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“You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; you shall not bow down to them or serve them” (Exod 20:4–5). 

With these words in mind it may seem strange that believers in Jesus relatively early made images of him and other biblical persons. Admittedly, there were some believers who opposed this practise 

– referring to the biblical prohibition against images – but they seem to have been a minority. At least we have images of Christ from about 200 AD onward – in great numbers. 

The real theological debate concerning the use of images did not, however, occur before the 8th century and one wonders why it happened at precisely that time. The biblical prohibition against images had been there all the time. But that had not hindered production of images. As time went on, some Christians seemingly started to worship these images. Then came the reaction – against idolatry. Besides, the spread of Islam was probably an additional factor. Syrian Christians were attacked by their Muslim neighbours and rulers for their use of images, and some felt convinced by their arguments. Some of them gained the emperor’s ear and convinced him too. In 726 Emperor Leo III published an edict declaring images to be idols, forbidden by Exodus 20:4–5, and commanded all such images in churches to be destroyed. The first iconoclast period had begun. It lasted until 787, with a second campaign against images in 814– 

842. 

This is not the place to go into the history of iconoclasm. I shall only, very briefly, mention some of the arguments which were put forward defending the use of images in the churches. These arguments, which were accepted by the ecumenical council in Ephesus in 787, have been used in official Byzantine theology since the end of iconoclasm. One of the most important defenders of icons was John of Damascus. He wrote three treatises called Against those Who Attack the Holy Images.1 Among his basic arguments are the following: 

First, he makes it perfectly clear that the Scripture forbids us to worship creation instead of the Creator. But God does not forbid the making of images. In fact he commanded Moses to make cherubim of gold for the ark (Exod 25:18) and curtains with the images of cherubim woven in for the Tabernacle (Exod 26:1; 36:8) (II.9). These images were not idols because they were not worshipped. 

Secondly, John of Damascus stresses that even if God is invisible, he has made himself visible in Christ. “If we were to make an image of the invisible God, we would really sin; for it is impossible to depict one who is incorporeal and formless, invisible and uncircumscribable. And again: if we were to make images of human beings and regard them and venerate them as god, we would be truly sacrilegious. But we do none of these things.” Then he continues: “For if we make an image of God who in his ineffable goodness became incarnate and was seen upon earth in the flesh, and lived among humans, and assumed the nature and density and form and color of flesh, we do not go astray” (II.5). God made an image of himself in Christ. As Paul writes in Col 

1:15: “He is the image of the invisible God.” Consequently we can make images of the one who was incarnated (cf. III.26). 

Thirdly, John of Damascus emphasizes that Christians do not worship icons, for worship belongs to God alone, but they venerate or show honor to them, for the image is one thing, and the thing depicted is another (cf. III.27–40). 

I doubt that the use of images among early Christians started by this kind of reasoning. Such theological reflection first came in retrospect, at least in the more mature form. Admittedly Greek Orthodox Christians argue that the use of icons goes back to apostolic times; in fact the first images of Christ and the Virgin Mary are said to have been painted by Luke. This is hard to believe, impossible to prove, and extremely unlikely from a scholarly point of view. 

What is clear, however, is that Christians early started to make pictures of Christ. What was the impetus behind this action? In all likelihood it started with a new interpretation of already existing images – images that did not depict Christ. Let me explain my point by the image of the Good Shepherd. In ancient Roman funerary art we often come across a picture of a shepherd, depicted as a young beardless man, clothed in a tunic, with boots on his feet. Over his shoulders he is carrying a sheep or ram. Originally this figure seems to have been connected with the myth about Hermes, the god of the shepherds. That Hermes is depicted on graves and sarcophagi is probably due to the fact that he – according to the myth – followed the souls of the deceased into Hades. In a way he was the helper on men and women’s last journey. Gradually, however, the shepherd seems to have become a more general symbol of care and concern. 

The picture of the shepherd was widely spread and well known. For people coming to faith in Christ it would soon have got a new meaning. They had been listening to the Gospels’ story about Christ as the Good Shepherd (John 10:1–9). Besides, Christ had told the parable of the shepherd who was searching for his lost sheep, as Christ himself had come to seek and save the lost (Luke 15:3–7; Matt 18:12–13). The church father Tertullian reports that Christians painted the Good Shepherd on vessels, and makes it clear that the shepherd is none other than Christ himself (De Pud. 7.1–4). This was certainly evident for the believers, but not immediately for outsiders. The motif in itself was ambiguous. For that reason it is often difficult to know if an image of the shepherd is Christian or pagan. Usually, however, it can be decided from the context in which it occurs. 

