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PART 1 

 
 

 

The Way Things Are 

 

“I always said God was against art and I still believe it. Anything obscene or trivial is blessed in 

this world and has a reward – I ask for no reward – only to live and to hear my work.” 

 

Such were Edward Elgar’s words in 1900, and they have been a common complaint of artists 

and musicians for hundreds of years: Art Doesn’t Pay. We all know the stories of unappreciated 

composers dying in penury, unrecognised painters taking their own lives, inebriated writers living 

out their bitter final years in exile. We know that art is hard. Be it the extravagant, ear-severing 

Van-Gogh-esque battle against depression that sometimes comes with the “artistic 

temperament”, or the mundane drudgery of the daily battle for survival that comes with the hand-

to-mouth lifestyle, it is engrained in our cultural understanding that One Must Make Sacrifices For 

One’s Art. 

 

Which poses a fairly big question – one that many artists and musicians will grapple with at some 

point in their lives: is it worth it? Is it worth the pain? The frustration? The tedium of practising 

scales, the grind of auditions, the constant sense of being unappreciated, the nagging suspicion 

that you have spent the best years of your life learning to do something that no one really wants 

to pay you to do..? Even if it’s never voiced out loud, we catch glimpses of it in the eyes of our 

friends, or family, or, on a bad day, our own reflections: that horrible, accusing question – “Why 

not just give up and get a real job?” 

 

For an artist, whose hopes, dreams, desires and expectations may have been built around their 



art since they first wielded a brush/baton/bow, it’s a question that seems to strike at the very 

heart of our identity – and a question as undermining as this demands an equally reassuring 

answer. The kind of answer that can stand up to the critics and crush the ever-writhing serpents 

of self-doubt – the kind of answer that can give an artist hope. 

 

Hans Rookmaaker famously said “Art needs no justification”, but in a sense he was wrong: artists 

are always going to be seeking justification – it’s our crutch. We need something to keep us 

going in the face of all common sense. We need a reason to say to the world “We are right to be 

working this hard at something that most people think is inherently useless.” And we need that 

reason to be impressive. We need the big guns. 

 

The Solution 

 

Guns don’t get much bigger than God. And so we draft God in. Here’s how it works: 

 

If an artist, in the midnight of their blackest despair, can say to themselves “God wants me to 

keep painting”, then there is still a reason to fight. 

 

If a musician can say “God has called me to glorify him through my clarinet playing”, then maybe 

he will find the courage to get up from the last terrible audition and start preparing for the next 

one. 

 

If a playwright can say “God gave me this gift and he expects me to use it”, then she has a solid 

motive to keep trying, whatever the critics said about her last offering. 

 

One Must Make Sacrifices For One’s Art, yes, but it’s worth it, because God Is On Our Side. 

“God has called me to be An Artist.” 

 

Here’s how one contemporary Evangelical Christian writer puts it: 

 

This call [to be an artist] should then be pursued, no matter what sacrifices are required… One 

thing true artists should never do is to abandon their calling. Anyone who is called to be an artist 

should be an artist! God’s gifts are never to be hidden; his calling is never to be denied. (Philip 

Ryken – Art for God’s Sake) 

 

This train of thought runs like a thread through much of the Christian arts scene, manifesting 

itself in many different forms. It can appear openly, as an explicit teaching, or hidden, as a 

subconscious assumption. It can appear, carefully nuanced, on the lips of godly and wise saints, 

or you can find it running free, rampant and unchecked, among more liberal theologians. What it 

boils down to is this: in some way, God thinks art is special. Art is especially holy, or especially 

glorifying, or especially godly, or especially blessed, or especially pleasing to the Lord. Art is 

special, so artists are special, so we can get on and pursue our art – for God’s sake. 

 

That’s our solution – our crutch. 

 

The Problem With Our Solution 

 

There’s just one problem with all of this: I’m not sure it’s true. 

 

I have yet to find a convincing Biblical argument that allows us to give the artist any special value 

in the currency of God. Or rather – since all Christians have special value in the currency of God 

– I have yet to find a convincing argument that makes the artist especially special. Art, as far as I 

can see, isn’t especially special. 



