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There will be images [in the human mind] derived from pictures of [God] as he appeared 

during the discreditable episode known as the Incarnation: there will be vaguer – perhaps 

quite savage and puerile – images associated with the other two Persons. There will even be 

some of his own reverence (and of bodily sensations accompanying it) objectified and 

attributed to the object revered. I have known cases where what the patient called his “God” 

was actually located – up and to the left at the corner of the bedroom ceiling, or inside his 

own head, or in a crucifix on the wall. But whatever the nature of the composite object, you 

must keep him praying to it – to the thing that he has made, not to the Person who has made 

him.
1
 

 

Even those these chilling words are fictitious, the mere fact that they represent an imaginary 

correspondence between two demons certainly demands the attention of anyone reading the 

account.  These words highlight the danger of the sin of idolatry. An idol (Gk. ειδωλον) may be 

defined as any image or representation of a heathen god or deity.
2
 With reference to images of God 

Himself, a different word, icon (Gk. εικων), is sometimes used.
3
 Of course, the first two of the Ten 

Commandments deal directly with such improper means of worship (Exod 20:3-6). Nevertheless, it 

must be noted that warnings against idolatry appear throughout Scripture, and even Christians are 

warned about the dangers of this practice in the pages of the New Testament (e.g., 1 Cor 10:14; 1 

John 5:21). Idolatry and image worship undoubtedly continue to be prominent ethical concerns for 

the Christian. 

 Since this issue is an obvious concern for the Christian, certain questions over the ethical 

ramifications arise. Hopefully, no Christian would dare to erect a statue of the LORD and bow down 

to that image; the absurdity of even suggesting such idea should be apparent to all. There may be 
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some, however, who would make a distinction between such an act as making an image of God and 

making an image of Jesus Christ. For example, the Seventh Ecumenical Council (The 787 A.D. 

Council of Nicaea) boldly stated, “Venerable and holy images . . . should be set forth in the holy 

churches of God, and on the sacred vessels and on the vestments and on hangings and in pictures 

both in houses and by the wayside, to wit, the figure of our Lord God and Saviour [sic] Jesus Christ 

. . . .”
4
 Such a decision was not, of course, based upon anything found in Holy Scripture, as the 

statement of the Council plainly admits.
5
 While Protestants do not generally follow the conclusions 

of the so-called Seventh Ecumenical Council, the document does pose some interesting ethical 

challenges. In avoiding the errors of the Council, is it possible to slide to other areas of erroneous 

thinking? Should Christians reject all images of Christ (or any other Person of the Trinity, for that 

matter)? If images of the Son of God are deemed to be a violation of Scripture, what sort of impact 

does this have on religious art? Obviously, the question as to whether images of Christ are ethically 

appropriate has great ramifications for the Christian. 

 While the author of this paper has thus far attempted to view this particular ethical concern 

in the abstract, it may be both appropriate and beneficial at this junction to analyze some specific, 

practical concerns that may arise. Some of these situational areas have already been discussed in the 

previous paragraph, but the concerns of the average Christian need to be addressed. Should 

churches feature portraits of Christ? Should a distinction be made between a painting/picture of 

Jesus and His image in a stained glass window? What about symbolic representations of Christ 
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(such as a vine, a lamb, or even the cross, any of which may even appear in a seminary chapel)? Are 

these concerns only restricted to places of worship? Is it ethical for a Christian to have a portrait of 

Christ on his wall at home, or watch a video with an actor portraying the Savior? That which at first 

seemed to be a simple question of ethics has now bloomed into a complex issue. 