To a certain extent this example may explain the origin of the earliest images of Christ, or at least some of them: Pagan images were interpreted in the light of the Christian message. The images were, so to speak, “adopted” by the Christians. 

Another popular figure in pagan funerary art was Orpheus, known as singer and poet. The myth about Orpheus was first and foremost characterized by his love for Eurydice. When she died after being bitten by a serpent, Orpheus decided to go to Hades and bring her back. By his beautiful song he made his way down to Hades and was permitted to take his beloved back to the land of the living – on one condition: He was not allowed to turn his face to look at Eurydice when they were ascending. Unfortunately he could not help turning his head, and had to return without his beloved. Nevertheless Orpheus became a symbol for love which is not hindered by death and grave. And even more important: He had been in Hades and had come back. 

On this background it is not surprising that the image of Orpheus is found on sarcophagi and in grave chambers. He is usually depicted as a singer, sitting with the harp in his hands. He is surrounded by animals – tamed by his song and music. This motif is also found on Christian graves because Orpheus could easily be adopted by Christians. The church father Clement of Alexandria compares Christ and Orpheus and stresses that only Christ can tame the wildest of all animals – the human being (Protrept. 1). Due to Orpheus’ reputation as a singer and poet it is neither surprising that king David can be depicted as Orpheus in ancient synagogues, as in a synagogue in Gaza from 6th century. The surprising thing is the existence of images in a synagogue – but that is another story. 

Through pagan, mythological figures Christ started to be depicted in Christian funerary art. In a way Christian art came from below in two senses of the word. It came from the catacombs of Rome (at least the oldest preserved images are found in Rome), and it came from ordinary people, not from the top of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, i.e. from presbyters and bishops. 

By using motifs that originally were pagan, Christians in fact made a confession of their faith. It was not the pagan Hermes who was the Good Shepherd, but Christ. It was not Orpheus who went back from Hades, but Christ. Another interesting example of this phenomenon is the depiction of Christ in the shape of the sun god, Sol Invictus. The worship of various gods in the shape of the sun god was popular among the Romans. Why did the Christians choose this image? Because the sun or more precisely “the sun of righteousness” was a biblical image of Christ. Malachi 4:2 was read as a prophecy of Christ. Consequently Christ was the one who with good reason could be depicted as the sun. In the synagogue Hamat Tiberias we find the image of the pagan Sun god, related to the zodiac. This is, so to speak, a pure pagan motif; in the Christian grave chamber in Rome the pagan image is converted. 

Via pagan art, Christ made his entrance into what would become the most impressive art in Western and Byzantine culture, Christian art. And as soon as Christ was introduced into the funerary art in Rome, new motifs were added – usually without the help of pagan models. Biblical scenes from both the Old and the New Testament became popular. From the Hebrew scriptures we find motifs like Adam and Eve, Noah in the ark, Moses striking the rock, Daniel in the lions’ den, Jonah and the sea monster. From the New Testament we find almost exclusively what we may call narrative scenes from the life of Jesus. Predominant are depictions of the miracles: Jesus healing the blind, healing the paralytic, raising Lazarus or the son of the widow in Nain, Jesus making water into wine and feeding the multitudes. In other words: Christ was painted as a magician2. That this is the case is emphasized by the staff in Christ’s hand. Such a staff is never mentioned in the gospels, but we know it from the stories about Aaron and Moses. When they performed miracles in Egypt, they always used a staff (Exod 7:12, 19; 8:5, 16; 9:23; 10:13). When Moses stretched his staff over the sea, it was divided, and when he struck the rock with his staff, water came forth (Exod 14:16; Num 20:11). The staff is connected with miracles, and so it was in ordinary people’s minds: the magician had his wand. To clarify that Christ in fact was performing miracles, he was depicted with a wand in his hand. 

This focus on the miracles of Christ is exceptional in the history of Christian art. Rather soon not only the wand disappears, but the miracles of Christ as central motifs in Christian art also disappear. During the Middle Ages there is a multitude of images of Christ, but they are mainly related to his birth and his death and resurrection. Images related to his miracles are few. In the earliest Christian art the situation was quite different: There Christ as a miracle worker is the most frequent motif. 

In all likelihood this reflects the role of miracles in the ancient church. In his book Christianizing the Roman Empire, the historian Ramsay MacMullen writes that what most often led people to conversion was credence in miracles3. Through signs and miracles Christianity was shown to be superior to other religions. Origen, one of the bright teachers in the early Church, confirms this opinion. Writing about the apostles, he says: “Without miracles and wonders they would not have persuaded those who heard new doctrines and new teachings to leave their traditional religion and accept the apostles’ teaching to the risk of their lives” (Contra Celsum 1.46). 

