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he 10 commandments in Exodus 20 (and Deuteronomy 5) is one of the most well-known 

passages of the Bible – even many non-Christians will at least be familiar with a few of 

the commandments. However, depending on who you ask about the first, second, ninth, or tenth 

commandments, you will get a different answer because the commandments because some 

Christians number them differently than others. The issue of numbering the so-called “10 

Commandments” is not new. There are various ways of numbering them and the numbering 

itself affects the interpretation. The Roman Catholic Church follows the numbering of 

Augustine1 and combines the commands “you shall have no other gods before me” and “you 

shall not make for yourself a carved image” as the first commandment,2 but breaks the 

commands against coveting one’s neighbor’s house/possessions and wife into two commands.3 

The Lutherans follow a similar path but break up the command against coveting by separating 

house from wife/possessions.4 The Reformed/Anglican community splits the commands not to 

have other gods and not to create carved images into two commandments but combines the 

commands about coveting into one.5 Lastly, the Jews count the prologue as the first command, 

combine the commands not to have other God's and not to create graven images, and combine 

the commands about coveting. Simply counting the imperatives in Exodus 20 and Deuteronomy 

                                                 
1 Catechism of the Catholic Church. (1993). Retrieved October 12, 2015, from Vatican.va: 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/_INDEX.HTM. 2066. 

2 Op. Cit. Part 3, Section 2, Chapter 1, Article 1. 

3 Op. Cit. 2514 

4 Luther, M. (n.d.). The Small Catechism. In The Book of Concord. Retrieved November 10, 2015, from 

http://bookofconcord.org/smallcatechism.php#tencommandments. The Ten Commandments. 

5 Westminster Shorter Catechism. (2008). Carlisle: Banner of Truth Trust. Questions 45, 49, and 79 

T 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/_INDEX.HTM
http://bookofconcord.org/smallcatechism.php#tencommandments
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5 will not solve the issue, because there are more than imperatives included in the “10” 

commandments. However, the Jewish numbering is most convincing for three reasons.6 

First, Moses refers to what is commonly called the ten “commandments” in Exodus 20:1 

and Deuteronomy 5:22 as “words” not “commandments.”7 When we read Exodus 20 without the 

lens of “commandment” we are free to number them in the most natural way – namely, when 

Moses says “God spoke all these words, saying…” everything that follows is part of those 

“words”, including the prologue in verse 2, “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of 

the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.” 

Second, the basis of the command not to create carved images8 is best understood not as 

being the basis of that command only, but also of the command not to have any other God's 

besides Yahweh. God being a jealous God naturally serves as the ground for all the commands 

preceding it, “You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself a carved 

image… You shall not bow down to them or serve them.” It does not make much sense to limit 

verses 5b-6 so that they only serve as the basis for the command not to create graven images, 

especially since they logically relate to the command not to have any other gods as well. 

Third, the Jewish numeration does not force an unnatural division in the commandments. 

If one takes the commands “You shall have no other gods before me” and “You shall not make 

for yourself a carved image” as one of the 10 words he needs to get another word from 

somewhere – but splitting up the last command about covetousness is even more arbitrary than 

                                                 
6 I am indebted to Dr. T. David Gordon for making me aware of the different numberings of the ten 

“commandments” as well as for the majority of my argument for the Jewish numeration. 

7 Stuart, D. K. (2006). Exodus. Nashville: Broadman & Holman. pgs. 440-441 

8 Exodus 20:5b-6 - for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to 

the third and the fourth generation of those who hate me, but showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love 

me and keep my commandments. 
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splitting up the commands about having other gods and making graven images! One immediately 

runs into problems splitting up the command against coveting whether he takes the Lutheran or 

Roman Catholic numeration. The Lutheran approach of separating “house” from 

“wife/possessions” that could work in Exodus 20; however, when it comes to Deuteronomy 5 

that separation proves difficult as the command against coveting his neighbor’s house comes in 

between the commands not to covet his neighbor’s wife and not to covet his neighbor’s 

possessions. The Roman Catholic approach has a similar problem, but in reverse – its numeration 

can explain Deuteronomy 5 but has trouble with Exodus 20, where the command against 

coveting his neighbor’s wife is in between the commands not to covet his neighbor’s house and 

not to covet his neighbor’s possessions. These three reasons – taken together – make the Jewish 

numeration the most persuasive. 

