What It Means to be Human #2

“The Principle of Self (part 2)”

selected Scriptures

Have you ever sat outside on a clear summer night and looked into the sky? I recall as a boy laying in the grass on the hillside at my grandparents’ house in West Virginia. On a clear night the stars were beyond number. I remember being awed by the vastness of the universe (though probably not in those words!)

I imagine it was a similar scene on a hillside near Bethlehem that a shepherd boy named David looked into the same night sky and said (or sung) the words of Psalm 8:1, “O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth! You have set your glory above the heavens.” Certainly there is something majestic about God’s grand creation! 

Dr. Henry Morris writes in his book, The Biblical Basis for Modern Science (a volume I would highly recommend to anyone who home schools), only about four thousand or so stars can actually be seen without a telescope. This is not all of the stars in the sky, however! He goes on to state,

With the giant telescopes now available, astronomers have statistically estimated that there are about 1025 stars (that is, 10 million billion billion) in the known universe…. If one could count even as many as twenty numbers per second, it would still take him at least 100 million billion years to count up to 1025!

And that is only an estimate of the stars we are able to comprehend! 

Yet, while the vast universe displays the majesty of God, it also reveals the minuteness of mankind. David goes on in Psalm 8:3-4, “When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him?” With one breath we declare, “How great Thou art!” and with the next we wonder, “But who am I?”

That is the question we are considering in this series of messages, “What It Means to be Human.” That question, “What is man?” appears four times in the Bible—in Job 7:17; Psalm 8:4; Psalm 144:3; and Hebrews 2:6 (which is a quotation of Psalm 8:4).
 Now, if the Bible were a book of philosophy, it would merely ask the question and have the readers formulate their own answers. Thankfully, the Bible not only asks but answers this all-important question. David continues in Psalms 8:5-8,

You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor. You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything under his feet: all flocks and herds, and the beasts of the field, the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea, all that swim the paths of the seas.

The Glory of Mankind – the Reflection

The first thing we notice is the glory of mankind as seen in the reflection of God. According to the Bible, man stands uniquely alone with respect to all the animate creation. He is made in the image of God and has been given dominion over all the earth. When the psalmist asked the question, “What is man?” the answer immediately came that man was made “a little lower than the angels.” To the evolutionist, on the other hand, man is merely “a little higher than the apes.” Man is nothing more than a higher animal, more complex in brain structure than other animals but not distinct from them in any qualitative sense.
 The Bible represents man as the climax of God’s creative activity. God has “crowned him with glory and honor” and “made him ruler” over the rest of His creation. Man is a product of divine creation, not of natural evolution.

Yet the identity of man is even greater than we might first think. Many are more familiar with the King James Version rendering of the phrase, “a little lower than the angels.” In this case, I think both the King James and the niv are incorrect. The Hebrew term rendered “angels” or “heavenly beings” is ‘ĕlōhîm, a term found nearly 2,600 times in the Old Testament, and almost exclusively referring to God. This is the same word used in Genesis 1:26, “Then God [‘ĕlōhîm] said, ‘Let us make man in our image…’” In the most obvious sense of the Hebrew, verse 5 would seem to allude to the image of God, mentioned in Genesis 1:26 which underlies our verses 6–8.
 

This is an interesting fact. In some places elohim obviously does mean “spirit beings,” as in 1 Samuel 28:13, where the witch of Endor says that she sees “spirits” (elohim) emerging from the ground. Psalm 82 also uses the word in this way. For this reason, and perhaps also for the sake of modesty, not wanting to say that men and women are only “a little lower than God,” the Septuagint translators of the Old Testament used the Greek word for “angels” in Psalm 8. It was this translation that the author of Hebrews picked up when he referred the text to Jesus, saying that in the incarnation God made him a little lower than the angels for the purpose of achieving our salvation.

Nevertheless, the translation “God” is almost certainly correct. This is because the allusions of verses 5–8 are drawn from Genesis 1. Not only is Elohim the word exclusively used for God there, the emphasis of the chapter (so far as man is concerned) is on his being made in God’s image. In light of that chapter there can be little doubt that David is linking men and women to God, being slightly less than him in whose image they are made.

Even though mankind may seem a minute speck in the vast universe, yet God created mankind with glory—in His own image and likeness, “a little lower than” Himself, if you will. Mankind is God’s representative on earth.

