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In the Image and Likeness of God 
 

For those whom He foreknew He also predestined to be conformed to the 
image of His Son, in order that He might be the first-born among many 
brethren (Romans 8:29). 

 
In the Church's teaching on the creation of both the spiritual and physical world we 
saw that God's revelation is intended to reveal God's plan for our union with Him 
and not to teach us scientific or philosophical theories. The same is true with the 
teachings concerning the creation of mankind. The instruction which we are given 
concerning the creation of mankind does not fall into any scientific category because 
these teachings are granted to us solely to aid us in our struggle to return to our 
Heavenly Father. 
 
In the Book of Genesis the Prophet Moses describes how God created man on the 
sixth day. Then, God said, 'Let Us make man in Our Image, after Our likeness; and 
let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and 
over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that moves upon it.'  We clearly are 
taught that God created man in His own image (Genesis 1:26-27).  In this passage the 
Holy Fathers of our Church distinguished the unique position of man within creation. 
The difference between the creation of the physical world and that of mankind is 
expressed by the Holy Prophet as being the difference between, And God said, 'Let Us 
make man in Our image, after Our likeness’ and let there be light: and there was light. 
This distinction in Holy Scripture is intended to bring to our attention that mankind 
has a special position in the world which God created. The great Father of the 
second century, St. Irenaeus, emphasizes this: God fashioned man with His own 
hands, taking of the purest and finest of cart in measured wise mingling with the 
earth His own Power (Proof of the Apostolic Doctrine, 11 ). This phrase of St. 
Irenaeus is a commentary on two passages from Holy Scripture: And God formed the 
man of dust of the earth, and breathed upon his face the breath of life, and the man 
became a living soul (Genesis 2:7) and Your hands have made me and fashioned me 
(Psalm 118). 

 
The creation of man was not, as with the rest of living creatures, the result of an 
ordinance given to the earth. The exceptional manner in which man was created 
indicates the distinguished nature of his body and soul. Man is one nature, composed 
of two parts, the body and the rational soul (Fourth Ecumenical Council ). It is only 
through receiving the Breath of God that man, body and soul, was endowed with life. 
When the in-breathing exists in man, only then can he be a living soul. The Breath of 
God is the fullness of the Holy Spirit which is united to and completely fills our 
nature. The body and the soul are separate entities which are mysteriously united, 
vivified and sustained by the Grace of God to be separated only at the Will of God. The 
soul, in the words of St. John of Damascus, is a living essence, simple, incorporeal, 
invisible in nature ... making use of an organized body to which it is the source of its 
powers of life... The human mind is the highest part of the soul... what the eye is to the 
body, the mind is to the soul; further it enjoys freedom and will and energy (Exposition of 
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the Orthodox Faith, 11,12). 
 

The human soul is simple and yet divided into three levels of activity. The noetic level 
is when the soul is moved by the divine vision of God and becomes like unto the 
Godhead by an incomprehensible union, and is illumined in her movements by the ray 
of the sublime Light (St. Isaac the Syrian, Ascetical Homilies, 3 & 23). The rational 
level is the understanding of the Wisdom of God and of His creatures. Lastly, the 
sensory level is when the soul is instructed and moved by the senses (St. Maximus the 
Confessor, On Different Questions, 15). Within the simplicity of the soul we can also 
distinguish different parts such as the mind, spirit, heart, conscience and will which 
guide the soul's movement. In the words of St. Gregory Palamas, the soul sustains the 
body with which she was created, and is everywhere throughout tin- body, though she is 
not confined to a place or embraced, but sustains, embraces and quickens the body 
(Physical Chapters, 61). 
 
Mankind was created in the Image of God. According to The Holy Fathers, this means 
that human nature was created with the ability and inclination to become God through 
participation in the Divine Glory (Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, 11,12). Man created 
in the image is the person capable of manifesting God in the extent to which his 
nature allows itself to be penetrated by deifying Grace. Thus man can become 
similar or dissimilar, to the extreme limits: that of eternally coming closer to God or 
eternally falling-away from God. Therefore we can say that in the image applies to the 
nature of man, whereas in the likeness applies to man's potential to become God. 
When Adam and Eve were created, their souls and bodies were in a natural state with 
the potential to rise above this state and to become eternally united with God. They 
conversed daily with God (Genesis 1:29, 2:16, 18, 23, 3:9ff.) and were granted 
dominion over the whole world. Their disobedience, however, brought upon them and 
the world the loss of the fullness of the Holy Spirit and an unnatural state of existence. 
Adam, after the fall, cast away the Divine Likeness and became estranged from God. 
Mankind lost the abiding presence of God until God became man.  With the 
Incarnation of the Word of God, we became able to conform to the Image of the Son 
of God (Romans 8:29) and in this way become children of god (Romans 8:21). 
 
