The Constituent Elements of Human Nature
[bookmark: _ftnref2]Man, uniquely situated among the various created orders, is also unique as to his nature. He is material or body, true enough, in the sense that he possesses a physical body. But the witness of Scripture is that man is more than simply a material body. Christians have interpreted this witness in several different ways.﻿2﻿
Monism (“Whole Man”)
[bookmark: _ftnref3]I will begin with G. C. Berkouwer’s view of the “whole man.”﻿3﻿ Berkouwer argues that “humanness” in the Bible is always defined in terms of relation (relationis) and not being (entis). That is to say, what it is specifically about man that holds the Bible’s interest is neither his “soul” nor his “heart” understood as an immaterial substantia but rather simply man in relation to God. According to Berkouwer, Scripture always and only views man as a total “one” before God, and it has no interest in either trichotomy or dichotomy. Such terms as “soul” and “spirit,” Berkouwer argues, are interchangeable, flexible, and imprecise, and are not intended
 
[bookmark: _ftnref4]to give to a scientific anthropology the status of church doctrine or biblical teaching. They only wish to underscore man’s inescapable God orientation, to say that man is more than the chemical components of his flesh. Man as he is constituted, as he exists in himself abstracted from his relationship to God, does not interest the Bible and therefore is not a proper object of theological concern.﻿4﻿
Berkouwer recognizes that his rejection of the notion of the human soul as an ontic entity separable from the body “runs hard against the pious belief that at death the soul departs to be ‘with the Lord.’ ” But he insists that
[bookmark: _ftnref5]we must think of the future of man, not in terms of the part of man that is with Christ, but in terms of the victory of Christ over sin and death, of total resurrection, of the glorious acts of God still awaited in the coming of Christ to establish the New Earth. The state of man in the “between times” we must leave as one of the hidden things. Scripture itself “gives us no help in a search for an analyzable anthropological conclusion.”﻿5﻿
We shall shortly see, to put it bluntly, that this is nonsense, but we should acknowledge now that his view is motivated by the very proper concern that any analysis that distinguishes between “constituent parts” within the “whole man” runs the risk of making the soul the valuable and God-like part of man while the body is that which drags the soul down to sin and corruption. Such a notion must be rejected out of hand as completely unbiblical. Both ontological entities are valuable and significant to God. But Smedes rightly asks a series of questions:
[bookmark: _ftnref6][O]n the profoundly difficult subject of man, has Berkouwer adequately faced the question of whether … his quarrel is not with an antiquated psychology, and whether therefore it may be unnecessary to reject the old ontology of body and soul once it is separated from the old psychology? … is it not possible that the classic ontological distinction between soul and body still best fits the religious and redemptive portrayal of man? … given the fact that man, after death, is at home with the Lord while his body is rotting in the grave, and given the fact that the Bible speaks of a separation of the soul from the body, is it not possible that the older notion best fits both pious hope and biblical suggestion? And, after we clear our minds of the expendable psychology that was appended to the body-soul distinction, what would be wrong with assuming that man is a substantial soul, and that the man with whom the Bible is concerned is the whole man, body and soul, in their mysterious but indivisible unity? Berkouwer [elsewhere] insists that the “unmixed and unconfused” natures of Christ do not impede their genuine unity in the One Christ. Why should not man be a unity—a different kind and level than that of Christ’s unity, indeed—between two distinct ontological realities? Could we not have both, the “whole man” in dynamic relationship with God and the whole man in a unity of ontologically distinct entities, body and soul?﻿6﻿
It should be clear from Smede’s comments that whatever else one might say, the Bible will not permit us to view man simply as the “whole man” in relationship to God. He is either a dichotomous (body/soul) or trichotomous (body/soul/spirit) creature in relationship to God.