 

Before you stop reading in disgust, please believe that I’m not out to attack the arts – quite the 

reverse. I’m immeasurably grateful to God for my own experiences as a musician, and although 

my soaring ambitions to achieve international stardom as a concert violinist haven’t (yet) quite 

made it across the border into real life, there are no sour-grapes in what I write. I love the arts, 

and I love artists – which is why I’ve spent the best part of a year examining this crutch, and the 

Biblical arguments for it. I’ve been asked to assemble my thoughts into this blog by some godly 

guys who also love the arts and love artists. They share my conviction that God’s good gift of the 

arts is too precious a thing to be handed over to the Enemy’s armoury, to be turned into nooses, 

millstones and idols. Art is a wonderful thing, and we want to keep it wonderful. 

 

Which means taking aim at this crutch, and giving it a good kicking. In love. 

 

Kicking Crutches in Love 

 

Now I don’t particularly want to be the bully who runs around kicking people’s crutches out from 

under them. But I think someone needs to, for many reasons, of which I will give you three: 

 

Firstly, because a crutch made out of wishful thinking and misunderstandings is a dangerous 

thing to put your weight on. It may hold up under a light load – but that’s the worst kind of crutch: 

if it’s going to break, it will do so when your burdens are at their heaviest and you have the most 

to lose. 

 

Secondly, if God’s word has to be twisted, even slightly, to make this crutch, then we may be in 

danger of removing a vital support from something else. Life as a Christian is hard, and we need 

God’s word to keep us on track. The Bible should be sufficient for all our Christian needs – 2 

Timothy 3:16 – but only if we understand it rightly. If we start borrowing bits of it to prop up our 

artistic dreams, we might find we’ve left a gap somewhere else where the ceiling can start to 

sag… 

 

Thirdly, hard as this may seem, it’s just possible that the crutch is keeping us upright, when God 

wants us on our knees. Our crutch might be saying “God wants you to be a professional sculptor” 

when God has an entirely different job planned for us. Whatever his design for our future, one 

thing is certain: God wants us to be humble before him – and that might mean losing the crutch 

and falling into his loving hands. 

 

So, that said, we need to take a responsible, critical look at this crutch. This is what we will do in 

Part Two. Please remember that it’s the crutch we’re attempting to expose, not the arts 

themselves – the arts are certainly a good and wonderful gift from God; the crutch might not be. 

So please join us in Part Two where we will start to examine the main arguments that make up 

the crutch. Until then, if you have any thoughts or comments on what you’ve read here, do let us 

know. 

 

 

 

 

 

PART 2 

 
 

 



 

 
Looking at Crutches 

 

Here is how Anton Bruckner responded to his critics: 

 

“They want me to write differently. Certainly I could, but I must not. God has chosen me from 

thousands and given me, of all people, this talent. It is to Him that I must give account. How then 

would I stand there before Almighty God, if I followed the others and not Him?” 

 

What do we make of these words? In many ways, Bruckner had a point. His music has survived, 

and it is good – he was indeed blessed by God with a talent that marked him out from thousands 

of others. He wasn’t being big-headed when he said this. And we must give him credit for acting 

in line with his conscience. But what kept Bruckner going in the face of critical derision was a 

conviction that God wanted him to make his art his way. 

 

Where did Bruckner get this conviction? And can we share it? Can every struggling artist claim 

that God wants them to make their art their way? Indeed, that he’ll be angry with them if they 

don’t? 

 

In part one of this blog I suggested that this attitude is underpinned by the assumption that there 

is something especially special about art – something that makes it more precious in God’s sight. 

Why couldn’t Bruckner have given up when the going got tough, and become a mechanic 

instead? Because he was called to be an artist, and art is special. Art is special, so get on and do 

it for God’s sake – whatever the sacrifice. I called this line of thinking a crutch. 

 

This is the crutch that helped Bruckner, and in his case things turned out well. But I don’t believe 

this is a Biblical idea – in fact, I think it’s a dangerous notion which can cause great harm to the 

arts and artists. So in this post we will attempt to take a clear, critical look at this crutch, and see 

how it fares in the revealing light of scripture. 

 

Let me reiterate from part one – it is not the arts themselves that I am taking issue with. I hope 

I’ve made it clear that it is out of a love for the arts, and artists, that I am writing. Rather, it is 

our understanding of the arts that I want to examine. And that means examining this crutch. 

