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The Bible and Abortion: What of the 
'Image of God'? 

Donal P O'Mathuna, PhD 

Discussions about abortion often focus on the moral status of the 
fetus. People generally regard killing a person as a much more 
serious matter than killing a non-person. When the Bible is used in 
these discussions, the question is often posed in terms such as, 
'When does the fetus become an image of God?' Some claim that 
the fetus fulfills the criteria believed to be necessary for someone to 
be an image of God. Since the Bible explicitly opposes killing 
images of God (Gen. 9:6) this constitutes a significant argument 
against abortion. 

However, others note that the Bible does not explicitly state 
that the fetus is an image of God. They provide reasons for not 
giving the unborn this status, and therefore see the rights of the 
fetus as subordinate to those of the mother. Because of this, they 
would support abortion rights. Similar reasoning has been used to 
argue that patients in Persistent Vegetative State (PVS) are no 
longer images of God, and therefore need not be fed or hydrated. 1 

This image-of-God argument has far-reaching implications in 
bioethics, but the present analysis will focus on the question of 
abortion. 

Discussions concerning abortion and what it means to be an 
image of God generally become deadlocked, just as ones about 
personhood do. This occurs because the phrase 'image of God' is 
used in ways in which it was not originally intended to be used. A 
re-evaluation of this phrase's meaning is needed if biblical discus
sions about abortion are to make meaningful progress. 

AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

One of the anomalies in the study of the phrase 'image of God', or 
imago Dei, is that while it has generated volumes ofliterature, it is 
rarely mentioned in the Bible. The early chapters of Genesis 
contain the highest concentration of its uses (1 :26, 27a, 27b; 9:6), 
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and it appears in a few New Testament passages as well (1 Cor. 
11:7; 2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15). James 3:9 mentions that all people are 
made in the likeness of God, while Genesis 5:3 states that Seth was 
made in the likeness of Adam. A small number of New Testament 
passages refer to the transformation of Christians into the image of 
Christ (Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18; Col. 3:10). 

Controversy has surrounded the interpretation of 'the,image of 
God' throughout the history of Christianity, but two thmg~ have 
been generally accepted. First of all, creation of humans m the 
image of God means that they are in some way like God, and are 
thus bestowed with greater value than any other creature. 
Secondly, humans are not God, in that an image is not the same as 
the one imaged. Humans are creatures created by God and thus 
stand under his authority. 

However, in trying to be more specific about what it mea~s to 
be an image of God, scholars have differed wi~ely. T~e vanous 
interpretations given to this phras~ can be dIvI~ed mto four 
categories: the substantive, the functIonal, the .relatIO~al, and. the 
physical. 2 A brief summary of each of these VIews wIll be gIven 
before developing the view advocated in this paper. 

1. THE SUBSTANTIVE VIEW 

The traditional interpretation of this phrase is that being an image 
of God means that humans have some attribute (or attributes) 
which sets them apart from all other created beings. Irenaeu.s saw 
these attributes as human rationality and freedom, Augustme as 
the capacity for self-knowledge, self-memory and s~lf-Iove, and 
Aquinas as intelligence and mind. All of these vIe~~ see ~he 
attributes that make up the image of God as those capacItIes whIch 
allow humans to know and love God: their spirituality,rationality 
and morality. 

2. THE FUNCTIONAL VIEW 

This view holds that being an image of God declares the primary 
function of being human. Thus what distinguishes humans ~s 
images of God is not some attribute, but wh~t ~hey ca? ?o. ThIS 
function is usually seen in terms of humamty s dommlon over 
creation. This interpretation is arrived at because in Genesis 1, 
immediately after humans are made in the image of God, they are 
commanded to rule over the earth (vv.28-30). Hence, as God is 
Lord over the universe, humanity, as the image of God, is lord 
over the earth. This idea was first introduced by the sixteenth
century Socinians and comprised part of Calvin's interpretation. It 
has recently been receiving renewed interest. 
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3. THE RELATIONAL VIEW 

Karl Barth rejected both the substantive and functional views, and 
proposed a novel interpretation of the image of God as t~e 
capacity to enter into relationship ~ith God .. 3 He ~ased thIS 
interpretation on the context of GeneSIS 1. Go~ IS descr~bed ,there 
in relational terms ('Us' and 'Our', v.20), as IS humamty ( male 
and female', v.27). Claus Westermann developed' Barth's idea, 
noting that Genesis 1 is not a treatise on what it mea?s to b.e a 
human but describes God's creative activity. For hIm, bemg 
made i~ the image of God means that 'humans are c~eated .in su~h 
a way that their very existence is intended to be theIr ~elatIOn~hIp 
to God'. 4 This theme is carried into Genesis 2 where mteractIOns 
between God and humans are described, though now in story 
form rather than conceptual terms. 