 In contrast to the assertions of the Second Council of Nicaea, the only proper means of 

resolving this dilemma is by consulting the infallible word of God. The most appropriate place one 

should consult within the Scriptures is God’s own summary of His moral law, the Ten 

Commandments. The second commandment boldly proclaims, “You shall not make for yourself an 

idol [graven image, AV], or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in 

the water under the earth” (Exod 20:4, NASB).” Packer notes, “In its Christian application, this 

means that we are not to make use of visual or pictorial representation of the triune God, or of any 

person of the Trinity, for the purpose of Christian worship.”
6
 The Westminster Larger Catechism 

takes the same view of the second commandment, including as a sinful prohibition “the making any 

representation of God, of all or of any of the three persons [of the Trinity], either inwardly in our 

mind, or outwardly in any kind of image or likeness of any creature,”
7
 The importance of the second 

commandment is demonstrated by the fact that “this commandment appears to be a primary basis 

for the evaluations of the kings of Judah and Israel in the historical books [of the OT].”
8
 At the 

same time, there seems to be a link between this commandment and the (Protestant) first 

commandment: “You shall have no other gods before Me” (Exod 20:3). No clear distinction can be 

drawn between the statements of Exodus 20:3-4.
9
 In addition, “neither the prophets nor the 
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historiographers [in the OT] clearly distinguish between the violation of the first and second 

commandments.”
10
 Thus, God’s stipulations contained within the Second Commandment should at 

least be considered in light of the first commandment. Rushdoony observes, “The first 

commandment prohibits idolatry in the broad sense.  . . . [In] the second commandment . . . the 

literal use of idols and images in worship is strictly forbidden.”
11
 The Triune God may not be 

properly worshipped if reverence is given to false gods, nor may He be properly worshipped if 

images are used to represent Him. According to Curtis, the first two commandments together reflect 

“the idea that an image of Yahweh would not be Yahweh, and any worship of a Yahweh image was 

then by definition the worship of other gods.  . . . The pragmatic reality was that the worship of 

other gods involved the use of images, and the worship of images (even an image of Yahweh) was 

the worship of other gods.”
12
 

 Integral to this prohibition is the understanding of the nature of idols and images in the 

ancient world. Even the pagans realized that the idol was not actually the deity; it merely 

represented the deity.
13
 However, the use of the image indicated that the worshipper sought to 

control the god.
14
 This notion is at the root of the second commandment. The one who makes an 

image of God in essence attempts to control God.
15
 Douma notes, “The craftsman seeks to control 
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God, when the reverse is in fact the case: Yahweh controls man and will not allow Himself to be 

controlled. You can use well-established rituals in front of an image to get Yahweh to do what you 

want, but that will never work.”
16
 The idol and image, then, are not manifestations of God, but of a 

rebellious heart. In constructing idols and images, sinful man is attempting to assert his own 

authority over that of the sovereign LORD. 

 God Himself chose human beings to be His image-bearers (Gen 1:26-27). As Sailhamer 

notes, “To worship an image of God (idol) rather than God himself violates God’s purposes for the 

creation of man and woman in his image.”
17
 In addition, constructing an image in an attempt to 

capture the magnificence and majesty of Almighty God will always fall dismally short.
18
 Moreover, 

any attempt to worship God in such a manner is a serious misunderstanding of who God is and how 

He relates to His people. The fashioning of images reveals a misunderstanding of the covenant that 

He makes with His people, for “there is no god as close to his people as Yahweh is to Israel.”
19
 

Idolatry arises from the notion that “men do not believe God is with them unless he shows himself 

physically present.”
20
 God is transcendent, yet He is also immanent. Attempting to relate to Him by 

images is not only a denial that He is sovereign, it is also a denial that He personal. It is a vain 

attempt to reach for the One who alone has the right to make Himself known.  

 Most of this discussion has focused on the Triune God as He manifested Himself in the OT, 

but little has been said thus far concerning the second person of the Trinity. The Son of God took 

flesh and walked this earth as a man (John 1:14). Since God became a man, does that give men the 
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freedom (and permission) to make images of Jesus?
21
 Some within the Protestant community 

believe that such images are proper, claiming that “in the Old Testament, the people were forbidden 

to make any picture of God because they had not seen Him. After the incarnation, however, it can 

be argued that things have changed.”
22
 Such rationalization, however, does not seem to be 

supported from the Biblical evidence. The reason for the prohibition of images, as stated elsewhere 

in this paper, was because of the pagan desire to control the deity; it was not simply because the 