Trichotomy
The trichotomist must admit, along with the dichotomist and in agreement with Berkouwer, that there is a certain “imprecision” at times in the Bible’s use of the relevant terminology. One has only to consider the several New Testament quotations of Deuteronomy 6:5, for example, to see this. Where Luke 10:27 reads that we should love God with all our heart (καρδία, kardia) and soul (ψυχή, psychē) and strength (ἰσχύς, ischys) and mind (διάνοια, dianoia), Matthew 22:37 reads that we should love God with all our heart and soul and mind, omitting strength, while Mark reports in 12:30 that we should love God with all our heart and soul and mind and strength (reversing the order of the last two Lukan words), and in 12:33 that we should love God with all our heart and understanding (συνέσεως, syneseōs) and strength, using another word for “mind” and omitting “soul” altogether. In all, five different words are employed without even mentioning the body. Surely, no one would insist, on the basis of these series of words connected by “and,” that each of these words refers to an immaterial, ontologically distinct entity, and that therefore Luke was a quintchotomist, Matthew was a quadchotomist, and Mark was a sexchotomist. With Berkouwer we must all admit that these parallel admonitions are simply saying that we are to love God with our entire or total being. Similarly I would urge that the three passages that trichotomists regularly advance in support of trichotomy do not really draw an ontological distinction between “soul” and “spirit, as the following expositions will demonstrate:
1 Corinthians 15:44: “[The body] is sown a natural [ψυχικόν, psychikon] body, it is raised a spiritual [πνευματικόν, pneumatikon, that is, a supernatural] body. If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual [that is, a supernatural] body.”
Here the trichotomist urges that to assert that there is no difference between “soul” and “spirit” is to assert that there is no distinction between the preresurrec-tion body and the resurrection body. But precisely because it is evident that there is a difference between these two bodies, he continues, it is equally clear that there is an ontological distinction between soul and spirit.
I would note, however, that the implied subject of both verbs (“sown,” “raised”) is the same subject, the body, and that the same word σῶμα, sōma, is used in both instances, suggesting that it is the same body numerically that is sown and raised. If the two words really intended totally distinct ontological entities, then the body that is raised is not the same body that is sown. Paul doubtless intended simply to say that the “soulish body,” that is, the body whose attributes fit it for life in this natural world during this age, will be so transformed that, as the “spiritual body,” it will fit the life which the person who is associated with the risen Christ will live in the supernatural New Earth situation.
1 Thessalonians 5:23: “May the God of peace himself sanctify you wholly [ὁλοτελεῖς, holoteleis] and may your whole [ὁλόκληρον, holoklēron] spirit and soul and body be preserved blameless in the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
The trichotomist insists that the conjunction “and” between “spirit” and “soul” intends that they be viewed as separate entities. But I would urge, first, that it is no less precarious to argue that “spirit” and “soul” refer here to separate, immaterial entities on the basis of the “and” between them than it is to argue that heart and soul and strength and mind in Luke 10:27 refer to separate immaterial entities because of the repeated “and” there. Second, the adverb “wholly” and the adjective “whole” in the verse strongly suggest that the emphasis of the verse is on the Christian man viewed here in his entirety as the “whole man.”
Hebrews 4:12: “Sharper than any two-edged sword, [the Word of God] pene-trates even to ‘dividing’ of soul and spirit … and is the judge of the thoughts and intents of the heart.”
Here the trichotomist insists, since the soul can be “divided” from the spirit, is evidence that they are two separate and distinct ontological entities. But this is to ignore the fact that “soul” and “spirit” are both genitives governed by the participle “dividing.” The verse is saying that the Word of God “divides” the soul, even the spirit. But it does not say that the Word of God divides between soul and spirit (that would require some such word as μεταξύ, metaxu) or divides the soul from the spirit. The verse no more intends this than it intends, when it goes on to say that the Word is the judge of thoughts and of intents of the heart (again, two genitives governed by the noun “judge”), that thoughts and intents are ontologically distinct things. Clearly, intents are simply one kind of thought. What the verse is actually saying is that the Word of God is able to penetrate into the deepest recesses of a man’s spirit and judge his very thoughts, even the secret intentions of his heart.