This view sees humans in a holistic way rather than distinguish
ing between those aspects which make up the image of God and 
those which do not. It was Barth's view that humans were able to 
relate to God because of everything about them. 'He would not be 
man if he were not the image of God. He is the image of God in 
the fact that he is man. '5 

4. THE PHYSICAL VIEW 

A fourth view dominated Old Testament scholarship in the 
middle decades of this century. 6 This interpretation maintains that 
the uniqueness of humans is to be seen in their physical bodies, 
particularly their upright posture. Genesis 5:3 states that S~th ~as 
born in the image and likeness of Adam. Adherents of thIS VIew 
take this to refer to the physical resemblance of father and son, and 
apply this to God and all humans. 

RECENT LINGUISTIC STUDIES 

The Old Testament scholar, D J A Clines, surveyed and critiqued 
these different interpretationsJ He notes that viewing God's 
image as representing the physical form of humans runs contrary 
to what is emphasized of God in the rest of the Old Testament. 
The descriptions given there of God's form are always very 
hesitant and vague (Dt. 4:12). Instead, it is God's character and 
personality which are emphasized (e.g. Ex. 34:6-7). Also, if the 
physical aspect is what is to be emphasized it is difficult to see how 
God's form is expressed in both male and female. 

Clines demonstrates the importance of detailed study of the 
Hebrew words used in this phrase. Similar words used in the other 
languages of the ancient Near East also give helpful information. 
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f-!e shows that there are linguistic problems in taking the image of 
God to mean some aspect of God's nature that is located within 
humans. The Hebrew term for image (tse/em) usually refers to a 
t~~ee-dimensional object which represents a god, a human, or a 
hvmg creature. The term for likeness (d'muth) is more abstract and 
refers to a resemblance. 8 Although some interpreters have seen 
these terms as referring to different aspects of humanity (as 
Irenaeus did), they are widely held to describe the same thing since 
they are used interchangeably in the rest of the Old Testament. 9 

~lines hold~ that placing d'muth with tse/em qualifies the type of 
Image that IS represented, emphasizing not the physical resemb
lance, but that the image is a representative one which is to portray 
the character of the one imaged. Clines concludes that the phrase 
does not mean that people are made in the image of God, but that 
they are the images of God. 10 

The difference here is subtle, but very important. It is not that 
humans are the images of God because they have certain rational 
or spiritual capacities. It is because humans are images of God that 
spiritual and rational activity is part of what it means to be human. 
Similarly, it is because humans are the images of God that each 
one can have a relationship with him. By implication, any human 
who do~s not have a relationship with God remains an image of 
God, wIth all the value and responsibility that goes with that 
privilege. 

It has. been the impact of functionalistic thinking about humans 
and theIr worth that has led to the idea that humans are images of 
God because they have certain abilities and attributes. However, 
the biblical view is that all humans are images of God by virtue of 
the fact that God has created them as such. This is clear from 
passages which refer to all humans as the images of God (Gen. 9:6; 
James 3:9). 

Additional information about the 'image of God' can be learned 
from the Ancient Near East use of the term 'image' to describe a 
statue left by a conquering king as a reminder of his presence, even 
~hough he might be physically absent. 11 Through seeing the 
Image, people were forced to remember whose land it was that 
they occupied, and act in an appropriate manner. Thus the image 
was seen as the representative or ambassador of the ruler. 

