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Abstract — While engaged in his own construction of systematic theol-
ogy, Stanley J. Grenz looked increasingly to the imago Dei as the major 
motif for his project. Having previously seen the theme carrying some 
weight for both ethics and theology, as his project progressed in the Ma-
trix of Christian Theology series in the new millennium, Grenz came to 
understand this biblical motif as a unifying agent. This significant biblical 
theme, run through the coherence test of the theological loci and suf-
ficiently able to unite the systematic categories, became for Grenz a lens 
for reading all of Scripture, and for understanding God, humanity, and 
all reality. Within the imago Dei Grenz found a way to bring a relational 
model of the Trinity to bear on the systematic discipline, which also gave 
him a unified approach to reading and interpreting the Bible in light of 
this Trinitarian framework flowing from the earliest part of the canonical 
narrative. As such, his approach offers a helpful model for consideration 
in the ongoing conversation of theological interpretation of Scripture.
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When Stanley Grenz embarked on his explorative trek through the sys-
tematic categories in the Matrix of Christian Theology series, he employed 
a constructive approach to the theological task, beginning with anthropolo-
gy.1 He argued that anthropology provided “the most promising context 

1. 

Author’s note: I am grateful for the very helpful comments offered on earlier drafts of this 
article, including those from Joel Green, Steve Holmes, and two anonymous reviewers, and 
the suggestions from the 2009 joint meeting of the Christian Doctrine and Biblical Theology 
study groups of the Tyndale Fellowship, which have made this article significantly better than 
it otherwise would have been.

This approach was markedly different from his earlier work. See Stanley J. Grenz, 
Theology for the Community of God (2nd ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000; 1st ed.: Nashville: 
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into which the insights of trinitarian theology can be fruitfully extended.” 
At the heart of his theological subdivision was the imago Dei, which Grenz 
saw providing cohesion for additional work in theology proper, Christology, 
and pneumatology, especially as he saw human and divine relationality mu-
tually informing each another. Yet Grenz “ultimately” viewed the imago Dei 
as an eschatological concept, highly communal, and therefore ecclesiologi-
cal.2 Although it might seem difficult to see how the imago Dei can sustain 
such a comprehensive role in the broad scheme of systematic theology, for 
Grenz it was the right key to unlock the doors of theology and all reality.3 
For him, this also opened the doors of sacred Scripture.4

This essay is a working attempt to categorize and trace Grenz’s con-
clusions about the imago Dei throughout his development, attempting to 
detail relevant chronological and theological developments that shaped the 
formation of his theological program and its hermeneutical outlook. Ad-
ditionally, this essay asks whether Grenz performed theological interpre-
tation of Scripture.5 If so, then to what degree? And how did he arrive at 

Broadman & Holman, 1994), which treated the systematic categories thus: theology (proper), 
anthropology, Christology, pneumatology, ecclesiology, and eschatology. Citations refer to 
the 2nd edition unless otherwise noted. For a discussion of his ordering of the systematic 
categories and how the imago Dei concept provides a fruitful way to access the other theologi-
cal loci, though not from an exclusively anthropological portal, see idem, “Jesus as the Imago 
Dei: Image-of-God Christology and the Non-Linear Linearity of Theology,” JETS 47 (2004): 
625–28.

2. Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theology of the 
Imago Dei (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), xi. Interestingly, ecclesiology was the 
only subdiscipline that imago Dei did not majorly bear on in Grenz’s one-volume theology 
(see the meager reference in idem, Theology for the Community, 483). However, see its later 
enhanced role in idem, “Ecclesiology,” in The Cambridge Companion to Postmodern Theology (ed. 
Kevin J. Vanhoozer; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 267–68; also accounted 
for in my “Stanley Grenz’s Ecclesiology: Telic and Trinitarian,” in Pacific Journal of Baptist Re-
search 6 (forthcoming).

3. Stanley J. Grenz, Renewing the Center: Evangelical Theology in a Post-theological Era (2nd 
ed.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2006), 221; and Stanley J. Grenz and John R. Franke, Beyond Founda-
tionalism: Shaping Theology in a Postmodern Context (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 
200–202. Although a long line of theology does something similar, one recent treatment of 
imago Dei as a comprehensive concept is Kathryn Tanner, Christ the Key (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2010).

4. This is not unique to Grenz; after Francis Watson, Daniel J. Treier uses imago Dei as a 
test case for theological interpretation in Introducing Theological Interpretation of Scripture: Re-
covering a Christian Practice (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 70–77, 97–100, 119–25, 178–82, 188–99.

5. It is not enough that he contributed the essay “Community, Interpretative” to the 
groundbreaking Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible (ed. Kevin J. Vanhoozer; 
Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005), 128–29. Theological interpretation seems to be much less a po-
litical alignment (see criticisms of the “movement” by Markus Bockmuehl, “Bible Versus 
Theology: Is ‘Theological Interpretation’ the Answer?” NV [forthcoming]) than a practice to 
be “implemented” (see Walter Moberly, “What Is Theological Interpretation of Scripture?” 
Journal of Theological Interpretation 3 [2009]: 178).
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this practice? Does he do more, or less, than other theologians? And while 
he never produced a theological commentary on the Bible, is his biblical 
exegesis any less robust than other theological commentators? Accordingly, 
as a theologian, is his work more along the lines of what might be called 
“biblical theology,” or is it genuine “theological” exegesis?6 What does he 
contribute to the contemporary conversation among theological interpret-
ers of sacred Scripture?

Grenz’s Hermeneutics and  
Premature Readings of Genesis 1:26–27

Aside from completely ignoring the imago Dei concept, the readings 
of Scripture in Grenz’s earlier writings display something like a “piecemeal 
approach” to biblical data, selecting relevant passages in order to mine bib-
lical statements or principles to answer questions brought to the biblical 
text.7 This earlier proof-text approach to the Bible can be seen in nearly all 
of his writings published in the 1980s and early 90s in which the biblical 
text is engaged. However, moving away from this method of appropriating 
scriptural data for the systematic task, Grenz turned toward what he called 
a “theological reading” of Scripture. Above all, this sought to enable him to

read the texts in the light of their convergence in the pattern that 
centers on God’s work in Jesus Christ and the subsequent sending of 
the Spirit, which pattern Christians believe lies at the heart of the Bi-
ble as a whole. . . . And as such the Bible becomes a single voice. . . . [and] 
the singularity of voice we claim for Scripture is ultimately the singu-
larity of the Spirit who speaks through the texts.8

Grenz suggested that theology serves the hermeneutic end9 of being able 
to “read the text so that the Spirit might nurture us in the ongoing pro-
cess of living as the contemporary embodiment of the paradigmatic narra-
tive of Scripture.” His hermeneutic entailed “reading the Bible as a whole, 
confident that the Spirit appropriates the text to create the eschatological 

6. See Daniel J. Treier, “Biblical Theology and/or Theological Interpretation of Scrip-
ture? Defining the Relationship,” SJT 61 (2008): 16–31.