In the beginning when God created our forefathers He set them in Paradise, adorned them 
with every virtue, instructed them on the road to perfection and commanded them not to 
eat of the tree in the middle of Paradise. The Lord God appointed man to be the lord of the 
world. He was to dwell in it as a king in his palace (St. Gregory Nazianzus, On The New Day 
Of The Lord). All of creation was to serve man. Fire had no power over him, water did 
not drown him and no animal injured him. Adam and Eve were not subject to the laws of 
death and corruption. Since man was composed of body and soul he was placed in a 
Paradise which was both the Garden of Eden and the Paradise of Grace. It was a Paradise 
of Grace because the Word of God was there and would converse daily with our 
forefathers. This is why we are told by the God-bearing Prophet Moses that they heard the 
Voice of the Lord God walking in the Garden (Genesis, 3:8). 
 
Our forefathers had no conception or imagination of the sort which engenders evil in the 
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soul. Nothing entered their spirit or mind which would give birth to shameful and destructive 
desires within their soul (St. Irenaeus, Proof Of The Apostolic Preaching, 14 ). Their only 
thoughts were on tilling and keeping Paradise (Genesis, 2:15). Their hearts were set on 
following the will of God. St. Ambrose expounds on these words and tells us that since the 
Garden of Eden did not need physical labour this verse refers to the exercise of virtue and 
keeping the Grace which had already been received (On The Six Days, Paradise, 25). 
Adam's life in Paradise was what was ordained to be his natural condition within which he 
would reach sonship (Theophilos, To Autolykos, 24). 
 
There is nothing so superior in a man as discernment and the use of free will through 
which he accepts the will of his Creator. This is the ability and dignity which God gave us 
when He created us in His Image. Saint Symeon the New Theologion teaches us that: God 
willed from the very beginning to make His own good ours as well. He bestowed free will 
on the first created couple, our ancestors, and through them on us. This was in order 
that, not from sorrow or necessity, but as moved by a favorable disposition they should 
follow His commandment and do it with joy (St. Symeon the New Theologian, On the 
Mystical Life, Ethical Discourses 10). 
 
Adam and Eve, however, did not use this gift of free will to their advantage but allowed 
themselves to fall prey to Satan's attempts to separate them from God. Satan through 
deceitful speech led Eve to believe the opposite of what God had taught. He appeared to 
Eve as a friend and led her to mistrust her Creator. She was led into pride and to believe 
that she did not need to follow the will of God.  She was guided to desire to follow her own 
will and abandon the will of God. Then she was able to persuade Adam to follow her 
example. Our forefathers through disobedience to God's commandment allowed evil pride 
to enter their soul. Sin became a new element in the nature of man. Man was no longer 
the creature which God had created but a distortion of the Image of God. 
 
When Adam and Eve separated themselves from the will of God, they separated 
themselves from the source of life.  The nature of man changed and now was enveloped by 
the power of death. This condition, as we are taught by Saint Paul was passed on to all 
future generations: Wherefore as by one man sin entered into the world, and through 
sin death; so death passed to all men, because of which (death) all have sinned  
(Romans 5:12). 
 
God had cautioned our forefathers concerning the results of their disobedience and told 
them that they would be separated from the source of life and would die. The death which 
fell upon Adam was not a physical separation of the soul from the body, although he was 
now also susceptible to physical death. Adam's death was a spiritual death or as St. 
Paul says, he became dead in sin (Ephesians 2:5). To be separated from God the 
source of life is death and this is why the words of our Lord, let the dead bury their dead 
(Matthew 8:22) clearly declares those buriers to be alive in body but dead  in soul  ( St. 
Gregory  Palamas, 150 Chapters, 45). 
 