These ideas are more in keeping with Barth's point that the 
general context of Genesis 1 and 2 concerns God's activities and 
purpos.es~ and not the nature of humanity. In fact, the question, 
What IS It t~at makes a hu~an a human?' would be inappropriate 
to ask of thIS passage. It IS not the type of question which this 
passage was written to answer. This type of question is more 
typical of recent philosophical questions, and not of the type that 
would have concerned Jewish listeners at the time it was written. 12 
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The focus of this pa~sage is on the purposes of humanity, and not 
on their constituent parts. The fact that the Old Testament views 
people holistically, and not as separable into physical and spiritual 
components also speaks against the substantive and physical views 
as complete explanations in and of themselves. 

TOW ARDS WHAT IT MEANS TO BE AN IMAGE OF GOD 

Ea~h of these views claims to have found what is essential to being 
an Image of God. But each focuses on some element of the image 
and tends to neglect the others. In becoming so particular, each 
view fails to give a complete picture of what it means to be an 
image of God. What makes humans unique is not just their 
spiritual or rational or moral capacities, or their physical bodies, or 
what they do. It is a combination of all these, and more, seen in a 
holistic way. While we may desire a more conceptual idea of what 
it means to be a human being, these passages were not written to 
give this. However, they do declare truths important to ethics, 
and bioethics in particular. Genesis 1 :26-30 declares that being an 
image of God confers a certain role on every human: each is to be 
God's representative on earth. It is therefore the responsibility of 
humans to act as God would have them act. This includes 
dominion over the earth, but not that of an absolute master. The 
proper type of dominion is that of a viceroy or steward who 
willin~ly takes input and direction from the One with rightful 
sovereIgnty over the earth. 13 This is having dominion as a true 
image of God. When humans act as God would have them act 
they present an accurate image of him to the rest of creation and 
thus bring glory to him. This is part of the value and responsibility 
of being an image of God. 

Human actions influence how the rest of creation sees and 
comes to know God's character. God repeatedly told the Israelites 
that if they obeyed his commandments the rest of the nations 
would be drawn to worship him (Dt. 4:4-5). Jesus conveyed the 
same message in his parting comments to his disciples (Mt. 28:19-
20). Abraham Heschel, a renowned Jewish scholar, puts this in 
more practical terms: 

No image of the Supreme may be fashioned, save one: our own life as 
an image of His will. Man, formed in His likeness, was made to 
imitate His ways of mercy. He has delegated to man the power to act 
in I:'lis stead. We represent Him in relieving afHiction, in granting joy. 
StrIving for integrity, helping our fellow men. 14 

Bein? an image of God, then, means that the thoughts, actions 
and attItudes of humans ought to reflect those of God. However, 
the first humans, Adam and Eve, were not willing to act as true 
images of God but decided to seek their way independent of God 
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(Gen. 3). We are not told exactly what changed in human nature as 
a result of the Fall. However, humans did not cease being images 
of God nor did they lose any of their value to God, as has already 
been noted. Humans did not lose one of their characteristic 
attributes, nor their physical form, but no longer were they true 
images of God. Everyone is now a shattered image of God. 15 Men 
and women do not act as images of God should; they have 
detrimental impact on others and the world. 

This is the sobering dimension of the privilege of being an 
image of God. It reveals the great responsibility that all people 
have for the ethical impact of their actions. Everyone should 
reflect on how well their attitudes and actions· authentically image 
those of God. Honest reflection will reveal how far short of God's 
standards all people fall (Rom. 3:23). This should lead to greater 
reliance on God for his forgiveness, help and advice. 

However, the Bible declares that Christ is the true image of God 
(2 Cor. 4:4; Col. 1:15). All those who are in Christ are predestined 
to be conformed to this image (Rom. 8:29). This transformation 
takes place when someone turns to Christ and mirrors his glory (2 
Cor. 3:18). As Christians are empowered by the Holy Spirit to 
live their lives reflecting the character of God and the example of 
Christ they will become more truly the images of God. All 
Christians are to participate actively in this process (Col. 3:10). 