 

So, how is the crutch constructed? How do we tend to argue in favour of art’s special status? 

There are many parts to it, but from my survey of the literature on the theology of the arts, and 

from years of talking to Christian musicians, there appear to be two main arguments that crop up 

over and over again: that art is special because we are made in God’s image, and that art is 

special because it glorifies God. In this post we’ll tackle the first of these ideas. 

 

Argument One – That Art Is Special Because We Are Made in God’s Image 

 

The idea of God’s image comes in Genesis 1:26 – “Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our 

image, after our likeness.’”  

 

What does it mean that we are made in God’s image? Presumably it means that we were 

somehow made to be like God – that we are somehow meant to do what God does. And what 

had God just been doing in Genesis 1? Creating! 

 

So the argument runs something like this: 

 

God is the creator. 



 

We are made in his image. 

 

So we should create. 

 

The argument becomes more convincing if you factor in the other creatures. What is it that 

separates us from the animals? We were made in God’s image, and they weren’t. So there must 

be something that distinguishes us from them. What? Well, every human culture has, at some 

point, produced art. Whereas animals don’t produce art. So art must be part of what makes us 

human. “Creativity is a part of the distinction between man and non-man.”, as Francis Schaeffer 

put it in his short book Art and the Bible. 

 

This is all pretty sound – creativity is a glorious, god-like attribute, and an essential part of our 

humanness. It’s certainly worth remembering this, in the face of a culture that seems to care little 

about supporting and nurturing art. But this line of argument is very easy to abuse. 

 

Here is how Steve Turner puts it, in his book A Vision for Christians in the Arts: 

 

“Creativity is part of that inherited image because God is a designer and maker… This means 

that creativity is not merely permissible, it is essential. It is what God wants. To express 

ourselves in art is to experience more fully the richness of being human.” 

 

I don’t believe there’s anything false in this statement, but it’s a dangerous way to phrase things. 

While it’s true in the general sense that creativity is a God-ordained, essential part of humanity, 

it’s all too tempting to go beyond the general case and start applying this directly to ourselves 

and our own chosen field of creativity. From “God wants art to exist” we take the short-cut to “It is 

essential that I become an artist… God wants me to express myself in art…” Art becomes 

an especially godly thing to do, our critics become those who are trying to rob us of our essential 

humanity, our identity becomes dependant on our success as an artist, and our understanding of 

God becomes skewed. 

 

This all happens when we gloss over those crucial little words “part of”. Look again – Schaeffer 

and Turner didn’t say that being creative was the soleoutworking of our being made in God’s 

image – only that it is a part of it: “Creativity is a part of the distinction between man and non-

man”… “Creativity is part of that inherited image…” But, naturally, any book on the theology of 

the arts will single out creativity for discussion, with the result that, I suspect, few of us will have 

ever stopped to wonder what else being made in God’s image might mean. We put all the weight 

on the creative aspect and end up with a theology of the arts that says art is especially godly. So 

let’s attempt to redress the balance now. 

 

This Argument Doesn’t Make Art Especially Special 

 

Wayne Grudem’s Systematic Theology contains some very helpful thinking on this. In particular, 

he talks about some of the other ways in which we are set apart from the animals, including: 

 

  - Moral aspects – we have an inner sense of right and wrong. 

 

  - Spiritual aspects – we have spirits, so we have a spiritual life; we can pray, we can hear God 

speak to us through his word, etc. 

 

  - Mental aspects – we can employ reasoning, logic, abstract thinking, science, complex 

language and emotion. 

 



  - Relational aspects – we are given the right to rule, we are given the authority to judge, we can 

relate to one another in far more complex ways than the animals. 

 

All these things are part of what it means to be made in God’s image. 

 

So, when George Seurat created Un dimanche après-midi à l’Île de la Grande Jatte, he was 

displaying a facet of the image of the God Who Creates. 

 

When he finished painting and cleaned his brushes, he was displaying a facet of the image of the 

God Who Sustains. 

 

When he finished his studies in art and spent a year doing military service, he was displaying a 

facet of the image of the God Who Rules. 