The command against making any carved image is not only a command against making 

idols, but also a command not to worship Yahweh by use of images. If it were simply 

commanding the Israelites not to worship other gods, then it would not move beyond the 

command, “You shall have no other gods before me.” 9 The golden calf narrative in Exodus 32 

illustrates this aspect of the command. While at Mt. Sinai, the Israelites grew impatient during 

Moses’ stay on the mountain and demanded that Aaron make gods for them to worship. Aaron 

obliged the Israelites and created the golden calf, which the Israelites preceded to worship. Two 

clues in the text tell us that Israel believed the golden calf was a representation of Yahweh and 

not a totally new god. First, when Aaron presents the calf they say, “These are your gods, O 

Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!”10 Second, after Aaron saw the calf he built 

                                                 
9 Packer, J. I. (1993). Knowing God. Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press. pg. 44 

10 Exodus 32:4 (emphasis added) 
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and altar and proclaimed that the next day would be a feast day to Yahweh. Israel did not believe 

that they were turning away from the deity who brought them from Egypt, but that they were 

worshiping him by worshiping the golden calf. Even though they might have believed that they 

were still worshiping the same God that brought them out of Egypt, by trying to represent Him in 

a golden calf they had turned aside into idolatry.11 The Israelites believed that the golden calf 

was a genuine representation of Yahweh – yet it led them into subtle apostasy.12 

 With the exclusion of the use of images in worship, we are left with to worship by the 

word. Having seen the biblical teaching of against the use of images in worship and the 

paradigmatic breaking of that command, we now turn to the difference between images and 

words, especially in how they relate to our worship. There are three main differences between 

images and words, first, images inhabit the realm of reality but words inhabit the realm of truth, 

second, images are spatial but words are temporal, and third, images are concrete but words are 

mysterious. 

A picture is worth a thousand words…or is it? Imagine trying to convey the meaning of 

the former small phrase (only seven words) with a picture. Surely if a picture is worth a thousand 

words then it could easily express a mere seven, yet it cannot. When discussing what a word or 

an image is worth, one must first determine the end in sight. This colloquial phrase is often used 

of descriptive words and can mean something akin to, “a picture of Mt. Washington is worth a 

thousand words describing it.” This is true if what is meant is that a picture of Mt. Washington 

will give the viewer a better idea of what the mountain looks like in reality than a mere 

description. This is just the point that Jacques Ellul makes in The Humiliation of the Word, 

                                                 
11 Stuart, pg. 665 

12 Garrett, D. A. (2014). A Commentary on Exodus. Grand Rapids: Kregel. pg. 621 
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namely, that images belong to the realm of reality whereas words belong to the realm of truth.13 

It might seem at first that the difference between “reality” and “truth” is just a matter of 

semantics, but what Ellul means is this: images depict how something is, they present to our 

sight a representation of a singular moment of a singular place. Images cannot lay claim to 

anyone, they place no one under any obligation, and cannot make a propositional truth claim. 

Words, however, lay claim on their hearers, they can require action or inaction, they can call 

their hearers to belief, and they can make propositional truth claims. The image of Mt. 

Washington cannot command the viewer to climb it, yet words can. 