Through death mankind lost Paradise and was held captive in a hostile land. Adam fell into 
the captivity of sin and death because he progressively separated himself from God until he 
was finally bound by sin and death. In the events that transpired in Paradise we can 
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observe the steps that led to this captivity. Accepting the suggestion to transgress God's 
commandment led to disobedience which was followed by an attempt to hide the sin by 
lying. When God asked Adam why he was hiding Adam lied and said that he was hiding 
because he was naked. Finally our forefathers attempted to justify their transgression by 
placing the blame elsewhere and not taking the opportunity, which God had given them, to 
repent. Adam's disobedience and fall was an attempt to separate himself from the 
Providence of God. By following Satan's directions our forefather was in effect saying to 
God, Depart from us; for we desire not the knowledge of Thy ways. What is the Almighty, 
that we should serve Him? What profit should we have, if we pray unto Him (Job 21:14-
15). At this point sin became part of their nature and death bound them. This is when they 
lost Paradise. 
 
Mankind inherited this captivity and in this manner inherited Adam's sin. It is not the guilt 
of Adam's sin that we inherit but the condition of captivity. Adam was led into captivity 
and we his children were born in captivity. Man found himself bound and captivated by sin 
and death and the longer he remained in this condition the more was the remembrance of 
Paradise and God erased from his soul. 
 
Death became a powerful master which reigned from generation to generation. By 
deceiving Adam and in this way making him subject to death and therefore gaining mastery 
over him, the devil deprived him of his authority and proclaimed himself lord of this world. 
Man was no longer master of the world but was now at enmity with the world within which he 
now would find torments and tribulations (St. Makarios Of Egypt, Homilies, 3). All the 
days of his life he would reap sorrow until the day when his soul would be forced to leave 
his body. Spiritual death made the fear of physical death the power with which the devil 
was able to enslave man from one generation to the other (Hebrews 2:14-15). Faced with 
what appeared to be nothing but grief and death, man gave himself over to self-
preservation and self-love, to the life of the flesh (Romans 8:6-15). 
 
Self-love leads to selfishness and viewing the world as if we were its centre. We love 
those who honour us and shower us with compliments and hate all those who oppose our 
will in any manner. Giving ourselves over to selfishness makes us victims of our own 
passions as we blindly seek after pleasures. The body has physical needs and in no 
way are these needs essentially sinful. It is our own self-love that transforms our physical 
needs into vehicles of passions (St. Gregory Of Nyssa, To Those Who Mourn, 13). Our 
body needs to be clothed but because of our self-love and selfishness we attire ourselves in 
attractive clothing. This self-love is like a vessel full of holes (Proverbs 23:27) and can 
never be satisfied.  Because of death mankind lay bound and captive awaiting his Saviour to 
come and deliver him from the body of this death (Romans 7:24). 
 
The fall of our forefathers, Adam and Eve, brought a fundamental change in our nature. 
The toxin of sinfulness contaminated the nature of everyone born after Adam and Eve.  
The entire human race, which descended from its forbears who had sinned, was infected 
with this sin.  Sin flowed from Adam and Eve just as poison water flows from a poisoned 
spring. Acting upon the inclination to sin inherited from our ancestors, each person commits 
one's own personal sins, as the Scriptural indictment says, There is no one who will live 
for a single day and not sin (cf, Ecclesiastes 7:20). 
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Only our Lord Jesus Christ is absolutely free from sin. Even the righteous, God's Saints, 
bore sin within themselves, and although with God's help they struggled with it, yet they 
humbly acknowledged them selves to be sinners. So, without exception, all people are 
sinners, tainted with sin. 

Sin is a spiritual leprosy, an illness and an ulcer which has stricken all of mankind, both 
in his soul and his body. Saint Macarios of Egypt describes this condition as: A veil of 
darkness, the fire of the worldly spirit, surrounds the heart, preventing the intellect from 
communing with God, and the soul from praying, believing and loving the Lord as it 
desires to do. (St. Makarios of Egypt, Patient Endurance and Discrimination, 37, 
Philokalia 3:300). Sin has damaged all three of the basic abilities and powers of the 
soul: the mind, the heart and the will. Man's mind became darkened and inclined toward 
error. Thus, man constantly errs, in science, in philosophy and in his day to day life. 