While these verses offer no support to the trichotomous view, this erroneous view of man’s constituent make-up has been made the base for the espousal of other erroneous views both in Christology (Apollinarianism) and in the area of sanctification (the view that it is the Christian’s spirit which is regenerated, his soul remaining unregenerate, and that it is this condition which accounts for the struggle within him to live either righteously or unrighteously).
Dichotomy
[bookmark: _ftnref7]The dichotomist affirms that the Bible teaches that man’s constituent elements are the material body and the immaterial soul (or spirit)—two ontologically distinct entities—which are in a mysterious, vital union and interact in what Berkhof calls the “union of life.”﻿7﻿ In other words, he is neither pure matter alone nor pure spirit alone but a wonderful duality-in-unity and unity-in-duality. The scriptural support for this view includes the following verses:
Genesis 2:7: “the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath [נְשָׁמָה, nes̊āmåh] of life, and man became a living being.”
Ecclesiastes 12:7: “The dust returns to the ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it.” (This seems to be a commentary on Genesis 2:7.)
Matthew 10:28: “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of him who can destroy both soul and body in hell” (emphasis added).
Here our Lord makes it plain that a person has an entity that men may kill. He calls it the body (σῶμα, sōma). But he has another entity that men cannot kill. He calls it the soul (ψυχή, psychē). By his use of the καί … καί, kai … kai, construction in the second half of the verse, which grammatically means “both … and,” Jesus clearly teaches that man’s constituent parts are two, namely, “body” and “soul.” This is the reason he could say to the dying thief, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43; emphasis added).
 
2 Corinthians 5:1–10: “Now we know that if the earthly tent [the body] we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God [that is, the resurrection body] … we groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, because when we are clothed, we [that is, our souls] will not be found naked.… as long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord.… we would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord. So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it.”
Philippians 1:21–24: “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is far better; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body.”
Because of this evidence, the Reformation creeds all adopt the dichotomous view of man. Again, the Westminster Confession of Faith will be sufficient to illustrate the point.
The bodies of men, after death, return to dust, and see corruption: but their souls, which neither die nor sleep, having an immortal subsistence, immediately return to God who gave them: the souls of the righteous … are received into the highest heavens.… And the souls of the wicked are cast into hell.… Besides these two places, for souls separated from their bodies, the Scripture acknowledgeth none. (XXXII/i; emphasis supplied)
It is clear that the Confession of Faith views people as having one ontological entity which permits them to die and to see corruption. The Scripture calls this entity the body. But men are another ontological entity, and have thereby an immortal subsistence that neither dies nor sleeps when it leaves the body at death. The Bible calls this entity the soul or spirit. It is plain that the Confession of Faith in accordance with the Scriptures clearly teaches here the dichotomous view of man.
This is not to suggest that Holy Scripture never intends any distinction in its usage of “spirit” and “soul.” H. D. MacDonald has nicely captured the nuancial distinction between “spirit” and “soul” when he writes:
[bookmark: _ftnref8]However used, both terms refer to man’s inner nature over against flesh or body, which refers to the outer aspect of man as existing in space and time. In reference, then, to man’s psychical nature, “spirit” denotes life as having its origin in God and “soul” denotes that same life as constituted in man. Spirit is the inner depth of man’s being, the higher aspect of his personality. Soul expresses man’s own special and distinctive individuality. The pneuma is man’s nonmaterial nature looking Godward; the psyche is that same nature of man looking earthward and touching the things of sense.﻿8﻿
 
The Origin of the Soul
Before we leave this subject entirely, something must be said about the origin of the human soul. With virtually unanimous rejection of the idea of the preexistence of souls put forward by Plato, by Origen, and by other Alexandrian Fathers, because it is devoid of scriptural support, the church has, throughout the history of dogma, framed the issue of the soul’s origin in terms either of “creationism” or of “traducianism.”
The creationist view, emphasizing the vertical nature of the acts of God, contends that the soul of each human being is immediately created by God and united to the body either at conception, at birth, or at some time between these two events. It relies primarily on five texts: Genesis 2:7, Ecclesiastes 12:7, Isaiah 57:16, Zechariah 12:1, and Hebrews 12:9.