7. See the assessment of this approach by John D. Morrison, “Trinity and Church: An 
Examination of Theological Methodology,” JETS 40 (1997): 448–50. The approach is most 
popularly seen in the following definition: “Systematic theology is any study that answers the 
question, ‘What does the whole Bible teach us today?’ about any given topic” (Wayne Grudem, 
Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995], 21).

8. Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 89–90.
9. Notwithstanding the use of exegetical methods, i.e., lexical, grammatical, and theo-

logical exegesis. However, see his differences over at least one traditional exegetical principle, 
“authorial intent,” in Stanley J. Grenz, “The Spirit and the Word: The World-Creating Func-
tion of the Text,” ThTo 57 (2000): 362.
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world according to God’s intentions as indicated in the Bible.”10 Indeed, 
Grenz employed features of narrative theology, suggesting that “the world 
we are to inhabit is . . . shaped by the world disclosed in the text. Our world 
is to be the contemporary embodiment of the paradigmatic narrative of 
scripture constructed through the interpretive framework that emerges 
from the Bible as a whole.”11 As such, he warned contemporary readers 
that “we must never conclude that exegesis alone can exhaust the Spirit’s 
speaking to us through the text.”12

This hermeneutical development caused Grenz’s earlier readings of 
Scripture and its key (Gen 1:26–27) to look very little like it did in his mature 
work. And while his work shows a high degree of organic continuity, the 
early product is not without significant oversights, which he later lamented, 
especially concerning how the significant biblical theme imago Dei should 
inform theology.13 Grenz’s early works were not grounded in an imago Dei 
theology, though they carried themes indicative of the development that 
would later occur.14 As he began to explore issues of human sexuality and 
human createdness, a shift took place in his interest in the image of God 
concept. He found Gen 1:26–27 supporting three emphases reflected in 
imago Dei, which he saw deriving significance from and exhibiting a founda-
tional transcendent basis in the divine reality. These were (1) that although 
beyond sexuality, God displays the sexual characteristics of masculine and 
feminine, (2) that plurality exists within the Godhead, and (3) that loving 
community exists where “the dialectic of sameness and difference charac-
teristic of human bonding is analogous to the dynamic within the divine 
Trinity.”15

With a reading of the Genesis account that yielded data for human 
sexuality and transcendent features anchored in the divine reality, by the 
early–mid 90s Grenz had not moved to integrate imago Dei or Gen 1:26–27 
into a distinct theology, and definitely not a comprehensive one that would 
take his program into the new millennium. The concept appeared infre-
quently in his one-volume systematic theology, Theology for the Community 
of God (1994). However, evidence there showed that he was still dealing 
only with a partly conceived imago Dei theology, and hardly gave citation of 

10. Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 88.
11. Ibid., 85.
12. Grenz, “Spirit and the Word,” 362.
13. Idem, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 624–26.
14. E.g., see Stanley J. Grenz and Wendell Hoffman, AIDS: Ministry in the Midst of an 

Epidemic (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1990), which shows themes of his later work—human sol-
idarity (p. 172), human need to love in light of God’s love (pp. 177–91), and eschatological 
hope (pp. 196–97). Yet, as Grenz attempts to develop a “theological basis” for AIDS ministry 
(p. 175), he never mentions imago Dei or the Genesis creation account.

15. Stanley J. Grenz, Sexual Ethics: An Evangelical Perspective (rev.  ed.; Louisville: West-
minster John Knox, 1997), 44–51.
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its biblical basis. At one point, he advocated a classical structural view of 
the image,16 but later he presented a merging of the structural, relational, 
and dynamic views, all seen as valid historical options for interpreting the 
concept.17

In his single-volume theology, Grenz sketched a biblical-theological 
framework from Genesis to Paul, out of which he commenced construction 
of a theological understanding of human beings as God’s image- bearers, 
identifying this image as providing a special standing (that is, dominion), a 
special fellowship (that is, openness to the world, characterized by love), an 
eschatological reality (that is, the dynamic, participatory, future-oriented 
transformational process of renewal that will bring believers “into full con-
formity with the image of God”), and a special community (that is, a shared, 
corporate, communal reality).18 What Grenz began to find within the im-
age of God concept was an underdeveloped diversity beginning to drive 
his theological emphases, and the thrust of his work in the Matrix series. 
Far from the relatively small attention given in his one-volume theology, 
the initial installment in his constructive effort was thoroughly saturated 
with the imago Dei, because therein he found the window through which 
the doctrine of the Trinity was to inform the entire spectrum of theology.

Imago Dei’s Journey through Grenz’s  
Systematic Categories

Although Grenz’s hermeneutic may be described as theological, it was 
more or less biblically theological and highly in-development. Its develop-
ment took shape primarily as the range of theological loci informed it, 
which, in turn, were informed by close readings of the biblical text.19 For 
his constructive approach to theology, he consciously drew from three 
sources—Scripture, tradition, and culture,20 with Scripture as the primary 
voice. The categories in his construal were all to fit together in an inter-
connected way, forming an integrated belief system, a coherent “mosaic 
of beliefs” ultimately coming together in God.21 Grenz explained: “Even 

16. Grenz evidences this by saying, “the residue of the divine image within us is a dimen-
sion of general revelation” (Theology for the Community, 137, emphasis mine).

17. Ibid., 169–73. Incidentally, a relational and communal view was advocated in Stanley 
J. Grenz and Denise Muir Kjesbo, Women in the Church: A Biblical Theology of Women in Ministry 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1995), 169–72. Grenz elsewhere articulated the significance 
of the creation account for relationship, community, and bonding (Sexual Ethics, 32–6).

