talk to Judy for long, you’ll realize that Judy loves God and loves 

people!  But there are not many places where Judy would find the love and acceptance she finds here. That is 

because what we believe about humanity affects how we treat people!  Amen. 