 Images cannot make truth claims, an image can express neither “God is love” nor “Jesus 

Christ was crucified by Pontius Pilot.” Images can only depict reality – they visually represent 

material objects, they do not belong to the realm of truth. It makes no sense to ask whether an 

image is true or false – it simply is. An image can be an accurate or inaccurate representation of 

reality, but that does not mean that it is true or false.  Postman says of photography, “It offers no 

assertions to refute, so it is not refutable.”14 Nevertheless, this does not mean that images cannot 

communicate, they can be interpreted to convey a meaning which can be either true or false – but 

this interpretation must be through language.15 J. I Packer notes that the image of the calf that 

Aaron made, “led the Israelites to think of him [God] as a Being who could be worshiped 

acceptably by frenzied debauchery.”16 When Aaron created the golden calf, the Israelites 

interpreted it with these words, “These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the 

                                                 
13 Ellul, J. (1985). The Humiliation of the Word. Eerdmans. Pgs. 10-11, 22. 

14 Postman, N. (1986). Amusing Ourselves to Death. New York: Penguin Books. pg. 73 

15 Ellul, pg. 8 

16 Packer, pg. 47 



D r u m m o n d  | 6 

 

land of Egypt!” Images lead stray when used in worship for they pretend to belong to the realm 

of truth whereas they really belong to an entirely different “universe of discourse.”17 

 The second difference between images and words is that images belong to the realm of 

space, whereas words belong to the realm of time. Ellul insightfully notes that “No duration is 

included in an image”18 and “the image conveys to me objects that do not change – truly 

unchanging objects.”19 Images present themselves immediately to the sight and conceal nothing; 

they can be instantly apprehended by sight and do not reveal themselves progressively. One 

might tend to perceive an image as revealing itself progressively because he fails to notice 

certain things about the image until he has looked at it for a long time. Take for example 

Cezanne’s painting, “Still life with Compotier,” it may take half an hour of gazing to realize that 

while all the objects in the painting draw the eye diagonally up from right to left, all the brush 

strokes ascend from left to right. Nevertheless, this does not contradict that images do not 

involve themselves in the temporal sphere – the objects and brush strokes were always pointing 

left and right respectively, and in some sense the viewer saw that the moment he first saw the 

painting. It is rather that his mind does not always perceive what is actually there that gives him 

the illusion of duration in an image. 

 Compare this to the word. Ellul says of the spoken word, 

When I hear a sentence, I am in the present with it. I have grabbed hold of and 

memorized its beginning, which is now past, and it plunges me into the past with 

it. I am also listening carefully for the end of the sentence; I am waiting for the 

                                                 
17 Postman, pg. 71 

18 Ellul, pg. 9 

19 Ibid 
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direct object which will clarify the meaning of the whole sentence. I am straining 

toward this future implied by speech.20 

The word forces its hearer into the temporal realm by its nature – the realm of action. This is also 

true of the written word, as the reader reads this sentence he must remember the beginning, 

understand the present, and anticipate what is ahead. In certain languages where word order is 

less important than in English – for example, Koine Greek – one must often read the entire 

sentence until he comes to the main verb and so the reader must hold the entire sentence in his 

mind until he comes to the verb which makes sense of it all. “There is no possible instantaneous 

approach to the written page – seeing takes time when it is applied to the word.”21 

 Now, one might think at first that the image – because it is not in the realm of time and 

portrays unchanging objects – might be a suitable medium to portray God, because, “Jesus Christ 

is the same yesterday and today and forever.”22 Yet we cannot make images of God for two 

reasons, first, the realm of the image is the realm of inaction, and second, the realm of the image 

is the realm of physical reality. 

 First, God acts. From the first to the last pages of the Bible, God is a God who acts; He 

creates, judges, promises, responds, redeems, gives, shields, etc. An image, however, cannot 

capture this for it excludes duration; once an image is made, it does not change.23 Any endeavor 

at making an image of God will fail to represent His nature as a God who acts.  This is exactly 

opposite the biblical portrait of God – who often contrasts Himself to idols, who cannot act. 

                                                 
20 Ellul, pg. 15 

21 Ibid 

22 Hebrews 13:8 

23 For an analysis of religion and television – which is a “moving picture,” see Postman, pgs. 114-124 
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Isaiah 46:7 - They lift it [the idol] to their shoulders, they carry it, they set it in its 

place, and it stands there; it cannot move from its place. If one cries to it, it does 

not answer or save him from his trouble. 