 

When he made decisions, he was displaying a facet of the image of the God Who Discerns. In 

his relationships, he was displaying a facet of the image of the God Who Relates. When he ate, 

when he tied his shoelaces… whatever he did, whenever he did it – whether it was anything to 

do with his art or not – he was displaying the characteristics of God in a myriad of ways. 

 

In fact, it’s impossible for us to do the simplest of tasks without employing at least some of what it 

is that makes us God’s image-bearers. It is impossible to iron a shirt without using discernment, 

reasoning, logic, and science (and, in my case, prayer). 

 

If music, or painting, or sculpting, is somehow “sacred” because it reflects the image of the 

creator, then so is brain surgery, rocket science, accountancy, driving, street-sweeping, working 

in Tescos, and ironing. Art is wonderful, but this argument doesn’t make it especially special. 

 

This idea might sting a little, but actually it should be great news for artists. When I’m performing 

Sibelius’ violin concerto, I’m reflecting the image of God. Tragically, no one ever asks me to play 

Sibelius these days, but all is not lost, because I am frequently asked to clean things. So I still get 

to reflect the image of God. And if that prospect doesn’t excite me in the same way, it’s probably 

because my excitement was never about being made in God’s image in the first place. 

 

But This Argument Does Make God’s Word Special 

 

If we’re sincere in our assertion that the value of art stems, in part, from its connection with the 

image of God, then we are left with an interesting corollary. Ask most artists or musicians how 

they can make their art more “valuable” and they will probably say “Practise!” But that’s ignoring 

what we’ve just claimed is one of the sources of art’s value. If we’re being consistent, we should 

also say “Read the Bible!” 

 

Here’s why: 

 

We were made in God’s image, as we’ve seen: 

 

“So God created man in his own image, 

in the image of God he created him; 

male and female he created them.” 

 

(Genesis 1:27) 

 

But that image was broken at the fall, when we rejected God. Since then, though we 

still imperfectly reflect the image of God, we also reflect the image of Adam: 



 

“When God created man, he made him in the likeness of God. Male and female he created them, 

and he blessed them and named them Man when they were created. When Adam had lived for 

130 years, he fathered a son inhis own likeness, after his image, and named him Seth.” 

(Genesis 5:1-3) 

 

“Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust [Adam]…” 

(1 Corinthians 15:49a) 

 

Then along came Jesus, the perfect image of God – he never sinned: 

 

“He [Jesus] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation.” 

(Colossians 1:15) 

 

“The god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the 

light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” 

(2 Corinthians 4:4) 

 

And we are gradually being made like Jesus as we grow in Christian maturity: 

 

“Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust [Adam], 

we shall also bear the image of the man of heaven [Jesus].” 

(1 Corinthians 15:49) 

 

“And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the 

same image from one degree of glory to another.” 

(2 Corinthians 3:28) 

 

“Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have put off the old self with its practices and have put 

on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledgeafter the image of its creator.” 

(Colossians 3:19) 

 

And this growth in Christian maturity comes as we feed on God’s word: 

 

“And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up and 

to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified.” 

(Acts 20:32) 

 

“But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have firmly believed, knowing from whom 

you learned it and how from childhood you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which 

are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is breathed out 

by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work.” 

(2 Timothy 3:14-17) 

 

“Therefore, laying aside all malice, all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and all evil speaking, as newborn 

babes, desire the pure milk of the word, that you maygrow thereby.” 

(1 Peter 2:1-2 NKJV) 

 

To summarise, we are all broken images – shattered mirrors – but Christians are being “fixed” as 

we grow in our knowledge of God, through reading his word. The more we build our lives upon 

what we read in our Bibles, the more like God’s image we become. 

 



So, if our justification for pursuing the arts is genuinely because we want to reflect God’s image, 

we should be pursuing Christian understanding with equal, or even greater, rigour. A musician 

friend of mine was once told by another musician in her church “You have your Bible studies, and 

I have the orchestra” – as if the two things were somehow equivalent. That’s a terrible 

misconception to be labouring under. Remember, as images go, we are all just a pile of glass 

shards. When we get together in an orchestra, we’re attempting to align all these tiny shards, to 

angle them in the hopes that they will catch a small reflection of just one aspect of God’s face – 

his creativity. But when we get together in a Bible study, the Spirit is there with his pot of glue, 

patiently reassembling those shards into a surface that can reflect the whole face of God. 