The anomaly of how infrequently the phrase 'image of God' is 
used in the Bible can now be understood. If being the image of 
God is seen as describing God's intention and desire for humanity, 
this is a theme which dominates the Bible. It is only the specific 
phrase 'image of God' which is not used frequently. God declares 
in many passages of the Bible that he wants to form a people for 
himself, and that he wants to give those people true life (Dt. 
30:15-16;Jer. 7:23; Ezk. 20:11;Jn. 10:10). This involves building a 
deep relationship with him and accepting direction from him. It 
involves acting as God would act, so that others can see his true 
character and be drawn back to relationship with him. This 
lifestyle is to be filled with love and justice, and lived in truth 
(Mic. 6:8; Mt. 22:36-40). As Clines concludes, 'the image is fully 
realised only through obedience to Christ; this is how man, the 
image of God, who is already man, already the image of God, can 
become fully man, fully the image of God. '16 

IMPLICATIONS FOR ABORTION 

ISSUES OF PERSONHOOD 

As stated at the beginning, much of the controversy surrounding 
abortion has focused on answering the question: 'When does the 
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fetus become a person?' In biblical discussions, the question 
centers around when the fetus becomes an image of God. This is 
basically the same as the older debate over when the fetus became 
'ensouled'. Passages of the Bible have been used to support all of 
the answers given to this question. The problem is that the Bible 
does not clearly state that the fetus is an image of God from /the 
moment of conception. 17 

The lack of a definitive answer to these questions appears to 
have been a major oversight on the part of the biblical authors. 
Some even see this as evidence that the Bible is irrelevant in 
modern moral dilemmas. However, the lack of clear answers may 
have more to do with the nature of the questions than the content 
or relevance of the Bible. In many ways, questions of this nature 
may be inappropriate to ask of the Bible. As Allen Verhey has 
stated: 

Questions about morality are surely appropriate to scripture, but not 
the sort of inquiry an Enlightenment philosopher would make in quest 
of a universal and generic ethic. The Bible does not provide a moral 
Esperanto; it provides an identity and requires integrity with it; it 
forms a particular perspective on life and its choices; it nurtures and 
sustains certain dispositions and intentions. III 

The Bible is not a philosophical treatise on such issues as 
personhood, human nature or ethics. However, it still claims to 
have much to say that is relevant to moral questions and issues. 
Therefore, it would not be appropriate to use 'image of God' 
passages to determine whether or not the fetus is a person or is 
entitled to all human rights. This is not what these passages were 
written to teach. 

The desire to first classify the unborn and then determine how 
they ought to be treated reflects a view of knowledge which is 
more compatible with a rationalistic world view than the biblical 
one. It reflects the Enlightenment idea that once people know the 
right way to act, they will act that way. Christians should 
acknowledge that sometimes actions must precede complete 
knowledge. As Oliver O'Donovan has stated, 'certain kinds of 
knowledge are given to us only within an active commitment of 
faith and obedience'. 19 

Determining how one ought to treat the unborn by first 
determining whether or not they are images of God, or persons, 
raises an old issue. Jesus confronted this when he was asked: 'Who 
is my neighbor?' (Lk. 10:29). The lawyer believed that once he 
knew who his neighbors were he would treat them accordingly. 
By implication, it would be ethical to treat non-neighbors differ
ently. Jesus' reply in the Parable of the Good Samaritan rejects 
this whole question (vv.30-37). This story clearly shows that all 
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people are to be treated as neighbors. However, it also shows 
that someone is identified as a neighbor after an interaction where 
he or she is treated as a neighbor by being cared for, sympath
ized with and protected. 20 The status of 'neighbor' is something 
that is discovered as humans interact with one another, and not 
something conferred upon some by others after abstract specula
tion. 

This interpretation suggests that the focus of abortion discus
sions should not be on determining whether or not the fetus is an 
image of God. Rather, the concern should be to act neighborly 
towards the fetus and hence to act as true images of God. 21 The 
initial appearance of human form, both physical and genetic, 
should lead people to treat the fetus as an image of God. 22 After 
treating the unborn this way it will become clear whether or not 
they are images. Admittedly, the responses will be somewhat 
ambiguous, but this is also the case with newborns. For example, 
a smile will be seen by parents a5 evidence of this tiny person 
communicating with them, while others may claim it is merely 
stomach gas! 

Modem medicine and science are discovering that when the 
unborn are treated as persons, or images of God, they respond as 
such. Recent findings that the fetus can hear, be aware, retain 
memories, learn, react to stimuli, communicate, and more, led 
one writer to conclude that 'the fetus can rightly be called a marvel 
of cognition, consciousness and sentience'. 23 Complex surgeries 
have been performed on the unborn, who are treated as individual 
patients. 24 It has been proposed that eggs from aborted females be 
fertilized and implanted into other women based on experiments 
done sucessfully with rats. 25 If a fetus is not a person, these 
experiments create the possibility of someone having a 'non
person' for a mother! 