The Gender of Mankind – the Reality

The second truth reveals the gender of mankind, specifically the reality. Let’s return to the passage we looked at last week and mentioned above, Genesis 1:26-27,

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.” So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him, male and female he created them [emphasis added].
One commentator writes, “Genesis 1:27 is by any standard one of the most beautiful verses in the Bible. It is the first bit of poetry in the Old Testament, which is composed of about forty percent poetry and sixty percent prose.”

Any discussion of manhood and womanhood in the Bible must start here. Every time we look at each other or talk to each other as men and women, we should remember that the person we are talking to is a creature of God who is more like God than anything else in the universe, and men and women share that status equally. Therefore we should treat men and women with equal dignity, and we should think of men and women as having equal value. We are both in the image of God, and we have been so since the very first day that God created us. “In the image of God he created him; male and female he created them” (Genesis 1:27). Nowhere does the Bible say that men are more in God’s image than women. Men and women share equally in the tremendous privilege of being in the image of God.

Clearly the intention of the text is to say both that the man and the woman share a common humanity and equal worth before God (hence, both are “man”), and yet they do so not as identical (hence they are distinctly “male and female”).

Genesis 5:1–2 only confirms and reinforces this understanding. Here we read: “This is the written account of Adam’s line. When God created man, he made him in the likeness of God. He created them male and female and blessed them. And when they were created, he called them ‘man.’” As with Genesis 1:26–27, we see the common identity of male and female, both named “man,” and yet the male and the female is each a distinct expression of this common and equally possessed nature of “man.” Male and female are equal in essence and so equal in dignity, worth, and importance.
 “Man” is obviously a generic reference to both man and woman—mankind. The text of Scripture does not use gender-inclusive language and often lets the masculine serve for both masculine and feminine, as here.
 

The Bible teaches that God created both man and woman in His image. Not just man, but woman also was made in God’s image. Like God, each has a spirit, soul, and body. Men and women alike possess intellect, emotion, and will, by which they are able to think, feel, and choose.

Today’s world challenges the reality of the gender difference. We are told that people can “identify” themselves as whatever they want. A 47-year-old man can “identify” as a six-year-old girl, and expect to be treated as such. The whole concept of “transgender” has become part of modern vocabulary. What should we think?

Recently I discovered an article written by a pediatrician. To my knowledge she is not a Christian, but what she writes I believe is in line with biblical truth:

Biological sex is not assigned. Sex is determined at conception by our DNA and is stamped into every cell of our bodies. Human sexuality is binary. You either have a normal Y chromosome, and develop into a male, or you don’t, and you will develop into a female. There are at least 6,500 genetic differences between men and women. Hormones and surgery cannot change this.

An identity is not biological, it is psychological. It has to do with thinking and feeling. Thoughts and feelings are not biologically hardwired. Our thinking and feeling may be factually right or factually wrong.

If I walk into my doctor’s office today and say, “Hi, I’m Margaret Thatcher,” my physician will say I am delusional and give me an anti-psychotic. Yet, if instead, I walked in and said, “I’m a man,” he would say, “Congratulations, you’re transgender.”

If I were to say, “Doc, I am suicidal because I’m an amputee trapped in a normal body, please cut off my leg,” I will be diagnosed with body identity integrity disorder. But if I walk into that doctor’s office and say, “I am a man, sign me up for a double mastectomy,” my physician will. See, if you want to cut off a leg or an arm you’re mentally ill, but if you want to cut off healthy breasts or a penis, you’re transgender.

No one is born transgender. If gender identity were hardwired in the brain before birth, identical twins would have the same gender identity 100 percent of the time. But they don’t.

She goes on to give an illustration of a young boy who “identified” as a girl. At that time, through family counseling, it was discovered that he misunderstood the extra attention his special-needs sister was receiving, and thought his parents loved girls more than boys. With family therapy the boy got better. Today, she points out, his parents would be told, “This is who he really is. You must ensure that everyone treats him as a girl, or else he will commit suicide.” As he approaches puberty, the experts would put him on puberty blockers so he can continue to impersonate a girl.

She goes on to conclude,

To indoctrinate all children from preschool forward with the lie that they could be trapped in the wrong body disrupts the very foundation of a child’s reality testing. If they can’t trust the reality of their physical bodies, who or what can they trust? Transgender ideology in schools is psychological abuse that often leads to chemical castration, sterilization, and surgical mutilation.

The Gender of Mankind – the Relationship

Third, consider the gender of mankind with regard to the relationship. The reality of gender is that God created mankind as male and female, and that equally they bear the image and likeness of God. Neither is superior or inferior to the other.

