
Parshas Beraishis 

The Torah describes the creation of Adam Harishon with a fascinating terminology, which all of 

the Rishonim and Achronim try to explain. The pasuk says, כדמותנו  Let us‘ ,נעשה אדם בצלמנו 

make man in our image and our form,’ literally translated. But this is very difficult to understand 

as one of the 13 Ani Maamin’s is that Hashem has absolutely no form or shape or anything 

remotely similar, so what could this possibly mean. The Rambam addresses this question in Yad 

Hachazakah in Hilchos De’os because it is a question of the fundamentals of faith. 

There are many different approaches in the meforshim, but I want to present three primary 

approaches which many meforshim go with, although they differ on how exactly they explain 

each term of ‘tzelem’ and ‘dmus.’  

It is a very important concept to understand, as the pasuk in Iyov says, ‘ ה-מבשרי אחזה אלו ,’ From 

my flesh I can see God, which we normally understand from our physical creation, which has so 

many wonders and miracles of Hashem, but in truth we share that with an animal as well. But 

what humans have uniquely is our Tzelem Elokim, and no doubt that the pasuk refers to this. As 

we shall see, the greatest level of Emunah and Gadlus can be achieved from understanding this 

and seeing this – but equally as great levels of Kefirah happen precisely because of Tzelem Elokim, 

because instead of seeing Hashem – they perceive themselves as God! 

The most basic explanation of this concept is that it refers to a human being’s intellect – our 

ability to understand and process information, and to build upon that information. More 

specifically, the meforshim explain that it means a human’s ability to change the world, as the 

pasuk says, הארץ ובהמת  השמים  ובעוף  הים  בדגת   we will rule over the fish, birds, and – וירדו 

animals, through our intellect. The Medrash says that the perfection of the human ability was 

Moshe Rabbeinu who had total control over the physical and spiritual world and split the Yam 

Suf, and Eliyahu Hanavi who split the Yarden and brought down fire from Heaven. Rav Chaim 

Volozhiner in Nefesh Hachaim explains that in essence the words ‘Tzelem,’ and ‘Dmus’ refer to a 

human’s (and now Klal Yisrael’s) connection to all spiritual worlds. ‘Tzelem Elokim,’ refers to our 

Neshamah which is intrinsically bound to all the spiritual worlds, and ‘Dmus’ is what we do, how 

our actions change all those worlds. This is the true essence of Tzelem Elokim. 



However, we don’t witness this in spiritual worlds – but we very much witness this in our physical 

world. Humans have the ability to control and change the world through their intellect. This is 

the greatest demonstration of Tzelem Elokim – it is what makes humans like God – with their 

intellect they can truly effect change in the entire planet. Think of the past century, 1900’s, which 

the greatest world event therein was the second world war. That war killed 20 million people, 

devastated Europe, wiped out Jewish communities, shifted the balance of power on the planet, 

and affected just about every part of society in the world. The whole war came about because of 

one man, one evil man ימח שמו וזכרו, and not with any action, but simply because of his words! 

Through his words he was able to change the entire settled world. That is the power of Tzelem 

Elokim – and the inherent power of Kefirah which lies within it – that man thinks it is his power 

and he is God! 

When we witness a natural wonder, like if we stand beside the Grand Canyon, or we see a 

breathtaking mountain range, or we stand by the beauty of the ocean, we are awed and inspired, 

and we feel, 'ה מעשיך  רבו   When we stand in front of an impressive edifice, a 100-story .מה 

skyscraper, or a monumental castle, we think, what an amazing achievement of mankind. But in 

truth we should be just as awed and inspired, and say 'מה רבו מעשיך ה, about Hashem’s greatest 

creation – Human Intellect! The achievements of humankind are the most amazing and 

miraculous of Hashem’s creation – but at the same time, it blinds people to Hashem – and they 

just perceive man.  

Interestingly, the Chafetz Chaim said, that it used to be there were great people, who achieved 

many things. Now, there are small people, who together achieve great things. He was referring 

to the industrial revolution which harnessed the power of many people working together, either 

on an assembly line, or the combined achievements of many minds which come together to 

create great inventions.  