18. Idem, Theology for the Community, 173–80.
19. See some of the serious exegetical work in Grenz, Social God, 183–264; idem, The 

Named God and the Question of Being (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2005), 133–246.
20. Compare this to Treier’s canon, creed, and culture (Introducing Theological Interpreta-

tion, 201–2).
21. Grenz, Renewing the Center, 218.
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though systematic theology might best be laid out in accordance with the 
traditional ordering that runs from theology proper through the other loci to 
eschatology, in the actual discourse that comprises theological construction 
all six of the loci must be brought into the conversation at every turn.”22

In light of the trialogue of sources that were crucial for his theological 
construct, “sound exegesis of the biblical texts” was a (the?) crucial part of 
the theological enterprise, without which theology could not live. Accord-
ingly, he affirmed that “the paradigmatic narrative of scripture,” emerg-
ing from the whole Bible in a salvation-historic framework, provides the 
proper hermeneutic to enable sound exegesis.23 This exegesis, in turn, in-
forms systematic theology and then flows into the very narrative of the 
lives of members of the redeemed community, being oriented toward the 
eschatological fulfillment of God’s work of creating community. Here is 
where Grenz adheres to NT affirmations of Jesus as the imago Dei (for ex-
ample, 2 Cor 4:4; Col 1:15; Heb 1:3), affirming that these assertions “must 
be extended . . . to all of systematic theology from beginning to end.”24 As 
a biblical-theological theme, then, equally rich in the history of theologi-
cal interpretation of Scripture, imago Dei became for Grenz the lens for 
both reading Scripture and for theology, but not untestedly so. Theologi-
cal and exegetical results needed to be tested on their own grounds, and 
then by one another. Accordingly, this article’s task now moves to explore 
the theological course that this concept took through the systematic cat-
egories Grenz conceived, with keen observation of the explorative Matrix 
series.

Anthropology25

Drawing from the canonical narrative, Grenz’s anthropology began 
with the Genesis creation account. There, he identified imago Dei as a cen-
tral motif in Scripture, upholding the unity of humankind and providing 
a unique manner of telling the biblical story.26 After tracing historical de-
velopments in the church’s understanding of the concept, from structure 
(as quality or capability) to relation and goal, he acknowledged that it is 
the “dynamic conception of the imago [D]ei” from the Reformation that 

22. Idem, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 627.
23. Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 84–85.
24. Grenz, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 627.
25. “Anthropology” receives a slightly lengthier treatment than other categories in this 

essay, primarily because it received the most thorough treatment Grenz made of any system-
atic category. His Named God and the Question of Being extended The Social God and the Relational 
Self, heading toward the next work on Christology which, according to Grenz, anthropology 
necessarily systematically yields, explaining why it would have been next in the Matrix series.

26. Idem, Named God, 361. For another recent version of this, see Richard S. Briggs, “Hu-
mans in the Image of God and Other Things Genesis Doesn’t Make Clear,” Journal of Theologi-
cal Interpretation 4 (2010): 111–26.
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“launches us on the road toward an understanding that can speak into the 
postmodern context.”27 Accordingly, with an observable “dynamic ontol-
ogy of persons in relationship,” he affirmed humans as inherently created 
for fellowship, and that “the essential nature of personhood is seen as con-
sisting of mutuality and interdependence.”28

Grenz understood God’s plan in creation as establishing community 
between himself and his creation, with a divinely given goal or destiny from 
the beginning.29 Although integrating functional and relational aspects, 
the imago Dei was also deemed “telic.” And yet it speaks more about what 
humans do (namely, imaging) than what they are. That is, from Gen 1:27 
the image dynamically points or mirrors.30 Following Phyllis Bird in her 
classic essay on the issue, Grenz agreed that the royal background of the 
image suggests that it “points more to our purpose than to the nature of 
our being, more to teleology than ontology.”31 He saw it as vocational, then, 
mediating the Creator’s immanence in the world.32 The manner in which 
humans are to fulfill this vocation leads back to the “full sweep of the bibli-
cal narrative,”33 ultimately finding the vocational mandate fulfilled by lov-
ing.34 Therefore, humans ultimately are to embody the biblical purpose for 
which God created them, namely, to be a community in relation to God 
and to one another,35 thereby reflecting the community of “perfect love” 

27. Grenz, Social God, 142–82; idem, “The Imago Dei and the Dissipation of the Self,” Di 
38 (1999): 183–84.

28. Idem, “What Does It Mean to Be Trinitarian in Doctrine?” paper presented for 
What Does It Mean to Be Trinitarians? Part 1: Bible and Theology Lectureship, Assemblies 
of God Theological Seminary, Springfield, MO, 18 January 2005 (unpublished), 4.

29. Idem, “The Social God and the Relational Self: Toward a Theology of the Imago Dei in 
the Postmodern Context,” HBT 24 (2002): 42 (hereafter, “Social God”); idem, Social God, 280.

30. Ibid., 162, 166–70; idem, “The Universality of the ‘Jesus-Story’ and the ‘Incredulity 
Toward Metanarratives,’” in No Other Gods Before Me? Evangelicals and the Challenge of World 
Religions (ed. John G. Stackhouse Jr.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001), 109.

31. Grenz, Theology for the Community (2nd ed.), 174–75. See Phyllis A. Bird, “ ‘Male and 
Female He Created Them’: Gen 1:27b in the Context of the Priestly Account of Creation,” 
HTR 74 (1981): 129–59

32. Grenz, Named God, 361.
33. Idem, “Social God,” 43–44.
34. Idem, Social God, 320. “Comprehensive love” is the all-inclusive theme of Grenz’s 

ethical work, The Moral Quest: Foundations of Christian Ethics (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
1997). Elsewhere he asserted, “At the heart of the revealed character of God is love” (Named 
God, 203).

