
1000 word analysis on Tselem 

This commentary will be examining the word tselem in the Hebrew Bible and its range of meanings. 

Traditionally, this word is rendered as “image” and occurs in the phrase “the image of God” (as in 

Gen. i. 26, 27). Hence, the meaning of this word carries significance for theological anthropology and 

our understanding of Ancient Near Eastern conceptions of deity.  

The word tselem in Hebrew has a variety of meanings and is used in different contexts. One of the 

main ways in which it is used is in relation to cult statues. For example, 2 Kings mentions the kol am 

ha-aretz going to the temple of Baal and tearing down “his altars and his images,” (11:18) a clear 

reference to cult idols. Thiselton adds, “tselem often refers to a forbidden image, or an idol, and 

frequently denotes a scriptural statue designed to represent that which it depicts” (Thiselton 2007: 

224). He therefore argues that tselem in the Hebrew Bible is about more about prohibition than 

anything else. This theme (i.e. prohibition) is consistently found in the Bible as regards tselem. Num. 

33:52 talks about destroying the “molten tselem,” and in Daniel the Aramaic equivalent is used to 

describe King Nebuchadnezzar’s ninety foot high gold tselem idol (v. 2, 5), and moreover in Ez. 7:20, 

and 2 Chr. 23:17 the word is in reference to abominable statues. Akin, Nelson and Schemm comment 

that the word “is most often found in contexts of idolatry ... suggesting that the making of images is 

prohibited ... because no image can adequately represent God” (Akin, Nelson & Schemm 2007: 351).  

A text from Ezekiel improves our understanding of this word and talks of wall paintings as tselem 

(23:14). Hence, so far it can be ascertained that the word denotes a representation, a copy perhaps, i.e. 

the idols are copies of the deities, and the wall paintings of Ezekiel are representations of Babylonians 

and Chaldeans. “Tselem can describe not only the representation but also the original reflected in it, 

its subject” (Barth 2004: 197). Barth’s supposition that tselem can also be used to mean the original in 

some limited sense can be supported by the way in which cult statues were treated – that is, as though 

they were actually the deity him/herself. An illustration of this is found in Second Kings where 

Shallum, “keeper of the wardrobe” (22:14) is mentioned. Scholars have pointed out that this is 

probably a reference to some kind of temple rôle which included dressing the cultic statues (Walton, 



Matthews, Chavalas 2000: 651). Yet, it is worth pointing out that the statues themselves, although 

symbolic, were not actually considered to be the literal embodiment of a deity. “Deities could be 

worshipped in their cult images – often in several different shrines – and in the sun or a star, and yet 

neither of these was considered identical with the god/goddess” (Dick 1999: 34).  

Another two examples of tselem occur in the Psalms, and in both instances the word is used in a 

negative sense – in the sense of a shadow or phantom, a nothingness as it were (Ps. 39:5-6, Ps. 73:20). 

   Surely everyone goes about like a shadow (tselem). 

Surely for nothing they are in turmoil. 

Ps. 39:6 

They are like a dream when one awakes; on awaking you despise their phantoms. 

Ps. 73:20 

For the Psalmists in these instances man is merely an image of God. Sicker quotes Leibowitz saying, 

“Man is nothing but an image of God ... man in himself and of himself lacks all essence and all 

meaning; for he is nothing but the image or the shadow of the true Essence and Meaning” (Sicker 

2001: 90).  

It is now possible to turn to the usage of the term in Genesis 1:26 where it seems to be used in an 

entirely different sense if one is to believe commentators on the matter. McGrath comments that “the 

fact humanity is created in the image of God [b’tselem Elohim] is widely regarded as establishing the 

original uprightness and dignity of human nature” (McGrath 2006: 361). This, however, as he admits 

is a very late Christian interpretation. Simkins further suggests that the imago Dei of Genesis is 

“closely connected to human dominion and rule over the earth” (Simkins 2000) because of its 

immediate context. On the other hand, taking what has thus far been ascertained the case could be put 

forward that a literal physical representation is intended in Genesis 1, i.e. that God made man in the 

image of God’s own body. Whilst anthropomorphism is not explicitly seen there, Levin notes “almost 

all religions have elements of anthropomorphism, and so does early ‘Judaism’” (Levin 1971: 56). 

Kogan, conversely, argues against this; “Genesis 1 ... offers no hint of God’s corporeality,” he says, 



but instead one sees God’s powers of speech, freedom and goodness present in the creation account 

and it is those things which constitute the tselem Elohim (Kogan 1991: 127). Although it is true that 

Genesis 1 seems not to contain explicit anthropomorphism, Kogan’s point of view still does not 

account for the majority of tselem’s uses linked to physical objects.  

Moreover, in Akkadian texts the king is called the tsalam ili (‘image of a god’) and the idea is very 

much tied up to the royal cult status of the king as the god’s son/representative (Frymer-Kensky 2006: 

91). This concept of a progenic tselem is also in Genesis 5 wherein Seth is made in the image and 

likeness of Adam much the same way as Adam is made in the image of Elohim. Overall, one can 

conclude that the tselem describes a physical object, and in the case of God: his corporeality. Winters, 

cited by Gruenwald, informs us that tselem means “consistently and only, image, which then may 

occur as a statue, or stele, carved in relief, painted, drawn or engraved.” (Gruenwald 2003: 109) and 

Gruenwald further adds, “tselem refers to something primarily physical.” (Gruenwald 2003: 109)  

Certain Biblical translations try to avoid linking the ‘image’ in Genesis 1 with idols and corporeality 

by choosing to translate other instances of the word as something else. For example, in the NIV when 

‘image’ is referring to a physical object it chooses to translate otherwise. Instead of “his images” 

(Baal’s) in 2 Kings 11:18 the NIV opts for “the idols”; and in 1 Sam. 6:5 people are told to make 

“models” and not “images.” Whilst this may reflect what is intended it does not accurately convey the 

similarity of those idols/models with the ‘image of God’ in Genesis 1. This is because the NIV 

translation is a Christian translation and meant for Christian readership; yet, this could be classed as a 

contextual problem. In the Hebrew Bible the word ‘image’ does refer to an object, but in the NIV 

English this link is lost by its multiple translations of tselem. A much better translation would be the 

NRSV, which attempts to remain objective, contextual and as accurate as possible, and does translate 

tselem in most instances as ‘image.’ 
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