This concept is something expressed in the Netziv’s pshat here. The Netziv asks, the pasuk says: 

 Let us make man, which sounds like ‘adam’ is the description of what – נעשה אדם בצלמנו כדמותנו

man is. But then the pasuk later says: ויקרא את שמם אדם – Hashem called their name ‘Adam!’ 

This would be like Toyota saying, let’s design a new car. They go through the whole process, and 



say, what should we call it? ‘CAR!’ That’s not the name, that’s what it is! But the Netziv explains, 

that the perfect man, such as Moshe Rabbeinu, achieved the level of Adam, which really means, 

 can be compared to Hashem. But once Adam sinned and lost this level, the true ’,אדמה לעליון‘

greatness of Adam is only realized through the combined ability of humankind, therefore Hashem 

called Adam and Chavah together ‘Adam,’ although individually they weren’t ‘Adam’ anymore. 

We see this in our generation in Torah. Rav Elyashiv Zatzal was a baki, an expert in all areas of 

Torah. I remember Rav Dunner saying by the hesped of Rav Elyashiv, that he was once speaking 

to Rav Yabrov, who wrote a monumental work on Hilchos Availus – Divrei Sofrim. It is a two-

volume work, with a Mishnah Berurah-like approach, and it is thorough and brilliant. He asked 

him a shailah, and Rav Yabrov said, that he held one way, but he asked Rav Elyashiv who said 

differently. Rav Dunner asked him, ‘Don’t you think that you are right?’ Rav Yabrov replied, ‘This 

happened to me many times, and each time I go back and relearn the sugya, and every time I see 

that Rav Elyashiv was correct!’ That kind of mastery now doesn’t exist, but we have many 

different people who are experts in their individual areas, different parts of Hilchos Shabbos, 

Hilchos Brachos, and so on. 

The second approach in Tzelem Elokim is explained by the Ramban. He says that ‘Tzelem’ refers 

to appearance, while ‘Dmus’ refers to form. Humans have the Dmus of both earth and Heaven, 

because they have a physical body but a spiritual Neshamah. They have the Tzelem, the 

appearance of both, because their face has the form of a physical creation, but their ability to 

express emotions and communicate with their face – is Godliness: 

ְוָכבֹוד ְוָהָדר ְתַעְטֵרהּו והוא מגמת פניו בחכמה     ליונים בתאר והדר כדכתיבוהנה האדם דומה לתחתונים ולע

 ובדעת וכשרון המעשה ובדמות ממש שידמה גופו לעפר ונפשו לעליונים 

 This is a fascinating thought, about the power of our faces. The expression is, ‘His smile lit up the 

room.’ This is a literal power we have with our faces, without saying a word. We can communicate 

our emotion very effectively, sad, angry, happy, compassionate, friendly, unfriendly, all through 

our facial expressions alone. It should give us pause to recognize the power we have, and the 

Godliness there is within that power. 



Rav Yisrael would say, if a person is sad, that is a ‘bor b’rshus ha’yachid.’ If a person has a sad 

face, it is a ‘bor b’rshus ha’rabbim.’ 

The final approach is the Seforno. The Seforno explains that Tzelem Elokim refers to the unique 

ability only humans have to choose what their actions should be – בחירה חפשית. Angels can’t 

choose, although they have intellect, and animals can’t choose because they don’t have intellect. 

Only humans can make a choice. But he says a fascinating thing. We are only exercising our 

Tzelem Elokim, when we choose good! Choosing bad, is essentially not choosing – we are simply 

defaulting to our animal instinct to be selfish, take for ourselves, protect ourselves, lash out and 

hurt others. It is only when we choose a higher path, and do for others, give up of our own 

comfort and needs, choose to be patient, calm, happy, friendly, when we are utilizing our Tzelem 

Elokim. 

Every time a person chooses to learn, to do a mitzvah, to daven, to be kind, to say a nice thing to 

someone – we are demonstrating the wondrous creation of Hashem – the Tzelem Elokim. This 

brings us to great Emunah and awe of Hashem! 