The traducianist view (Lat. tradux, “branch” or “shoot”), urging that God carries out his “vertical” work primarily in and through horizontal or mediate means, holds that after the immediate creation of Adam both body and soul of each individual are immediately formed and propagated together by the natural generation effected by the sexual union of the human male and female. It appeals primarily to four texts: Genesis 2:2, 21 (interpreted by 1 Cor. 11:8), Romans 5:12, and Hebrews 7:9–10.
[bookmark: _ftnref9]Berkouwer concludes his treatment of the controversy by declaring that the entire issue is illegitimate since it concentrates on the origin of the soul, whereas the Bible is concerned only with the origin of the “whole man before God.”﻿9﻿ He urges total rejection of the dilemma. While I concur with Kuyper and Bavinck that Scripture does not give us sufficient data to conclude decisively either way, and also that neither view helps us understand the nature of man in a way that the other does not, I myself am drawn to the traducianist view for the following reasons:
[bookmark: _ftnref10]1. It appears to be everywhere assumed by Scripture that through conception human parents “father” and “mother” not just a physical body but the entire offspring, body and soul. When Charles Hodge, himself a staunch creationist, to avoid the conclusion that God creates sinful souls, declares: “we do not know how the agency of God is connected with the operation of second causes, how far that agency is mediate, and how far it is immediate,” and then admits in his later discussion of original sin: “It is moreover a historical fact universally admitted, that character, within certain limits, is transmissible from parents to children. Every nation, separate tribe, and even every extended family of men, has its physical, mental, social, and moral peculiarities which are propagated from generation to generation,”﻿10﻿ he has abandoned his creationism, for if God does immediately create souls at conception or at birth, the mental and moral characteristics of parents cannot be propagated.
2. Creationism allows for only the physical or corporeal connection between Adam and his offspring and has to explain how human souls, immediately created by God and not by biological parents, become evil, whereas traducianism has a ready answer for why the individual is guilty of Adam’s sin and is thus corrupt: Adam’s “sin was imputed; and the same death in sin, and corrupted nature [were] conveyed to all [his] posterity descending from [him] by ordinary generation” (Westminster Confession of Faith, VI/iii).
Whatever one finally concludes about this matter, it is quite clear that Berkouwer’s reductionist view of man’s nature as simply the “whole man before God” is unscriptural and cannot be safely followed.
 
Man as the Imago Dei
The Bible’s answer to the questions, “Is mankind distinct from all other animate life, and if so, in what way?” may be framed in one sentence: “Man and man alone is the very image of God (imago Dei).” But what is this “image” and how has the church understood this “image” that makes man distinct from all other animate life?
 
THE BIBLICAL DATA AND THEIR SYNTACTICAL SIGNIFICANCE
[bookmark: _ftnref11]The idea first appears in Genesis 1:26, where we read that God in solemn counsel with himself said, “Let us [a probable reflection of the trinity of persons in the divine essence] make man in our image [בְּצַלְמֵנוּ, beṣalmēnû], according to our likeness [כִּדְמוּתֵנוּ, ciḏmûṯēnû].” Quite early in Christian thinking a distinction was drawn between the two terms, due perhaps to the LXX rendering, εἰκώνα καὶ ὁμοίωσιν (eikōna kai homoiōsin, “image and likeness”), which also is reflected in the Latin Vulgate’s et between the phrases. Irenaeus and Tertullian saw the former term (צֶלֶם, ṣelem) as referring to bodily traits and the latter (דְּמוּת, demûṯ) to the spiritual nature of man. Clement of Alexandria and Origen, rejecting this understanding of the issue, urged that “image” denotes the characteristics of man qua man, while “likeness” refers to qualities not essential to man’s “manness” but which may be cultivated or lost. Athanasius, Ambrose, Augustine, and John of Damascus in their own times were persuaded that the latter view was correct. Scholastics of the Middle Ages continued to urge this distinction between the nouns, conceiving of the former as including the intellectual powers of reason and freedom, and the latter as original holiness and righteousness (dona superaddita). Accordingly, in Roman Catholic theology, in and by the fall man lost the “likeness” while still retaining as man the image of God. Thus fallen man is essentially deprived of the “superaddi-tional gifts” of holiness and righteousness but not morally depraved throughout the whole man. Indeed, he is not even in a state of sin but only in the state of a tendency to sin.﻿11﻿