Psalms 115:4-8 - Their idols are silver and gold, the work of human hands. They 

have mouths, but do not speak; eyes, but do not see. They have ears, but do not 

hear; noses, but do not smell. They have hands, but do not feel; feet, but do not 

walk; and they do not make a sound in their throat. Those who make them 

become like them; so do all who trust in them. 

Second, to make an image of God is to bring Him down into creation, it is to blur the line 

between creator and creature; it is to emphasize immanence at the expense of transcendence. The 

clear teaching of scripture is that God is not a part of creation – He does not exist in space as if 

humans could progress enough in technology to reach Him by space travel or man-made 

wormholes. God is the transcendent creator who does not dwell in creation. 

Genesis 1:1 - In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. 

1 Kings 8:27 - But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the 

highest heaven cannot contain you; how much less this house that I have built! 

2 Chronicles 2:6 - But who is able to build him a house, since heaven, even 

highest heaven, cannot contain him? Who am I to build a house for him, except as 

a place to make offerings before him?  

Acts 17:24 - The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of 

heaven and earth, does not live in temples made by man. 
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God is not a part of creation nor is he a physical being (God the Son – being both God and man 

does have a physical being, but that will be discussed later).24 Not only has no one has seen God 

(John 1:18, cf. 1 John 4:14) but He is by nature invisible (1 Timothy 1:17, cf. Colossians 1:15). 

Therefore, an image of God is impossible – for one cannot make an image of the invisible. Any 

attempt at making an image of God will only result in an image from the imagination of the artist 

– and if used in worship would point us to the imagination of the artist instead of the invisible 

creator God, and worshiping the creature rather than the creator is the essence of idolatry 

(Romans 1:21-23). Furthermore, images cannot represent abstract concepts such as love, justice, 

mercy, faithfulness, etc. Postman says, “By itself a photograph cannot deal with the unseen, the 

remote, the internal, the abstract. It does not speak of ‘man,’ only of a man; not of ‘tree,’ only of 

a tree. You cannot produce a photograph of ‘nature,’ any more than a photograph of ‘the sea.’”25 

How then could one make an image of an invisible being and faithfully represent his abstract 

attributes? It is impossible. 

 The third way in which the image differs from the word is its capacity for mystery – the 

word has a capacity for antinomy that the image does not. “You can say that a piece of paper is 

both red and blue. But you cannot see it as both red and blue at the same time.”26 The word can 

affirm at the same time that God takes pleasure in the destruction of the wicked27 while at the 

same time affirming that God takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked.28 Christ can say both 

                                                 
24 John 4:24 

25 Postman, pg. 72 

26 Ellul, pg. 11 

27 Deuteronomy 28:63 

28 Ezekiel 18:23 
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that He did not come into the world for judgment29 and that for judgment He came into the 

world.30 The word invites us to contemplate how these can both be true and to try to reconcile 

them with each other in a way that the image could not do. Even more mysterious is how the 

word can affirm the grand mystery of the Trinity, the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy 

Spirit is God – yet there is only one God. The early creeds do not attempt to rationalize the 

Trinity but rather to faithfully express the mystery that scripture teaches concerning it. 

Masaccio’s painting, “The Holy Trinity,” illustrates the errors that will befall one if he tries to 

depict the Trinity by an image. In Masaccio’s painting, the Son hangs on the cross and the Father 

stands behind supporting Him while the Spirit proceeds from the Father to the Son in the form of 

a dove. First, the painting goes against the clear cry of Jesus, “‘Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?’ that 

is, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’”31 In the very act of Christ's death in which 

He “became sin” and bore the wrath of God against sin, Masaccio shows the Father supporting 

the Son and lifting Him up. Second, the painting masks the unity of essence of the Trinity for an 

image cannot depict the three in one nature of God. The Godhead is instead shown as three 

separate persons with no unity Godhood. Third, the Trinity is shown in unequal proportions – the 

Father and Son are shown in human form – giving the appearance of being persons – while the 

Holy Spirit is a tiny dove, in no way shown to be equal to the Father and Son in Godhood. The 

image punctures the mystery and misleads the viewer.  