35. Idem, Social God, 299–303. Here, Grenz critiqued Barth’s “I-Though” relational view 
between male/female (which borrowed from Martin Buber’s “I-Though” relationship), and 
argued for “a communal relationship” with the divine counterpart. However, see the recent 
conclusion that “both the individual human being and humankind in its differentiated col-
lectivity are related to the image of God,” and that “this specificity (the ‘thisness’) of God’s 
masterpiece of creation applies to אדם [necessarily a concrete being] understood both as a 
singular and as a collective” (Paul Niskanen, “The Poetics of Adam: The Creation of אדם in 
the Image of אלהים,” JBL 128 [2009]: 417–36), which is actually closer to Grenz’s position.
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wherein the Trinity exists. Thus, imago Dei is not simply anthropological, 
but it is grounded in “divine relationality.”36

Representing divine relationality, humanity as male and female sug-
gests that the goal of human sexuality is relational bonding,37 with marriage 
being a picture of the relationship God desires to have with his people.38 
Grenz saw the divine image belonging universally to humanity, every mem-
ber of which is sexual, and hence signifying incompleteness and the quest 
for bondedness that sexuality indicates.39 He did not ground sexuality in 
any sort of incarnational theology, or necessarily in the divine being,40 be-
cause Grenz was accessing the biblical story at this point from a narrative, 
a very human, bottom-up perspective. He also maintains the analogia rela-
tionis (relational analogy) over against the analogia entis (analogy of being),41 
thereby grounding the imago Dei in relationship or community.

After the Fall, the point of redemptive history in establishing a new 
humanity, from Genesis to the telos, requires “an intermediate step.”42 Al-
though beginning early with anthropology, humanity and creation were 
never designed to be anthropocentric but to be theocentric and Christo-
centric.43 Like Barth, Grenz found anthropology providing the way to the 
triune God, showing how anthropology yields a robust Christology, and 
how even the initial announcement in Gen 1:26, identifying the human role 
as divine image bearer, leads directly to Jesus.44 Human status bears the 
image that points to Christ, being derived from the transcendent relational 
analogy. This relational analogy has been criticized by some like Paul Helm, 
who posed to Grenz, why not “a triple, a triad, or a troika,” with three 

36. Stanley J. Grenz, “The Doctrine of the Trinity: Luxuriant Meadow or Theological 
Terminus?” Crux 39 (2003): 17–18; idem, Social God, 294.

37. Ibid., 277. Grenz elsewhere notes Barth’s flaw in failing to acknowledge sexuality as 
an “embodied” phenomenon, something Grenz saw at the heart of human identity, upholding 
the significance of the resurrection, and also the basis for community in eternity (p. 299).

38. Ibid., 303. For an extensive description of the theological basis of and implications 
for marriage, see idem, Sexual Ethics 57–116. See also how marriage is just one “obvious” picture 
but not the only picture and not even the most significant picture describing the relationship 
between God and his people (idem, “Is God Sexual? Human Embodiment and the Christian 
Conception of God,” CSR 28 [1998]: 212).

39. Idem, “Social God,” 43; idem, Social God, 303.
40. Although Grenz asserted that “God is beyond sexual distinctions,” he affirmed that 

“God encompasses what to us are the sexual distinctions of male and female” (Sexual Ethics, 
45; idem “Is God Sexual?” 208). Grenz elsewhere argued, “If God is radically asexual, human 
sexual distinctions have no transcendent foundation, and . .  . human sexuality lies on the pe-
riphery of embodied existence” (Social God, 294).

41. That is, where human relationality (observed in sexual differentiation) correlates 
with the relational God, which does not necessarily lead to a correlation of beings but into an 
imago Dei Christology.

42. Ibid., 302.
43. Idem, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 627.
44. Idem, Social God, 299–303; idem, Named God, 362.
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human persons or sexes?45 But this premonition eliminates the need for 
the completedness that only the divine can fill. In other words, at creation 
there already are three—man, woman, and imago Dei, in whose image hu-
manity is created. This leads into the second loci, the theocentric realm of 
existence and being.

Theology (Proper)

With the creation account of humans being theocentric, for Grenz 
this meant having the triune God as the social and transcendent ground-
ing for human relationality and for personhood. He stated, “God’s be-ing 
present involves the presence—the present-ing—of trinitarian love, which 
substantiates the other as person. Love substantiates the other as person, 
in that the presence of love honors the other as other and thereby sets the 
other in a relationship that is personal.”46 With other 20th-century theolo-
gians who made use of analogia relationis, Grenz concurs that there entails 
“some type of similarity between humankind and God.” In this, he finds 
some sense of human counterpart—dominion and representation—at the 
heart of the imago Dei concept, although not exhausting it, since it is part 
of a much larger narrative.47

Upholding the relational analogy while maintaining an ontological con-
nection, Grenz moves to the second installment of the Matrix series, work-
ing to establish a “theo-ontology,” addressing the question of ontology and 
existence from a theological perspective.48 He likens the study of ontol-
ogy to the intellectual critique of myth, cutting through historical-critical 
debates to present a theology of being, whether human or divine, because 
“Trinitarian love forms the basis for the be-ing of beings and the ‘to be’ 
of Being.”49 Grenz looks to the divine name in Scripture as the ground 
for the conversation of theology with ontology, because naming fills a per-
son’s identity with content through the ongoing history of relationships. 

45. Paul Helm, “Cautious Trinitarianism,” Crux 39 (2003): 23.
46. Grenz, Named God, 339–40.
47. Idem, Social God, 193–202. See also Grenz, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 620. Unfortu-

nately, recent theological commentators wishing to focus on Gen 1 as a whole have retracted 
from offering a comprehensive agenda that the imago Dei theme might play throughout the 
entire canon, opening at such a critical place—this inaugural chapter of the canon. And they 
fail to attribute a comprehensive role to the theme in spite of referring to the phrase as “so 
important in the history of theological ideas,” or as “one of the weightiest and most influential 
in the whole Bible,” or even as “presum[ing] both a nature and a future” in a sort of “covenant-
oriented” emphasis of the human qualities. See Bill T. Arnold, Genesis (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press), 44; R. W. L. Moberly, The Theology of the Book of Genesis (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2009), 46; R. R. Reno, Genesis (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2010), 53.

48. Grenz, Named God, 6.
49. Ibid., 292, 340.
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Accordingly, a Trinitarian ontology unfolds throughout the narrative of the 
divine name.50

From his effort at developing a theo-ontology, Grenz declared, “The 
center of this Genesis story is not the creation of all persons from a first 
human being, Adam. Rather, the narrative builds toward the creation of 
humankind in the divine image (Gen 1:26). Viewed in this light, being God’s 
offspring—as well as our unity as those who have been made ex henos—is 
connected to our status as the imago Dei.” At the Areopagus (Acts 17:16-34), 
this concept provided “the crucial basis for Paul’s critique of idolatry.”51 It 
also provides implications for the trinitarian relational language of Father 
and Son to open the door conceptually for believers to be adopted into 
God’s family. And while God is distinct from the creatures, the “Father-
Son concept” is something shared within the inter-Trinitarian life, as well 
as in relation to the creatures. On this point, Grenz held “Father/Son lan-
guage” as referring not to gender but to “inheritance” which in the OT con-
text may also be granted to daughters.52 As such, while God-centered via its 
groundedness in divine relationality, the imago Dei is really God-centered 
in a Christocentic manner, which anthropology and theology (proper) to-
gether have yielded in the incarnation. The incarnation, then, and crucially 
Jesus’ resurrection made the way for the “goal” of human existence (that 
is, “fellowship with God in community” and “participation in the divine 
life”53) to be fulfilled.

