
A Review of Peter Barnes, “Seeing Jesus – The Case against Pictures of 

our Lord Jesus Christ” (Banner of Truth, Edinburgh, 1990), 14 pages. 

 

This timely booklet addresses the contentious issue of images of Jesus, a 

reoccurring debate that is surfacing afresh with the release of Mel Gibson’s 

controversial movie, The Passion of the Christ.   

 

Barnes helpfully states in overview the historic Early Church and Reformed 

perspective on the issue, contending that all pictorial representations of any 

person of the Trinity (but particularly the Incarnate Son) are a breach of 

the Scriptures, especially the Second Commandment.   

 

Having introduced the issues at stake, the author articulates three Biblical 

grounds for the rejection of pictures of Christ.  First, all pictures of Christ 
are necessarily inaccurate and dependant upon the imagination; along with 

this, the contention that pictures are “the books of the unlearned” is 

addressed.  Second, pictures of Christ are not only inaccurate but are a 
means of introducing much error concerning Him (examples of “recreating 

Christ in the image of the artist and his culture” are given).  Third (and most 
seriously in the author’s view), pictures must of necessity “represent God 

the Son as far less than He actually is” and thus “detract from His divine 

glory” (p.6).  Here Barnes discusses the sight of Christ that is necessary 
unto salvation, and how this is neither that of the artist nor movie maker, 

but the Christ of faith.  The image of Christ that is etched in the memory 

from a picture or a movie will often be the Christ that is in the believer’s 

mind during worship, rather than the Christ of Scripture. 

 

The second half of the booklet contains “the Testimony of the Church”; a 

most interesting survey of the teachings of church leaders on the subject 

from the 1st century to the present.  The staunch polemics of the early 

church against images, the icon controversy of the 8th and 9th centuries, the 

profusion of images and passion plays in the Medieval Roman Catholic Church, 

the recovery of the historic understanding of the 2nd Commandment by the 

Reformers and Puritans, and the experience of more recent Christians who 

object that God has used pictures/movies portraying Christ to speak to 

them are all addressed and illustrated with plentiful quotations. 

 



This booklet will be a helpful introduction to the important issues 

surrounding pictures and movies of Christ, and a good springboard to further 

study on this vital topic.  It is highly recommended as a timely brake to the 

“herd mentality” that characterizes much of the contemporary evangelical 

scene re. the latest offerings in this area.   

 

David Whitla 