When the miracles of Christ are depicted in early Christian funerary art the message is rather obvious: Christ is powerful. He is able to heal the blind and the lame, and even more: He has power to raise the dead from the graves. For that reason the raising of Lazarus was so popular. It was an image which expressed the Christian hope of resurrection from the dead. 

In addition to the healing miracles, two other miracles were very often chosen as a motif: The wedding at Cana and the miracle of the multiplication. In the first we see Christ standing behind six jars, usually with the wand in his hand. In the second scene Christ is standing next to seven baskets of bread; sometimes one of the baskets is in his hand. The number of baskets makes it clear that the miracle depicted is the feeding of the four thousand (Matt 15:32–38). In the early church both miracles were interpreted as referring to the Eucharist, a rite of utmost significance to the early Christians. To be united with Christ through eating his flesh and blood (cf. John 6) was seen as a necessity for being united with him in the resurrection – in the same way as baptism was seen as a necessity for salvation. Also baptism is a subject in the early images of Christ, e.g., in images of Christ in conversation with the Samaritan woman. Several times we also see Christ himself being baptised – and action which was seen as the institution of the Christian baptism. 

Even if Christ as miracle worker is the most popular motif in early Christian depictions of Christ, it is not the only motif. Another is the presentation of Christ as a teacher or philosopher. In these pictures we see Christ sitting, surrounded by his apostles. Christ is characterized by the philosopher’s cloak (the pallium), the book in his hand and his gesture of speech. In this way philosophers were depicted. When Christ is put in this role, it is a way of saying that he is the true teacher of mankind and the Christian message the true philosophy. In the earliest images of Christ there is nothing that betrays a wish to express individuality. The images are not portraits. Christ is depicted in certain roles, as miracle worker, as teacher – in order to express important features of the Christian message. There seems to be no interest in the look of Christ. In the fourth century a new type of Christ image appears; we may actually call it a portrait of Christ. One of the earliest examples is a half-length portrait from the catacomb of Comodilla, probably from around 400. Here Christ is depicted with long, dark hair and full beard 

– his head is surrounded by a nimbus. On each side of Christ we find the Greek letters Alpha and Omega. Unlike most of the images referred to earlier, this is not a narrative picture. It is a portrait which can be seen as a precursor of the Byzantine depiction of Christ pantokrator. 

At the same time, however, we find a series of pictures of Christ as a young, beardless man, not only in narrative scenes, but also in more representative images, where he is sitting between saints or angels. A typical example is found in Ravenna from about 520, in the church San Vitale. In another church in the same city, we find a long series of pictures from the life of Christ. What is noteworthy is the fact that in half of the pictures Christ is depicted as young and beardless, in the other half he is depicted older and bearded. Why is that? 

There may be rather unexciting reasons for this, for example the work of different craftsmen with different tastes. Behind the variation we can, however, sense a critical question: How should Christ be depicted? 

When the use of religious images was debated in the 8th century, a letter from bishop Eusebius was used as an argument in the debate. The occasion for the letter was an enquiry from Constantia, the sister of Emperor Constantine, concerning an image of Christ. The answer begins with the following words: “You also wrote me concerning some supposed image of Christ, which image you wished me to send you. Now what kind of thing is this that you call the image of Christ? … What sort of image of Christ are you seeking? Is it the true and unalterable one which bears His essential characteristics, or the one which He took up for our sake when He assumed the form of a servant? [cf. Phil 2:7].”4 
This letter, which is hardly written by Eusebius, but probably composed in his name in the time of iconoclasm,5 reveals that images of Christ in fact has to do with Christology, the teaching about Christ. When Christ is depicted, what kind of message, what kind of theology is actually presented? This is a highly relevant question in front of any picture of Christ. In the fourth century this was a most burning issue. At the ecumenical council in Nicea in 325 the doctrine of Christ as true God and true man was the central issue. The content of the dogma was not new, but due to the conflict with Arianism, it became most important to stress the divinity of Christ. This also had consequences for the images of Christ. It was no longer sufficient to present him as a philosopher or miracle worker. He was something more than a man. He was also the Son of God. How should this be depicted? Or said in other words: What does God look like? The artisans, who were asked to make an image of Christ as God, had no models at hand – except the pagan ones. In Greek and Roman mythology there was, however, nothing like one image of god. There were many gods, and they were depicted in different ways. The father of the gods, Jupiter or Zeus, and the Egyptian Seraphis were, e.g., portrayed as full-grown men, with beard and long, dark hair. Other gods, like Apollon and Dionysios, were shown as young, beardless men. Both were used as models for Christ, focusing on various aspects. Portrayed like Zeus, the image of Christ imparted authority, power and might. Portrayed like the young Apollon, people could get associations to the god who was called the god of light and ruler over life and death. When Christ was depicted according to such models, two things were achieved. First, his divinity became evident. Secondly, he is shown as the one who had taken over the roles and functions of the old gods. It is not only a question of imitating pagan models; it is even more a question of replacing the models. In this way the ‘pagan’ images of Christ had a missionary function. 