The Reformers rejected the distinction between the two terms and regarded righteousness as belonging originally to the very nature of man. Luther regarded the image exclusively in terms of original righteousness and concluded, therefore, that the image of God was entirely lost in the Fall (Lutherans, out of loyalty to Luther, have generally followed their namesake). Calvin disagreed, viewing the image as lying primarily in the understanding or in the heart, that is, in the soul and its powers, but he also suggested that “no part of man, not even his body,” is not adorned in some sense with some rays of its glory. In other words, the image included, for Calvin, both natural endowments and the spiritual qualities of original righteousness (knowledge, righteousness, holiness). The whole image, according to Calvin, has been affected by the Fall, with only original righteousness being completely lost. This is the explication of the image that has become generally acceptable in the Reformed tradition. Today it is quite common to see the image defined formally in terms of personality (rationality, emotion, and moral responsibility) and materially in terms of a true knowledge of God. The Fall brought about great weakness in the former (liability to error in thinking, depression in emotion, misjudgment in moral responsibility) and a serious distortion (but not a total demolition) of the latter. But sufficiently horrible was the Fall’s effects in both areas of the image that Paul can justifiably describe men as “dead” in their sins in the sense that they are spiritually dead toward God and love of righteousness.
Were the Reformers right in rejecting all distinctions between “image” and “likeness”? I would affirm that they were, and for the following reasons:
1. There is no waw conjunctive (and) between the phrases in the Hebrew. As we noted already, it is true that the LXX and the Vulgate insert a καί, kai, and an et respectively, which may be part of the reason for early efforts to find a distinction between them.
2. Both Genesis 1:27 and 9:6 employ only צֶלֶם, (ṣelem, “image”), apparently regarding the one word as sufficient to explain the entire idea.
3. Genesis 5:1 employs only דְּמוּת, (demûṯ, “likeness”), and with the בְּ, be, preposition which was affixed to צֶלֶם, ṣelem, in Genesis 1:26. This again suggests that the one word is sufficient to express the entire idea.
4. In Genesis 5:3 both terms are employed, but the verse reverses both the order of the terms and the usage of prepositions found in Genesis 1:26.
5. In Colossians 3:10 (see also 1:15 and 2 Cor 4:4) only “image” (εἰκών, eikōn) is found, while in James 3:9 only “likeness” (ὁμοίωσις, homoiōsis) is employed, again suggesting that either term sufficiently expresses the original idea.
In light of this data, today the terms are generally viewed as simply stating emphatically or intensively the fact that man uniquely reflects God, that is to say, man as created was the “very image” or “perfect likeness” of God.
But in what precise way did God intend man to “mirror” him? What is the meaning of this “very image”? How was (is) man a “reflection” of God?
 
THE NATURE OF THE IMAGE
While there is a general consensus among scholars today that no distinction should be drawn between “image” and “likeness,” there is no such consensus regarding what the “very image” is or means.
[bookmark: _ftnref12]Some scholars (e.g., Buswell)﻿12﻿ suggest that the image in man (or at least an aspect of it) is his dominion over the creation. But Genesis 1:26 seems to indicate that dominion was to be a bestowment upon God’s image bearer, an investiture grounded in and contingent upon the fact that man is God’s image. Verse 28, where dominion is made a reality by its actual bestowment upon man, follows the action of verse 27 where man is created and already stands before God and the world as God’s image. In other words, it is because man is God’s image that God bestows dominion over the world upon him.