GOD AS PROTECTOR 

Even though the Bible does not explicitly define the moral 
status of the fetus, it does reveal how the unborn are regarded by 
God. Those seeking to image God can learn much from these 
passages. Some Old Testament passages reveal one aspect of 
God's dealings with the unborn and hence how his images should 
treat them. 

God is described as forming Job in the womb as a potter does 
his clay Gob 10). It seems incomprehensible to Job that the 
meticulous, sensitive hands that formed him are the same ones 
that are now destroying him (vv.3,7,8).26 For Job, viewing God as 
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a potter carries with it the idea that God cares for him and 
preserves his life (v.12). The Hebrew te~m for pr~serve ~sha:nar) 
refers to the confident experience of God s protectlOn w~l1ch 1~ to 
be remembered when circumstances seem to deny Its eXIst
ence (1 Sam. 30:23; Job 29:2; 33:11; Psa. 16:1).27 God's pro~ection 
of the unborn is to be a source of comfort and confidence m later 
life. 

The idea of protection is contained in many o~ the Hebre:v 
words used in passages referring to the un~orn, but IS o~ten los~ ~n 
the English translations. The word sakak 1~ translated weave I? 
Psalm 139:13, and 'knit' in Job 10:11, but m all other passages It 
carries the idea of a covering or protection. 28 In Psalm 139:15 seter 
is translated 'in secret', but is more usually translated as a hiding 
place or shelter, and is distinguished from its synonyms by t~e 
subordinate thought of protection (e.g. Psa. 32:7; 119:114).29 It IS 
not just that the unborn are out of sight in the womb, but they a~e 
protected there. God's activity in relation t? the unborn IS 
intimately tied to protection. Therefore, protectlOn s~ould also .be 
foremost in the minds of the images of God as they mteract WIth 
the unborn. Abortion, the killing of the unborn, is the antithesis of 
protection. 

Much can also be learned from the responses which reflection 
on these issues elicited from the Hebrew authors. One of the most 
common reactions is that of confidence in God's continuing 
protection. Psalm 139 ~s a whole i~ an appeal for justice i~ t~e ~ace 
of unrighteous accusatlOns. 30 DaVId reflects on how God s mtlm
ate knowledge of him started in the womb, where God also 
protected him. From this insight David gets the confidence to 
acknowledge that God will continue to protect him and uphold 
him in the sight of his enemies (vv.19-22). . 

God calls on the Israelites to remember that he formed them m 
the womb so that they can know that he will not forget them, but 
will continue to bless and protect them (Isa. 44:2,21,24). Jere
miah's belief in God's formation of him in the womb similarly 
elicits trust, and gives him the confidence to go out amongst the 
nations Ger. 1:5-8). When people reflect on how God has been 
their shelter (seter), they can join with the psalmist: 'My refuge and 
my fortress, My God, in whom I trust' (Psa. 91:1-2). This trust 
brings a dependence on God for his continued protection. 

These passages do not describe fetal development or analyze the 
personhood of the fetus. However, they reveal much about God's 
involvement with the unborn in the womb. Since he provides for 
their protection, it is clear that he wills that they be born. This 
gives guidance to his images concerning what would be appropri
ate responses to the unborn. Images of God should protect those 
whom God would protect. 
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This 1S a consistent theme throughout the Bible. People are 
called on to protect the weak and the innocent (Dt. 10:18; Psa. 
12:5; Isa. 1:17; Lk. 14:21; 1Jn. 3:17). Who, of all these, are more in 
need of protection than the unborn? 'They have no clothes, no 
money, no property, no power. They cannot speak or organize to 
defend themselves. If their right to life is not recognized and 
protected, then they are completely vulnerable to power and 
violence and death. '31 The fact that they exhibit complete depen
dence on others should not be taken as justification for killing 
them. It should be seen as placing responsibility on images of God 
to protect and nurture them. 