Christology

In light of the suspenseful ending in Gen 1:26–27, and because the 
wider biblical narrative focuses on Jesus as Israel’s Messiah, Grenz saw the 
creation story opening the way for a transition from “a creation-centered 
to a Christocentric anthropology.”54 From this, he emphasized the Son’s 
cosmic role as “the principle of creation.”55 He identified Christ and his 
incarnate life as revealing “the truest vision of the nature of God,” unveil-
ing God as both triune and inherently social.56 As the one who “fully reveals 
God,” Grenz thereby declared Jesus as “the imago [D]ei in fulfillment of 
Gen 1:26–27 as he redeems humankind.”57 Accordingly, the Pauline hymn of 

50. Ibid., 250, 283, 292.
51. Ibid., 358.
52. Idem, “What Does It Mean to Be Trinitarian in Doctrine?” 3.
53. Idem, Social God, 280; idem, Named God, 364–67.
54. Idem, Social God, 202–3; idem, “The Social God and the Relational Self: Toward a 

Trinitarian Theology of the Imago Dei,” in Trinitarian Soundings in Systematic Theology (ed. Paul 
Louis Metzger; London: T. & T. Clark, 2006), 89 (hereafter, “Relational Self ”).

55. Grenz, Theology for the Community, 100, 103.
56. Idem, “Universality of the ‘Jesus-Story,’” 109.
57. Idem, Social God, 18.
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Col 1:15–20 finds the Genesis story as only really understood properly when 
viewed in light of the Jesus narrative, himself being “the eikon of God.”58 As 
the one who fully manifests the deity of his Father, “Jesus alone is the image 
of God.”59

Grenz developed this theme further as he lamented the often “linear” 
direction of Christology, primarily when accessed through anthropologi-
cal lenses or in light of a hamartiology (that is, doctrine of sin), where the 
person and work of Christ is seen as the remedy for a sin problem instead 
of the “theology informing locus” that Grenz saw Christology intending 
to yield. He asserted that “Jesus came to fulfil our human vocation as the 
imago Dei” and that as “the true human” he embodied the divine purpose 
for humankind. He explained further,

At the heart of the Christian belief-mosaic is, of course, Christology. 
Central to a truly biblically informed Christocentric theology is the 
affirmation that Jesus is the one who came to be the imago Dei and to 
establish the new humanity of those who are confirmed to that image, 
in completion of what God intended as the human vocation from the 
beginning.60

From this angle, the divine design was to create humankind in order that 
they (male and female) might participate in the divine life, with humanity’s 
createdness in the imago Dei always having been toward the view of God 
entering into it on their level. In other words, God always had the incarna-
tion in view, with the joining of God and humanity in the one human, the 
true Imago Dei, the Lord Jesus Christ. Creation cannot get to new creation 
without going through Christ,61 whether pre- or post-Fall.

Pneumatology

Imago Dei comes about in the formation of community when the Spirit 
brings it about. It occurs with the Spirit effecting conversion, uniting be-
lievers to Christ, and enabling them to fulfill the calling of both being, and 
being the imago Dei as vocation.62 The Spirit is “the indispensable provision 
for accomplishing God’s program.” Indeed, just as he is the bond of love 
between Father and Son, completing the immanent Trinity, so also is the 
Spirit “the completer of the divine program in the world” and therefore 

58. Idem, Named God, 362.
59. Idem, Social God, 217.
60. Idem, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 625–68.
61. Idem, “Social God,” 42.
62. Idem, Named God, 360–64; idem, “Ecclesiology,” 267. See also Paul Sands, “The Imago 

Dei as Vocation,” EQ (2010): 28–41, in which Sands completely overlooks this component of 
Grenz’s view and oddly offers his own vocational imago dei as somthining innovative.
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“completer of the economic Trinity.”63 The Spirit creates, “gathers” and 
“places” individuals “in Christ,” and therefore “in God,” or into the dy-
namic of the divine life.64 Furthermore, “[b]eing ‘in Christ’ by the Spirit 
means as well that in the Son, they participate in the Son’s act of eter-
nal response to his Father. In this manner, those who by the Spirit are in 
the Son participate in the very perichoretic dynamic that characterizes the 
eternal divine life.” This “fullness of relationality,” which “lies ultimately in 
relationship with the Triune God,” is the work of the Spirit.65 Accordingly, 
the Spirit gives the redeemed the privileges of being coheirs with Christ, 
and of enjoying all the privileges that the Spirit lavishes on the Son, even 
the privilege of sharing the divine name.66

Grenz refused to localize “feminine features” to the Spirit, as is often 
done.67 Instead, he referred to him as “the ‘vicar of Christ,’ the mediator 
of the presence of the risen and exalted Jesus within the faith community. 
The Spirit teaches, leads, and empowers the Church on the Lord’s behalf. 
In so doing, he is the Lord at work within the believing fellowship.”68 The 
Spirit is the “key Person” effecting the ministry of a resultant Christologi-
cally defined anthropology.69 And therefore the present task of the imago 
Dei, functionally, is the Spirit-effected and effective witnessing to the story 
of Jesus, which exercises transcendent superiority over every other nar-
rative.70 The narrative the Spirit presently brings about consists of an ap-
propriation of the biblical text with the goal of “communicating to us in 
our situation,” wherein which “the Spirit creates ‘world.’ ”71 Therein, the Spirit 
is given with a ministry imparting a telic orientation,72 in view of effectually 
bringing about a trajectory that ultimately culminates at the future day of 
final glorification, where believers will be brought “into perfect conformity 
with Christ,” when divine love finally guides them home.73 Here lies the 
sharing of the One who as the gift of the Father and Son “is the Gift of the 

63. Idem, “The Holy Spirit: Divine Love Guiding Us Home,” ExAud 12 (1996): 4, 10.
64. Idem, “Relational Self,” 98; idem, Named God, 360–61.
65. Idem, “Relational Self,” 98 (emphasis original). See similar language and concepts in 

Colin E. Gunton, The Promise of Trinitarian Theology (2nd ed.; New York: T. & T. Clark, 2006), 
195–96; also Thomas F. Torrance, The Christian Doctrine of God: One Being Three Persons (Edin-
burgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996), 17.