[bookmark: _ftnref13]Others (e.g., Barth)﻿13﻿ urge a christological construction of the image. Citing Colossians 1:15 and 2 Corinthians 4:4, where Christ is referred to as the εἰκὼν τοῦ θεοῦ, eikōn tou theou, they teach that Christ is the true man, the real man, and that his humanity is the “original” and that ours is the “derivative.” We participate in his humanity, not in Adam’s, and not he in ours. Basing his remarks on Romans 5:12–19, Barth writes:
Man’s essential and original nature is to be found … not in Adam [for Barth, Adam is not the historical individual of Genesis 1–3 but the typical man, that is, we are all Adam] but in Christ.… Adam can be interpreted only in the light of Christ and not the other way around.
[bookmark: _ftnref14]     … Human existence, as constituted by our relationship with Adam … has no independent reality, status, or importance of its own.… [And the relationship between Adam and us is] the relationship that exists originally and essentially between Christ and us.﻿14﻿
In addition to the universalistic overtones in such a construction, in light of the verses (1) which represent Adam as the first man and Christ the second (and last) man (1 Cor. 15:45–49), and (2) which describe Christ in his incarnation as becoming like us and taking our humanity upon himself (Phil. 2:7b, Heb. 2:14, 17; Rom. 8:3), I would urge that this construction has improperly interpreted the εἰκὼν τοῦ θεοῦ, eikōn tou theou. I would suggest that Christ is the “image of God” because he is deity and because as such in his incarnation he took our flesh. As man, then, he is both the realized ideal and the goal of human glory (Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18).
More traditionally, Reformed scholars, employing a “restoration hermeneutic,” have urged a personal/moral construction of the image. By determining precisely what it is that fallen man is restored to through Christ, by a direct “reading back” they have urged that the image of God is true righteousness, holiness, and a true knowledge of God. They appeal to the following two texts in particular:
 
Ephesians 4:21–24: “By him you were taught … to put off from yourselves [that which is] in accord with the former manner of life, the old man, the one corrupted in accord with deceitful lusts, and be renewed in the spirit of your mind and put on the new man which in God’s image [κατὰ θεὸν, kata theon] is created in true righteousness and holiness [δικαιοσύνῃ καὶ ὁσιότητι τῆς ἀληθείας, dikaiosynē kai hosiotēti tēs alētheias].”
Colossians 3:10: “Putting on the new man which is being continually renewed unto knowledge [ἐπίγνωσιν, epignōsin] according to the image [κατ ’εἰκόνα, kat eikona] of the One who created him.”
The allusion in these verses to Genesis 1:26–27 is inescapable, and the renewal through Christ is described in terms of true righteousness and holiness in the former verse and in terms of knowledge (“knowledge” is perhaps Colossians’ dynamic equivalent to Ephesians’ “righteousness and holiness”) in the latter verse. The Reformed creeds understand the original image in Genesis 1:26 accordingly to be these “renewed image virtues.” For example, the Confession of Faith (IV/ii) states:
After God had made all other creatures, He created man, male and female, with reasonable and immortal souls, endued with knowledge, righteousness, and true holiness, after His own image.
[bookmark: _ftnref15]Charles Hodge contends that ἐπίγνωσιν (epignōsin, “knowledge”) refers to (true) knowledge of God, since the word has this sense in Colossians 1:6, 9, 27–28; 2:2–3, that δικαιοσύνῃ (dikaiosynē, “righteousness”) refers to moral rectitude toward one’s neighbor, that is, justice, and that ὁσιότητι (hosiotēti, “holiness”) refers to the Godward relation known as piety toward God.﻿15﻿ This means that these three “renewed image virtues” are not religio/ethical abstractions, but rather are indicative of right relationships with God and neighbor. This in turn affirms that the image must be defined both in terms of entis and also in terms of relationis. God created man in his image, that is, with a creaturely but true knowledge of God, with justice toward his neighbor (which virtue was originally expressed in Adam’s relation to Eve and vice versa), and piety (covenant faithfulness) toward God. When Adam fell, though he still retained the image in the formal sense that man is still homo religiosus/homo sapiens, the material image which he was to “mirror” by justice toward neighbor and covenant faithfulness toward God became terribly marred both in him and in his posterity. The material image is principially restored only through salvation in Christ, the antitypical and ideal “image of God.”