However, the unborn are only one group in need of protection 
in those situations that often lead to abortions. Abortion 
obviously kills the unborn, but it also often injures the mother. 
Planned Parenthood, one of the most vocal advocates of abortion 
rights, has recently admitted that 90% of women who obtain 
abortions have adverse psychological trauma afterwards. 32 The 
medical complications for women undergoing abortions are many 
and varied. The medical community has long known that such 
complications are much more common than is admitted to the 
public: 

The morbidity and fatal potential of criminal abortion is accepted 
widely, while at the same time the public is misled into believing that 
legal abortion is a trivial incident, even a lunch-hour procedure, which 
can be used as a mere extension of contraceptive practice. There has 
been almost a conspiracy of silence in declaring its risks . . . They are 
complications which, though well known to, and well documented 
by, those with wide experience of an operation which is neither simple 
nor safe, are seldom mentioned by those who claim that abortion is 
safe. 33 

Abortion is often promoted as a way to solve or avoid other 
problems. But it often glosses over the true problems by provid
ing a quick and simple solution. Abortion to eliminate unwanted 
teenage pregnancies does nothing to heal the loneliness and 
relational pain that lead to sexual promiscuity. Abortion to solve 
the world's overpopulation problem does nothing to eliminate the 
greed and uncaring overindulgence of the developed nations. 
Abortion to eliminate genetically 'defective' children does nothing 
to call into question the prejudices against people with handicaps. 
Abortion is a quick and simple answer to complex societal 
problems, but it is one that does nothing to give long-term 
solutions to those problems. 

Unfortunately, those opposed to abortion sometimes advocate 
another quick and simple solution: simply declare that abortions 
are immoral and have them made illegal. God does not just declare 
what is right and wrong and then sit back in judgement. He 
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remains involved with people, offering them the resources they 
need to carry out his will Gn. 14:12-18). True images of God must 
seek to offer women contemplating abortion the resources they 
need. to keep their child or to allow the child to be adopted. They 
reqUlre not only physical and medical assistance, but also spiritual, 
emotional and relational support. This help is what so many crisis 
pregnancy centers offer. 34 

. I~ should be clear that the impact of one image of God will be 
h~lted. However, God has not made people in his image to be 
sohtary crusaders for good. God has chosen to reveal himself 
through the actions of communities of people, either the nation of 
Israel or the Body of Christ. The image of God is to impact the 
world as part of a community of people likewise motivated and 
empowered. This allows for combined resources, but it also 
provides an environment in which the characters of individuals 
can grow to better image God (Eph. 4:11-16). It is only when the 
church remains united in her effort to serve others and proclaim 
the glory of God that her impact will be significant. 

In spite of attempts to provide alternatives, abortions will 
occur. The women and men who have aborted their unborn 
children must be helped to find healing. In these cases, forgiveness 
~ust be extended to all involved. Though this can be difficult, 
1mages of God are to reflect on God's forgiveness of them and 
exten.d that forgiveness to others (Eph. 4:32). Attempting to be a 
true 1mage of God should minimize the judgemental attitudes 
whic~ ca~ so easily ~rise at these times. While maintaining that 
abortlOn 1S not God s way, people must extend his love and 
protection to all. 

Ima~es of.God accept the complex nature of the problems that 
ca~ anse dunng pregnancy. They realize that there are large-scale 
cnses s~ch as hunger among the world's population, and small
sc~le CriSes suc~ as how one family will cope with a handicapped 
chtld. But true 1mages of God see that these problems will not be 
resolved by killing off the unborn. Changes are needed which are 
more thorough and radical. These are changes in heart attitudes 
~owards others which only God can effect in people's lives. When 
1ma~es of God demonstrate these attitudes, others may come to 
reahze that they too can change. They will be led to turn to God 
for the help they need in their own lives, and for the help the 
whole world needs. New possibilities emerge when images of 
God image God truthfully. 

CONCLUSION 

The image of God concept says much about what it means to be 
human. The Bible does not give a philosophical analysis by which 
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one can determine which humans are images of God. Neverthe
less, the concept declares the true ends of being a human. It is a 
moral concept that determines a number of appropriate actions, 
attitudes and concerns for humans. Most importantly, it declares 
how one image of God should treat another. In the context of 
abortion it cal1s for the protection of the unborn. 
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