66. That is, the participation of baptismal identification, in the name of the Father, the 
Son, and the Spirit (Grenz, Named God, 283).

67. Idem, “Is God Sexual?” 204–5.
68. Idem, “Holy Spirit,” 8.
69. Idem, Social God, 251.
70. Idem, “Universality of the ‘Jesus Story,’” 107–11.
71. Idem, “Spirit and the Word,” 36 (emphasis original).
72. Idem, Named God, 366–67, 371. Grenz uses telic generally as an adjective of its cognate 

telos.
73. Idem, “Holy Spirit,” 11.
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‘to be’ of beings and is ultimately the Gift of Being.”74 The Spirit’s present 
work, then, is in transforming relational beings into “ecclesial” beings.75

Ecclesiology

“Wherever community is found” is where the corporate imago Dei ex-
presses God’s triune nature through humans-in-community.76 This refers 
primarily to human sexuality, as embodied persons. Yet the imago Dei takes 
on an additional role in Grenz’s view of community—the ecclesial, refer-
ring to the new humanity in relation to the triune God.77 Although an in-
dividual may be “linked to God,” which is “closely linked to participation 
in community,” she still lacks the other human members that fullness of 
community entails.78 The church, then, is the community being brought 
about by the Spirit in the present context in order “to be the imago [D]ei . . . 
to be the reflection of the divine character—love.”79 As such, it is funda-
mentally a relational community marked by persons who “forsake their old 
life so as to inhabit the new, eschatological world centered on Jesus Christ 
who is the Word.” They now experience and embody a new “constitutive 
narrative,” which is “the biblical narrative of God at work bringing creation 
to its divinely intended goal.”80 According to Grenz, “the relational self is 
the ecclesial self.”81 This testifies to the relational self ’s groundedness in 
the triune God, its embodying of dynamic love, and its anticipation of fu-
ture participation in the divine life, all of which describe the transcending, 
identity-forming, communal narrative.82

Beyond simply relational, the ecclesial imago Dei is a community being 
transformed. Notwithstanding the presence of lavish gifts of corporate en-
dowment and empowerment that the Spirit has given to the body, believers 
are transformed by how much they look not to those individual gifts or 
even to the Spirit as Gift and Giver of those gifts83 but to the Lord Jesus 
Christ. It is the Spirit performing the transforming work in the lives of 
believers, both in the present and future. This new humanity is destined to 

74. Idem, Named God, 341.
75. Idem, “Relational Self,” 98.
76. Idem, “Is God Sexual?” 211–12.
77. Idem, Social God, 312. For a more detailed account of Grenz’s ecclesiology, see my 

“Grenz’s Ecclesiology.”
78. Grenz, “Ecclesiology,” 253.
79. Ibid., 267.
80. Ibid., 262.
81. Idem, Social God, 303, 305. For Grenz, the “ecclesial self ” was the unique aspect of a 

human being’s anticipating being “in Christ” and belonging to the spiritual community con-
stituted by its union with him, which will one day experience relational community in the 
highest sense, correspondingly anticipating the church.

82. Ibid., 312–31.
83. Idem, “Holy Spirit,” 7; idem, Named God, 367–73.
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be “formed” according to the image of Jesus in fulfillment of God’s original 
plan for humankind.84 This formation occurs as believers transformation-
ally behold Christ—they worship—which has a corporate character and 
therefore connects “new humanity” with the glorious imago Dei, into whose 
image they are being transformed.

And while the transformational process is more about beholding than 
reflecting the Lord’s glory and image, witness and mission are nonethe-
less important components of this church’s life. Although participation in 
the divine life “constitutes the ecclesial self ” for believers, whose identity 
emerges from union with Christ, being present proleptically this ecclesial 
self is ultimately future.85 Therefore the church is to be the “harbinger” of 
the divine image and “the prolepsis of the new humanity,”86 being pres-
ently on mission in the world, replicating Christ’s image which is part of 
“Christ’s destiny.”87 Following Guder, Grenz sees the missional church as a 
“proclaiming, reconciling, sanctifying and unifying” community.88 Part of 
being the community here and now in history is that this Trinitarian theol-
ogy is embodied so that it enables believers to witness, declare and “shine 
forth” Jesus as the imago Dei, not just with words but as “God’s intentions 
for humankind are realized in community.”89

Eschatology

Concerning the goal to which everything is now moving, the eschaton 
refers to ultimate fulfillment with God in community, moving from cre-
ation to new creation. According to Grenz, the divine image was always 
eschatological or telic.90 From the start, God’s plan was to establish com-
munity between himself and his creation, which itself “finds completion in 
the eschatological vision.”91 Grenz stated,

our role in participating in the great chorus of praise to the Father as 
those who are in the Son by the Spirit entails our glorification, because 
glorifying the Father as those who together with all creation are in 

84. Ibid., 362–63.
85. Idem, Social God, 247–50, 322.
86. Ibid., 281, 303, 331–36.
87. Idem, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 622.
88. Idem, “Ecclesiology,” 264–65.
89. Idem, Named God, 362–63.
90. Idem, Social God, 240; idem, Named God, 366.
91. Idem, “What Does It Mean to Be Trinitarian in Doctrine?” 5. The quotation comes 

from the lecture itself, whereas the lecture notes state, “The vision of the new creation: what 
begins in the Garden of Eden finds its completion at the consummation of history, when God 
establishes the new creation, the realm in which humans enjoy perfect fellowship with each 
other, creation and the Creator (e.g., Rev 21:1–5; 22:1–5).”
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the Son by the Spirit is the ultimate expression of the imago Dei and 
therefore marks the telos for which humankind was created “in the 
beginning.”92

Before the Fall, humans had the destiny or goal (though embryonic in 
Adam and individual in application) of corporately being the imago Dei.93 
This was (and still is) a witness to what God is bringing about eschatologi-
cally—community in its highest, fullest sense.94 The Spirit performs this 
eschatological task as “God at work bringing history to its goal,”95 which 
will entail the resurrection of believers, and salvation history’s final climax, 
the fulfilling of Gen 1:26–27. This climax of new creation, with a glorified 
new humanity, contains a present component of already sharing in the di-
vine image by being “in Christ.”96