The earliest examples of Christian art show a clear consciousness of telling a story, presenting a message about Christ. He was the teacher who told the truth about God and man, he was the powerful saviour who could heal the sick and raise people from the dead. And even more: He was the image of the one true God, the one who replaced all the gods of the world. 

For more than two hundred years the images of Jesus focused rather one-sidely on his power and glory. There were no images of the crucified one. The two earliest examples of Christ crucified are dated to ca 425. The one is found at a church door in Roma, at S. Sabina, and depicts a rather stylised picture of Jesus between the two thieves. The second one, on an ivory casket, is more naturalistic. The image does not, however, convey suffering and death. Christ is shown strong and living; he is not hanging, but standing firm on the cross. Paul says that the crucified Christ is “a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles” (1 Cor 1:23). This was certainly true. The cross was the place where criminals were executed, and not a fitting symbol to be associated with the saviour of the world. For this reason it took a long time before Christ is depicted as crucified in Christian art. Before Christ was depicted as crucified, we do, however, find images of the cross – not as a symbol of suffering, but as a symbol of victory. 

The main reason for this use of the cross seems to be the story about Constantine’s vision. According to Eusebius the Emperor, before the decisive battle against Maxentius, had a vision: “He saw with his own eyes the trophy of a cross of light in the heavens, above the sun, and bearing the inscription ‘Conquer by this’.” Later Christ appeared to him in a dream and commanded him “to make a likeness of the sign which he had seen in the heavens, and to use it as a safeguard in all his engagements with his enemies.” Consequently Constantine ordered his artisans and goldsmiths to make a standard of the cross in gold and precious stones. Eusebius describes it as follows: “A long spear, overlaid with gold, formed the figure of the cross by means of a transverse bar laid over it. On the top of the whole was fixed a wreath of gold and precious stones; and within this, the symbol of the Saviour’s name, two letters indicating the name of Christ by means of its initial characters, the letter P [rho] being intersected by X [chi] in its centre” (Eusebius, Life of Constantine 1.28–31).6 There has been a long debate among scholars about what actually happened, but this is in fact less important for our purposes. The ‘crucial’ point is how the story was told and heard in antiquity. One thing is beyond a reasonable doubt: The cross was understood as a sign of victory. Thus the cross could be depicted in Christian art without any hint of shame and death. 

And that was what happened. Like Constantine’s standard the cross was often made of gold and precious stones and depicted as such. We know that a cross like this was erected on the Golgotha-hill in Jerusalem, as it also is depicted in a famous mosaic in Roma from around 400. 

Against this background Christ could be shown as a victor even as the crucified one. And in fact he was represented in this way through most of the Middle Ages. This can be seen from crucifixes from all over Europe. However, this way of presenting Christ was not universal. From around the 9th century Christ began to be depicted as suffering. Instead of standing upright, with his head held high, we see him hanging on the cross, his head bowed and his eyes shut. Increasingly the suffering of Christ came into focus in the late Middle Ages. Christ was represented as a man of suffers, bloody and enduring great pains. For what purposes? The main reason seems to be to evoke the compassion of the beholder. Instead of focusing on Christ’s suffering for us, these pictures should inspire the believers to suffer with him. 

The title of this paper is “The image of Jesus in Christian art.” There is, however, no picture which truly could be called the image of Jesus. Christian art has given us many images of Jesus. Not all of these images are good, not all of them are true. As stories can be true or false, so can images. Different images of Jesus can, however, highlight various parts and aspects of the biblical story about him. For that reason we need different images. But ultimately the images of Jesus have to be judged against the conviction of the New Testament writers: In Jesus we see the image of God. When Philip on behalf of the disciples asked Jesus to show them the Father, Jesus answered: “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). A true image of Jesus – painted or told – is thus an image of God himself. 
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