people had not seen the LORD.
23
 Packer comments that the second commandment “rules out not 

simply the use of pictures and statues which depict God as an animal, but also the use of pictures 

and statues which depict him as the highest created thing we know – a human. It also rules out the 

use of pictures and statues of Jesus Christ as a man . . . .”
24
 How could such an image of Christ even 

be mustered? As Murray notes, “It must be said that we have no data whatsoever on the basis of 

which to make a pictorial representation; we have no descriptions of his physical features which 

would enable even the most accomplished artist to make an approximate portrait.”
25
 Simply stated, 

any image of Christ that exists today is nothing more than that product of human imagination. 

While it was not wrong for His disciples to behold Him or to remember Him in the first century 
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A.D. (just as it will not be wrong to behold Him in heaven or when He returns), it is certainly 

improper for someone who has no idea about Jesus’ physical appearance to attempt to create such a 

likeness. 

 While Scripture clearly prohibits any image of God, one must not be too dogmatic with 

regard to other aspects of Christian art. Other images were not prohibited; rather than the image 

itself, it was the purpose behind the image that God restricted.
26
 One such example is the bronze 

serpent of Moses: at the command of God, Moses fashioned the serpent in the wilderness (Num 

21:8-9), but Hezekiah later destroyed the image (2 Kings 18:4). However, “Hezekiah broke the 

bronze serpent, not because Moses had no right to erect it, but because it had been abused as an 

object of veneration. The ban was not on images as such but on the improper use of images.”
27
 

Many images (other than those of God) were constructed (at the command of God) in the OT. To 

reject images outright would be to ignore the biblical data. Those “who insist that churches must 

abolish images commit as grave an error as theologians who insist that they must be venerated.”
28
 

Ultimately, the root of image worship is the sinful human heart, not the image. Simple-minded 

iconoclasm is not the solution to such a problem. As Steinmetz notes, “The Word alone, and not the 

smashing of images, can free the human heart from idolatry and liberate it for the veneration of the 
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true God.”
29
 While religious art as a whole should not be eliminated, it should never be used as a 

substitute for the word of God. As Calvin comments: 

Paul testifies that by the true preaching of the gospel “Christ is depicted before our eyes as 

crucified” [Gal 3:1 p.]. What purpose did it serve for so many crosses – of wood, stone, 

silver, and gold – to be erected here and there in churches, if this fact had been duly and 

faithfully taught . . . ? From this one fact they could have learned more than from a thousand 

crosses of wood or stone. For perhaps the covetous fix their minds and eyes more 

tenaciously upon gold and silver than upon any word of God.
30
 

 

No image, not even the cross, can become a substitute for the word of God and the gospel of Jesus 

Christ. 

 Any attempt to use the second commandment to condemn all religious art is obviously 

fallacious. Nevertheless, the second commandment also objectively seems to prohibit the use of 

images of Christ. The ultimate concern, as noted in this paper, is not necessarily with the image but 

with the one who uses the image. As in all areas of ethics, one’s motives and attitudes must be 

examined. Does the person wish to be closer to God? God has already revealed Himself by His 

word and Spirit, and He is the One who makes His covenant and sets the stipulations for it. In 

addition, even if one Christian gave no particular veneration a certain image, the presence of the 

image may cause another Christian to stumble. It seems impossible to justify such a usage in a 

center of worship, where many may be tempted to fall into idolatrous worship. Some may view 

images within the home differently, but the motivation of the Christian must still be taken into 

account. Why is such an image needed? Does its presence “aid” in worship? To the author of this 

paper, the use of images of Christ raises too many questions of propriety. There does not seem to be 

any relevant biblical justification to use these images, and they can potentially do more spiritual 

harm than good. In the grand scheme, they do not glorify God, because they detract from the whole 

worship of Him. If they are used in worship, the focus will inevitably fall upon them in some way, 
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meaning that the glory that is due to God alone will be given in some measure to the image. Since 

the use of images of Christ does not glorify God, their use should be avoided. 


