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The Presbyterian Problem

• WSC Q. 51. What is forbidden in the second 
commandment? A. The second commandment 
forbiddeth the worshiping of God by images, or any 
other way not appointed in his word.  

• WLC: … forbidden in the second commandment …. 
“the making any representation of God, of all or of any 
of the three persons, either inwardly in our mind, or 
outwardly in any kind of image or likeness of any 
creature whatsoever”;



Exegetical/Biblical Foundations 

• Exodus 20:4–6 (Dt 5:8) - “You shall not make for yourself an idol 
 or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the ,(pesel/פֶ֣֙סֶל֙)
earth beneath or in the water under the earth. 5 “You shall not 
worship them or serve them . . . 

• Exodus 34:17 - “You shall make for yourself no molten (מַּסֵכָ֖ה/
messekah) gods.” 

•  “pāsal - to chisel out, carve (stone or wood); pesel 31x - idol, 
usually an image carved of wood or stone.” (Kohlenberger/
Mounce). “Idol, as likeness of man or animal; of metal; of wood.” 
BDB 

• massēḵāh 26x “image, idol (of cast metal)” (K/M)



Exegetical/Biblical Foundations: Art in the OT

• God instructed Moses to make two golden statues of 
cherubim on the lid of the Ark of the Covenant. Exodus 
25:18–22 

• The curtain which separated the Holy of Holies in the 
Tabernacle tent had cherubim. Exodus 26:31 

• The Tabernacle tent had figures of cherubim angels. 
Exodus 26:1



Conclusion: Exegetical/Biblical Foundations 

• Don’t make idols. 

• Don’t worship anything fashioned by human hands. 

• Don’t create representations of God for worship. 

• Note: The terms in these commands (pesel/
messekah) mean statues, not paintings (3 
dimensional); however, the meaning equally applies 
to pictures, icons, and mental images.



Theological Fundamentals 

• After the Incarnation . . .  

• The 2nd Commandment (and others) are transformed: 

• 1st Commandment: Worship “God” is worship of the 
God revealed in Jesus as a Triune Personal God. 

• 3rd Commandment: The Name of the Lord is Jesus. 

• 4th Commandment: Christians met on the First Day 
“in order to break bread” (Acts 20:7)



Theological Fundamentals 

• The Invisible God is Visible in Jesus 

• Christ is Divine and Human 

• One person and two natures 

• Christological Heresies (relating to human/divine) 

• Docetism - Jesus was God but not human; His humanity was only 
appearance. (Picture Jesus as not human.) 

• Eutychianism -  Jesus was God and human; but His divine nature 
overwhelmed His humanity. (Picture Jesus as divinity has overcome His 
humanity.) 

• Nestorianism - Jesus was God and human; but had two “persons” (human 
& divine) as well as two natures. (Picture Jesus as only human.)



Historical Fights

• Iconoclasm v Iconaclater 

• “the destruction of icons and 
other images” 

• Controversy arose in the early 
700s.



Historical Fights

• Renewed Fight in the Reformation 

• Calvin: The words simply express that it is wrong for 
men to seek the presence of God in any visible image, 
because He cannot be represented to our eyes (Ex 20). 

• Lutheran views 

• Anglican views 

• Presbyterian views



Historical Fights

• Anglican 39 Articles: XXII, Of Purgatory: The Romish Doctrine concerning 
Purgatory, Pardons, Worshipping, and Adoration as well of Images as of 
Reliques, and also invocation of Saints, is a fond thing vainly invented, and 
grounded upon no warranty of Scripture, but rather repugnant to the Word of 
God. 

• Heidelberg 96. Q. What does God require in the second commandment? A. 
We are not to make an image of God in any way,[1] nor to worship Him in any 
other manner than He has commanded in His Word.[2] 97. Q. May we then not 
make any image at all? A. God cannot and may not be visibly portrayed in any 
way. Creatures may be portrayed, but God forbids us to make or have any 
images of them in order to worship them or to serve God through them. 

• WSC Q. 51. What is forbidden in the second commandment?  
A. The second commandment forbiddeth the worshiping of God by images, or 
any other way not appointed in his word.



Historical Fights

• NOTE: the Westminster Larger Catechism is not part of the All Saints Book of 
Confessions. It contains the strongest statement:  

• WLC Q. 109. What sins are forbidden in the second commandment? A. The 
sins forbidden in the second commandment are, all devising, counseling, 
commanding, using, and any wise approving, any religious worship not 
instituted by God himself; the making any representation of God, of all or of any 
of the three persons, either inwardly in our mind, or outwardly in any kind of 
image or likeness of any creature whatsoever; all worshiping of it, or God in it 
or by it; the making of any representation of feigned deities, and all worship of 
them, or service belonging to them; all superstitious devices, corrupting the 
worship of God, adding to it, or taking from it, whether invented and taken up 
of ourselves, or received by tradition from others, though under the title of 
antiquity, custom, devotion, good intent, or any other pretense whatsoever; 
simony; sacrilege; all neglect, contempt, hindering, and opposing the worship 
and ordinances which God hath appointed.



Practical Function

• No images or idols as mediating the worship of God. 

• No images or idols to distract in the worship of God. 

• Images of biblical scenes, themes, symbols may be used for 
liturgical/aesthetic purposes. 

• Images of biblical scenes may be used for educational purposes. 

• Images of biblical scenes, themes, symbols may be used for 
artistic purposes. 

• Sessions of local church must make judgments about propriety.