With his resurrected body as “the paradigm for those who will share Je-
sus’ image,” his own resurrection is the prolepsis of the final resurrection.97 
For this reason Grenz finds it preposterous to relegate sexual embodiment 
to this age alone, because it would both undercut the significance of Jesus’ 
resurrection and undermine the basis for community in heaven.98 And so, 
in looking to Jesus,

[n]ot only does the community sense that it is moving toward an ideal 
that lies yet before it, more importantly, it expectantly looks to the 
ideal or “eschatological” future, when the purpose and goals—the 
telos—of the community will be fully actualized. This expectation of 
a glorious future serves as an ongoing admonition to its members to 
embody the communal vision in the present.99

The proleptic, eschatological vision, then, cannot be divorced from the cur-
rent task of the church, which is still to be the imago Dei in the present,100 
which receives both its unique character and instruction from the biblical 
witness.

92. Idem, Named God, 366.
93. Idem, Social God, 177, 331. See also idem, “Universality of the ‘Jesus-Story,’” 99.
94. See this theme appearing in idem, “Ecclesiology,” 268; idem, Theology for the Com-

munity (1st ed.), 30; idem, Theology for the Community, 24, 279; idem, A Primer on Postmodernism 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 168; idem, Revisioning Evangelical Theology (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 156–58; idem, Renewing the Center, 224; idem, “Universality of the Jesus-
Story,” 110. Grenz, however, seems to confuse the concept of “fullness,” making it difficult to 
understand what he means, particularly about the kingdom (cf. idem, Theology for the Com-
munity, 370, 619).

95. Idem, “Holy Spirit,” 8.
96. Idem, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 623.
97. Idem, Social God, 235–36.
98. Idem, “Relational Self,” 95.
99. Idem, “Ecclesiology,” 256.

100. Idem, Social God, 18.
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Reinterpreting Genesis 1:26–27:  
A Genuinely Theological Reading?

In light of the foregoing survey of the imago Dei’s expedition through 
Grenz’s theological categories, how did the theologically woven notion in-
form his reading of Gen 1:26–27? Although Grenz recognized that the first 
appearance of the “image of God” was found in the canon’s introductory 
chapter, he also realized that its appearance was not isolated there. In this 
Genesis narrative, however, Grenz saw a universal, all-encompassing pur-
pose of the imago Dei in the overarching creation–fall–new creation drama, 
which he saw the canon later unfolding. Whereas biblical scholars continue 
searching for ways to penetrate the text,101 Grenz’s work shows that theol-
ogy and theologians tied closely to the Christian tradition continue to offer 
interpretive options that are both textually sensitive, canonically informed, 
and theologically driven, with a view toward serving the church in its pres-
ent proclamation of the Christian gospel.

Readings of Gen 1:26–27 provided by recent exegetes, occasionally 
dealing with the passage’s intent,102 nevertheless leave few distinctly Chris-
tian conclusions and therefore fail to focus on humankind’s purpose in light 
of a biblical-theological framework. Grenz opted for a “canonical reading” 
of a Trinitarian God working to create humankind as male and female, ac-
cording to the imago Dei.103 And yet he sought a reconceptualized version 
of the concept in light of his method for constructive theology.

101. See Nathan MacDonald, who notes, “For [Phyllis] Bird there is no single way to 
penetrate the meaning of the text.” He finds this shortfall in others also (“The Imago Dei and 
Election: Reading Genesis 1:26–28 and Old Testament Scholarship with Karl Barth” Interna-
tional Journal of Systematic Theology 10 [2008]: 307). See also his critique of Middleton’s recent 
work, stating that “Old Testament scholarship may argue that the ancient Near East is the 
most appropriate context in which to interpret the biblical text, but this is no longer merely 
an exegetical argument but also a hermeneutical one!” Moreover, he suggests, “The conver-
sation between biblical scholars and systematicians has to be more radical and address the 
how and why of exegesis” (Review of J. Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago 
Dei in Genesis 1, RBL 2005 [accessed 9 February 2010]. On-line: http://www.bookreviews .org/
pdf/4737_4887.pdf ).

102. This includes J. Richard Middleton, The Liberating Image: The Imago Dei in Genesis 1 
(Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2005), but also Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1–15 (WBC; Nashville: 
Thomas Nelson, 1987). See also Grenz’s interaction with Wenham in Social God, 284–85. Ad-
ditionally, the question for someone like Bird seems to be whether a neutral-theological guide 
exists for understanding this passage. Or is its location so ingrained in human existence that 
to exegete it fully might be akin to the classic illustration of a fish attempting to describe 
water? Further, in a biblical-canonical framework, does the substance of the motif and its flow 
through the biblical corpus enrich the meaning of what imago is/was, even as something un-
disclosed in the text or to early interpreters of the Pentateuch, because it defines not simply 
what a human being was but also what one unquestionably and fundamentally is?

103. Grenz, Social God, 287.
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Concerning the image of God, Grenz began his mature interpretation 
of Gen 1:26–27 stating that the text “only hints at what it is.” This led him 
to refrain from dogmatic conclusions about its exact nature, while con-
cluding that representation was at the heart of the matter.104 Ultimately, 
Grenz’s search for meaning was transferred to the biblical narrative as a 
whole,105 maintaining conversation with the wider spectrum of systematic 
theology. In his new reading, he saw imago Dei as both “social” and “telic,” 
made for and endemic to fellowship, yet with a future orientation. Grenz 
sought to synthesize both of these into a unit that joined with the Trini-
tarian interpretation of Gen 1:26–27 in light of an overarching reading of 
Scripture that integrated the best of the history of interpretation along the 
way. Ultimately, he found the NT’s theological engagement with imago Dei 
to be overwhelmingly compelling.106

For Grenz, the key was summed up in the salvation-historical narra-
tive, where “Rom 8:29 delineates the final exegesis of Gen 1:26–27.”107 He 
found Rom 8:29 presenting the new humanity in Christocentric language, 
where those in Christ will be

caught up in the Christ event and become copies of God’s Son. The 
climax of the verse comes in the declaration, “that he might be the 
firstborn,” which expresses the Christological intent of God’s foreor-
dination, namely, the preeminence of Christ among those who partici-
pate in the eschatological reality. The designation of these as Christ’s 
indicates the communal interest of the text which marks Romans 8:29 
as the final exegesis of Genesis 1:26–27.108