                                                 
29 John 3:17 

30 John 9:39 

31 Matthew 27:46 
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 Now we must turn to images of Christ. In the Incarnation, “the Word became flesh and 

dwelt among us.”32 Yet Christ is not only the Word made flesh, but also “the image of the 

invisible God.”33 Although He is both the word made flesh and the image of the invisible God, 

we may not make images of Him for two reasons. First, because Christ is both God and man, any 

attempt at making an image of Him will necessarily emphasize His humanity at the expense of 

His deity, for, as we have seen, it is impossible to make an image of God. Even images that 

would show Him as distinct from the rest of humanity would only see Him as an exalted human, 

not as the one true immortal and invisible God. 

 Second, we should not – indeed, cannot – make images of Christ because we have no 

idea what He looked like. Just as any image of God the Father would really just be an image of 

artist’s imagination of God, so any image of Christ is really just an image of the imagination of 

the artist. Certainly, some images can be more accurate than others can – images of Jesus that 

depict Him as a blue-eyed Caucasian male are not very accurate – but they are all conjectures. 

Ellul notes that Jesus’ divinity was not obvious from His human appearance; one could not 

recognize Jesus as God simply by seeing Him.34 

 What place, then, can images have in worship? We have seen that images of any member 

of the Godhead cannot be made, but what of other images? We must certainly not worship any 

images – either of God or otherwise – for that is idolatry. However, images can be used to 

explain some things that otherwise would be nearly impossible to explain. Let me illustrate this 

with a story. Two summers ago, I went on a mission trip to Karamoja, Uganda, for five weeks 

                                                 
32 John 1:14 

33 Colossians 1:15 

34 Ellul, pg. 84 
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and stayed with the Orthodox Presbyterian Church’s Uganda Mission. During my stay, the 

missionary pastor, Al Tricarico, was preaching through the book of James on Sunday mornings. 

When Pastor Al came to James 3:3-435 he encountered a problem: none of the Karamojong had 

ever seen a horse or a ship. Hence, none of them could understand how the tongue is like a bit or 

a rudder. Therefore, when he came to that section in his sermon, he showed the congregation a 

picture of a ship with a rudder and a horse with a bridle in order to explain James’ teaching on 

the tongue clearly. 

 In conclusion, God has revealed Himself to us by words, first orally and then written. We 

come to faith by the word (Romans 10:17) and give praise to God by words. He prohibits making 

images of Himself because ultimately they cannot represent Him but instead lead to (and are 

themselves) idolatry. Images are not suitable for worship for three reasons, images belong to the 

realm of reality but words belong to the realm of truth, images dwell in the realm of space (and, 

therefore, inaction) whereas words dwell in the realm of time, and images lack a capacity for 

mystery that words contain. These fundamental differences between image and word 

demonstrate why words are more suitable to worship a God who commands, who is the creator 

of everything and, therefore, is transcendent over all, who enters into history and acts, and who is 

mysterious and beyond our full comprehension. When deciding the appropriate place for images 

in worship and instruction, we ought to take seriously the words of Jacques Ellul, 

When all of Christianity is based only on the word, and the word is accepted as 

the Word of God that can be expressed only by the human word corresponding to 

it, then the contempt and abandonment of this human word inevitably signifies 

                                                 
35 James 3:3-4 - If we put bits into the mouths of horses so that they obey us, we guide their whole bodies as well. 

Look at the ships also: though they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they are guided by a very small 

rudder wherever the will of the pilot directs. 
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abandonment and contempt for the Word of God. By allying itself with images, 

Christianity gains (perhaps!) efficacy, but destroys itself, its foundation, and its 

content. In reality nothing is left to say -- not because the word is false, but 

because images have emptied it of meaning. And pious Christians have been 

gripped by the "evidence" that these visual media and this rash of images are 

good, lovely, and pleasant to taste, and able to make them wise.36 

  

                                                 
36 Ellul, pg. 202-203 
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