Yet male and female are not identical. John Stott observes,

Because men and women are equal (by creation and in Christ), there can be no question of the inferiority of either to the other. But because they are complementary, there can be no question of the identity of one with the other. Further, this double truth throws light on male-female relationships and roles. Because they have been created by God with equal dignity, men and women must respect, love, serve, and not despise, one another. Because they have been created complementary to each other, men and women must recognise their differences and not try to eliminate them or usurp one another’s distinctives.

Turn to Genesis 2:18. The verse begins, “The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone.’” At the close of the sixth day of Creation, God had surveyed everything He had made and pronounced it “very good” (Genesis 1:31). But now God says that there’s something in His wonderful world that is not good: the man is alone. In fact, in the Hebrew text, the phrase “not good” is at the beginning of the Lord’s statement in verse 18.

What was “not good” about man’s solitude? After all, Adam could fellowship with God, enjoy the beauty of the Garden and eat of its fruits, accomplish his daily work, and even play with the animals. What more could he want? God knew what Adam needed: “a helper suitable for him.” There was no such helper among the animals, so God made the first woman and presented her to the man as his wife, companion, and helper.

Obviously, men and women are different. Yet this difference extends beyond the body—its anatomy and chemistry—and into the soul. Remember that both the man and the woman were created in the image and likeness of God. Since the two are different, we must conclude that there is something masculine about men and feminine about women that needs to be expressed in meaningfully different ways as they relate to one another for God’s design to be most fully realized in this world.

The Bible upholds the dignity of woman. The woman was by no means a “lesser creature.” The same God who made Adam also made Eve and created her in His own image. Both exercised dominion over God’s creation. Adam was made from the dust, but Eve was made from Adam’s side, bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh.

The plain fact is that Adam needed Eve. Not a single animal God had created could do for Adam what Eve could do. She was a helper “suitable for him.” When God paraded the animals before Adam for him to name them, they doubtless came before him in pairs, each with its mate; and perhaps Adam wondered, “Why don’t I have a mate?”

How do we understand the relationship between the two? The complementarian view teaches that God created men and women as equals yet as different genders. Scholars chose the term “complementarian” in order to emphasize both the equality of the sexes and the complementary differences between men and women. According to this view, God created men and women equally in His divine image. Men and women are fully equal in personhood, dignity, and worth. Furthermore, complementarians assert, all believers in Jesus Christ—whether male or female—are baptized, Spirit-gifted, believer-priests and are full members of the Body of Christ. Therefore, they should use their spiritual gifts to their fullest potential and grow in their faith to full spiritual maturity.

To correctly represent the biblical teaching on gender, both truths—equality and differences—need to be affirmed and held in balance. When properly understood and practiced, these differences promote godly manhood and womanhood and marvelously enrich family life as well as life in the local church. God is profoundly concerned that gender differences not be minimized or blurred. These differences are fundamental to our sexual identity as male and female and thus need to be better understood and developed according to Scripture. I believe that this view best represents the plain, literal, straightforward teaching of the Bible on gender.

In our last study we considered how humans are spirit-soul-body, and the soul can be understood in terms of mind-heart-will (or intellect-emotion-volition). These are true of both men and women. Everything we consider in future studies apply equally to both men and women. We must avoid overgeneralizations such as “Men are more intellectual while women are more emotional.” We are individuals, and no one person is completely like another. 

So, what do we make of all this? First, we understand that the glory of mankind is that we reflect the image and likeness of God. This brings value to ourselves and to every other person who has ever lived. 

Second, we must accept the reality of human gender. Male and female are facts—not feelings, not identifications that we can change on a whim. The same God who created us in His image created us male or female, according to His design. Instead of focusing on our own personal fulfillment, our peace of mind, or even our happiness, we must begin with God. Each one of us was born by His purpose and for His purpose.
 Life is more about discovering His intention than determining our identity. 
Third, we must see the relationship of human gender. God created us, not to compete but to complement each other. We are not called to understand each other—I’m not sure that will ever happen—but we are called to appreciate each other and esteem each other as equal bearers of God’s image and likeness. Sexism, like all prejudice, is a sin that is contrary to God’s plan. 

The next time you look outside at the vastness of God’s creation and wonder where you fit in, remember Psalm 8. God has created humanity—and that includes you—in His image and likeness, and has crowned you with glory and honor. Even though that image has been marred by sin (which we will consider next week), we still bear the likeness of God. And that is reason enough to give Him praise.
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