He expounded this further by explaining that

humankind created in the imago Dei is none other than the new hu-
manity conformed to the imago Christi, and the telos toward which 
the Old Testament creation narrative points is the eschatological 
community of glorified saints. In this manner, the narrative of the 
emergence of the new humanity provides the climax to the entire 
salvation- historical story and becomes the ultimate defining moment 

104. Ibid., 190, 200, 202.
105. Ibid., 18.
106. Idem, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 626.
107. Idem, Social God, 231–32. Genesis 1:26–27 is not the only passage from which Grenz 

derives imago Dei theology, however. Other passages include Ps 8; 2 Cor 4; Col 1; Heb 1. I am 
grateful to T. Desmond Alexander for highlighting this point at the Biblical Theology / Chris-
tian Doctrine Study Group of the 2009 Tyndale Fellowship meeting, suggesting that Gen 1:26–
27 would not bear the massive weight of the theological structure Grenz was building with his 
imago Dei theology. And yet, Grenz came to acknowledge this as the major theme for interpret-
ing all of Scripture, theology, and ethics; it was not reduced to only appearing in Genesis.

108. Idem, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 623.
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for the Genesis account of the creation of humankind in the imago 
Dei.109

The imago Dei as introduced in Gen 1, then, is originally open-ended 
and suspenseful, awaiting the future fulfillment of the quest of the imago 
Dei, while proleptically and transformationally present for the redeemed 
community, yet ultimately future.110 Grenz’s agenda included thoroughly 
theological-biblical exegesis that led him to conduct robust biblical exege-
sis throughout the task of both exploring and constructing his systematic 
theology, rather than gloss readings of texts or theological musings over 
and around texts, which many theologians are prone to.

Conclusion

In light of the multiple exegetically weighty chapters in his final two 
books from the Matrix series,111 evincing a sincere desire to work out his 
method of asserting Scripture’s authority for theological construction,112 
Grenz seems to have made as many exegetical observations of the biblical 
texts as do some biblical commentators. He did this while running his ex-
egetical findings through the test of coherence with traditional theological 
categories. His method of reading the Bible as a theological text, as well 
as developing a theological hermeneutic,113 seems to have been even some-
what precursory to the recent theological interpretation school, which 
seeks to engage the Bible as Christian Scripture. In other words, Grenz 
was doing theological interpretation around the same time it was becom-
ing fashionable among contemporary hermeneutical theorists. His model 
of integrating a major biblical theme into the axis of his theology became 
the theological lens for his reading of Scripture, in turn, displaying the re-
ciprocal relationship suggesting theology and biblical exegesis as necessary 
bedfellows for Christian theologian-exegetes.

The coherence of a stout theological concept that Grenz worked to-
ward (run through all the loci) provides a strong corrective working toward 
a theology worthy to be considered as offering a genuine help to theological 

109. Idem, “Social God,” 91.
110. Idem, “Jesus as the Imago Dei,” 622; idem, “Social God,” 92.
111.  See idem, Social God, chs. 5–6 (pp. 183–264); idem, Named God, chs. 4–6 (pp. 133–

264). Incidentally, upon his death Grenz had plans of writing two books providing expositions 
of biblical texts—one on 1 Peter and the other on Rom 1–3.

112.  See Roger E. Olson’s comments: “[A]s I interpret even his last books, Stan fol-
lowed a fairly traditional Protestant methodology of allowing the written, inspired Word to 
determine the shape of his thought and his conclusions. That is not to say he was secretly 
or covertly a fundamentalist. But he most definitely treated scripture as more than merely a 
‘first among equals’ in constructing theology” (“Stanley J. Grenz’s Contribution to Evangelical 
Theology,” Princeton Theological Review 12 [2006]: 27).

113.  Grenz and Franke, Beyond Foundationalism, 83–92.
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interpretation, especially in light of the unwillingness of other theological 
commentators to make sense of this resoundingly significant theme in the 
biblical canon’s opening chapter. Grenz does this perhaps better than any 
evangelical theologian of his generation and thereby offers much to the 
discussion currently taking place in theological interpretation. His work 
began to evince that theology can run its own tests of coherence in con-
versation with biblical exegesis and exegetes, providing new doors into dis-
tinctly Christian (theological) readings of Scripture.

Of course, Grenz was not the only contemporary finding the loci 
model hopeful. Acknowledging that the practice had often been “one step 
removed from the actual text,” Treier claimed that it actually

facilitates not only recognition of themes and connections but also 
engagement with the wider array of texts in Scripture—truly canoni-
cal reading. Moreover, it requires exploring the relationships between 
various concepts that we use to communicate. This makes engage-
ment with both past and present understandings of Christian teaching 
inescapable and fruitful.114

Treier cites the late Jaroslav Pelikan’s theological commentary on Acts as an 
example of this method. And yet the self-admittedly “highly anachronistic” 
nature of Pelikan’s work, examining not as much “what the Bible meant as 
what it has been taken to mean,”115 was worlds apart from what Grenz set 
out to do in his work of actively recasting and “reconceptualizing” bibli-
cal themes in a systematic framework for the present task of constructive 
theology.116

In conclusion, it seems that Grenz’s approach offers a number of en-
couraging features for the present conversation taking place in theological 
interpretation. It displays a hermeneutic that equally cares about the bibli-
cal text and theology. Grenz’s work on imago Dei takes Christian theology, 
ethics, and reality seriously, which are areas that God, Scripture, and the 
church are all concerned about. His work conducts serious engagement 
with the biblical text, often making more observations about the text itself 
than recent theological commentators do about particular passages, and 
certainly more than some theologians have in their recent works. Finally, 
Grenz’s approach actually makes it quite difficult to discern precisely what 
is driving him at different points, whether the biblical text or his theolo-
gy.117 But this seems to be a very good thing, and perhaps even a faithful 
marker of what theological interpretation ought to look like.

114. Treier, Introducing Theological Interpretation, 69–70.
115.  Jaroslav Pelikan, Acts (London: SCM, 2006), 27, 17 (italics original).
116. Grenz, Social God, 14–15.
117.  At one point, Grenz describes his approach as “a perichoretic interplay” (Social 

God, 14).
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