Our heart, the center of our experience of good and evil, and feelings of sorrow and joy, is 
also enslaved by sin. We see that our heart has been bound in the mire of sin; it has lost 
the ability to be pure, spiritual and Christian, to possess truly elevated feelings. Instead of 
this, it has become inclined toward pleasures of sensuality and earthly attachments. It is 
tainted with vainglory and often startles one with a complete absence of love and of the 
desire to do good toward one's neighbor. 
 
Our will is captivated by sin also. The capability for action and effecting one's intentions 
has been crippled. Man proves to be without strength of will particularly when it is 
necessary to practice true Christian good, even though he might desire this good. The 
holy apostle Paul speaks of this weakness of will when he says: For that which I do I 
allow not: for what I would, that do I not; but what I hate, that do I. If then I do that which 
I would not, I consent unto the law that it is good. Now then it is no more I that do it, but 
sin that dwelleth in me. For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth no good 
thing: for to will is present with me; but how to perform that which is good I find not. For 
the good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I do. (Romans, 7:15-
19). Saint Paul elaborates on the words of our Saviour, Verily, verily, I say unto you, 
Whosoever committeth sin is the slave of sin (John 8:34).  To one enslaved by sin, 
serving sin often seems to be freedom while struggling to escape its nets appears to be 
slavery.  Sin is an addiction and while we are enslaved by it, we believe we are free 
whereas when we try to free ourselves, we feel that we are trapped. 
 
Although sin has become part of our nature it does not mean that we are destined to be 
totally controlled by sin.  Through the Grace of God we are given the ability to struggle 
against sin and find true freedom in Christ. To accomplish this we must be aware of how 
sin develops in one's soul. The holy fathers, strugglers of Christian asceticism and piety, 
knowing the sinful human soul, explain it far better than psychiatrists, who do not even 
believe in the existence of sin. 
 
Through the sanctifying Grace of the Holy Mysteries we receive the ability to distinguish 
the activity of sin and its stages within us and to struggle against it.  The Holy Fathers 
make a distinction between the various stages in sin.  They point out that the first moment 
in sin is the suggestion.  At this stage a sinful impression, an unclean thought or some 
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other temptation appears. If, in this first moment, a person decisively and at once rejects 
the sin, he does not sin, but defeats sin and his soul will experience progress rather than 
degeneration. It is in the suggestion stage of sin that it is easiest of all to remove it. If the 
suggestion is not rejected, it passes over first into a clear conscious desire of sin. At this 
point, one begins to be inclined to sin of a given type. Even at this point, however, without 
an especially difficult struggle, one can avoid giving in to sin and refrain from sinning. One 
will be helped by the clear voice of conscience and by God's aid if one will only turn to it. 
 
Beyond this point, we become captivated by this sin. The reproaches of the conscience 
sound loudly and clearly, eliciting revulsion to the sin, but our conscience is weakened at 
this level so that not much of a struggle ensues. Even in this condition, defeat of sin is 
attainable. This is shown by numerous examples, as in the lives of Saint Peter, the holy 
prophet-king David and other repentant sinners. 

It is more difficult to struggle with sin when, through frequent repetition, it becomes a habit 
in one. After acquiring any kind of habit, the habitual actions are performed by the person 
very easily, almost unnoticed to himself, spontaneously. Thus, the struggle with sin which 
has become a habit for a person is very difficult since it is not only difficult to overcome, 
but is even difficult to detect its existence. 

An even more dangerous stage of sin is vice. In this condition, sin so rules a person that 
it forges his will in chains. Here, one is aImost powerless to struggle against it. He is a 
slave to sin even though he may acknowledge its danger and, in lucid intervals, perhaps 
even hates it with all his soul (such for example is the vice of alcoholism, narcotic 
addiction, etc.). In this condition, one can not deal with oneself without special mercy and 
help from God and one is in need of prayer and the spiritual support of others.  

When God created us, He placed certain virtues within our nature.  These virtues still 
exercise themselves even in our fallen state. This is the extremely important Orthodox 
teaching of the Orthodox Church.  The human race after the fall of Adam and Eve did 
not lose these God-given virtues.  Our nature was distorted but not destroyed.  With the 
Grace of God the original condition of human nature can be restored and we can re-
embark upon the path that leads to the Tree of Life.  

 


