
W e turn our attention now to an exploration of 
the advent of religious images in Christian 

churches. We have already taken note of the images 
found in a church in Dura-Europos from about the 
year 241.  Clearly, the imagery there is Christian and 
its use in the church must have had the approval of the 
local church authorities. It’s the only example discov-
ered so far of an early Christian church decorated with 
religious images. At this point in time we are about 50 
years after the appearance of the first Christian images 
in the catacombs outside Rome and about 70 years be-
fore the legalization of Christianity by Constantine. 
The images here are strictly narratives of Jesus’ mira-
cles, or metaphoric symbols (e.g. the Good Shepherd). 
They are very similar to the kind of narrative scenes 
and symbols found in the catacombs. In fact, the ren-
dering —summary and sketchy— is also somewhat 
similar to that found in the catacombs. 
 
We can assume then that the Christian images used in 
the first churches were probably symbolic (e.g. 
grapes), metaphors (e.g. a shepherd), and narrative 
scenes (e.g. Jesus raising Lazarus from the dead) and 

therefore a continuation of what we found in the cata-
combs. 
 

There are very few other extant examples of church images from 
this early period. Either the churches themselves have disap-
peared or the original images that decorated the walls and ceilings 
have been replaced by later creations. What we do know comes 
from what, indeed, has survived and from contemporary written 
descriptions as well as drawings made by artists before the origi-
nal works were replaced. One of the best surviving examples of 
church decoration from the early period comes from a building 
that was not originally a church at all. Although consecrated as a 
church in 1256, the Church of Santa Costanza in Rome began as a 
mausoleum for Constantine's daughter, Constantia (also known as 
Constantina or Costanza), who died in 354. The plan is circular, 
borrowing from a tradition of funerary architecture. It was built 
about 100 years after the church at Dura-Europos. Its circular am-
bulatory, or walk-way that surrounds the center space where an 
altar is now situated, is the only part of the building that has the 
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(Top) Fresco image of Christ healing the paralytic 
from the Christian house church in Dura-Europos, 
Turkey, c. 241.  (Bottom) A fresco on the same wall 
depicting Christ walking on water. 

Church of Santa Constanza, Rome, 351 



original decoration, a continuous mosaic on the ceiling 
featuring cherubs, plants, animals, birds, and pastoral 
scenes; nothing particularly or obviously Christian. A 
drawing of what had been the decoration on the inside 
of the dome over the central area shows similar deco-
ration except for some rather small areas depicting nar-
rative scenes from the life of Christ. 
 
What we see there is along the same lines as what we 
saw in Dura-Europo except that the identifiable Chris-
tian scenes here play a smaller  role than in the earlier 
church. 
 
Beginning in the mid 4th century, however, we can 
detect a new development in subject matter. There now 
appears on the walls and ceilings of some churches 
what is called dogmatic imagery; representations of 
Christ giving the law to the apostles Peter and Paul, the 
Ascension of Christ, and the Enthronement of Christ, 
for example. 
 
 
Why this development at this time? 
 
 
In, “Jesus Through the Centuries”, the late Jaroslav 
Pelikan describes and explains the shift from the earli-
est view of Jesus as a miracle working Jewish rabbi (a 
teacher, prophet, and savior “of a suffering Israel and 
a suffering humanity”), into the “turning point in his-
tory” (Israel’s triumphant prophet, priest, and king, 
and the Son of God, the Second Person of the Trinity”, 
and the giver of the new law). The appearance of dog-
matic images in the churches at this time parallels the 
theological formulas worked out through debates by 
church authorities during the third and fourth centu-
ries. As a result, to the depiction of Jesus’ mission em-
phasizing the deeds of his earthy ministry was an em-
phasis now added on the events that illustrate his pow-
erful, divine stature and the radical change his life 
brings into history.1 

 

S o far in our review of the images used to decorate the interiors of the 
early Christian churches, we have not seen any images that would seem 

to elicit devotion or veneration from the viewer. They merely inform the 
viewer of certain truths, facts, or stories of the Christian faith. The artists who 
created these works —and the church authorities who would have had to ap-
proved them— clearly did not conceive these as images that would be wor-
shipped in any sense that could come close to the pagan worship of images so 
strongly mocked and denounced by early Christian apologists. Shortly, we 
will examine a development that seems to come dangerously close to just 
what the apologists criticized.  

 

(Top) Christ, on a throne, teachers his apostles, Church of Santa Prudenziana, Rome, 
late 4th c. (Above, left) Christ gives his law to Peter and Paul, Church of Santa Coz-
tanza, Rome, 351.  (Above, right) Christ gives His Law to Peter and Paul,  late 4th c. 
catacomb, Rome. 

‘Theophany,’ apse mosaic of San Vitale, Ravenna, Italy, ca. 535 

‘Transfiguration,’ apse mosaic, Sant Apollinare in 
Classe, Ravenna, Italy, ca. 550. Next Page 



But first, in the next part, we’ll take a look at how the early Christians came to represent the God who is invisible 
and who cannot be seen “face to face.” ��
�
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1   Jaroslav Pelikan, Jesus Through the Centuries, (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1985) 
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