 

Any Christian who is serious about the value of art should be passionate about the value of 

God’s word. 

 

To summarise, then, we’ve seen that one of the main arguments often used to give art its 

“special” status in fact does no such thing – rather, it puts art on a level with all other human 

activity, and instead gives much greater status to Jesus and God’s word. 

 

In the next post we’ll look at the other main argument which is often employed to elevate the arts 

– the idea that art is especially glorifying to God. Until then, as ever, please do ask any questions 

or raise any points in the comments below. 

 

 

 

 

 

PART 3 

 
 

 

 

 
Looking at Crutches (continued) 

 

Since we started the last two posts with a quote from a composer, I thought this time we would 

begin with a painter. Unfortunately I began my search amongst the sayings of Salvador Dali, and 

I’m still trying to recover. So instead, here’s a little insight from another splendid fellow, W. H. 

Auden: 

 

“The condition of mankind is, and always has been, so miserable and depraved that, if anyone 

were to say to the poet: ‘For God’s sake stop singing and do something useful like putting on the 

kettle or fetching bandages,’ what just reason could he give for refusing?” 

 

It is this search for a “just reason” that we have been discussing in the last two posts. In 

particular, we’ve been asking whether or not we can use God as our just reason. Does our 

theology of the arts allow us to say “Art is especially special to God”? 

 

Many artists would say “yes”. Gustav Holst, for instance, wrote that “Music, being identical with 

heaven, isn’t a thing of momentary thrills, or even hourly ones. It’s a condition of eternity.” 

Beethoven advised “Don’t only practise your art, but force your way into its secrets; art deserves 

that, for it and knowledge can raise man to the Divine.” Robert Schumann thought that “To send 

light into the darkness of men’s hearts – such is the duty of the artist”. To these men, art had 



some special power to bridge the gap between God and man. Hopefully we know that nothing 

but the cross of Christ could ever reconcile man to God, but is it still true that art has a special 

role to play in our spiritual lives – one that justifies the artist’s labours? When the going gets 

tough – as it usually does for anyone attempting to make a living from their art – can we 

encourage ourselves by saying that God wants us to persevere, because art is, in some way, 

especially special to him? 

 

In part one I suggested that this idea, however appealing, is very hard to justify biblically. I called 

it a crutch – not in order to be offensive, but because that’s how it is often used – as a prop to 

keep us going in the face of all odds. In part two we began to examine this crutch, looking at one 

of the two main arguments people tend to use to create it. In this part we’ll look at the other main 

argument. 

 

Before we get started, let me once more state that I’m not in any way against the arts, or artists. I 

passionately believe that art is a wonderful, vital gift from God, to be used and enjoyed. But I 

believe that this crutch – born of our attempt to answer W. H. Auden’s question – is damaging 

both art and artists, and needs to be scrutinised in the balanced light of scripture. So let’s do that 

now. 

 

Argument Two – That Art Is Special Because It Glorifies God 

 

This idea is everywhere, but I’m often left wondering what it actually means. For example, here 

are some nuggets I’ve picked out from a range of Christian writings on the arts: 

 

You were created to reflect, reveal and release the Glory of God in the earth through your 

art. (Matt Tommey – Unlocking the Heart of the Artist) 

 

To be a Christian artist means that one’s particular calling is to use one’s talents to the glory of 

God, as an act of love toward God and as a loving service to our fellows. (Hans Rookmaaker – 

Art Needs No Justification) 

 

A Christian should use these arts to the glory of God, not just as tracts, mind you, but as things of 

beauty to the praise of God. An art work can be a doxology in itself. (Francis Schaeffer – Art and 

the Bible) 

 

Artists are called and gifted – personally, by name – to write, paint, sing, play and dance to the 

glory of God. (Philip Ryken – Art for God’s Sake) 

 

So, we must glorify God with our art. But how do we do that? What does it even mean to do 

something for God’s glory? The most helpful definition I’ve seen came from an article by John 

Piper1 on how to glorify God through exercise (something you are unlikely to catch me doing). In 

it he states that to “glorify God” means to “make God look good, like he really is”. I take it that in 

order to make God look like he really is, we need to reveal something truthful about him. So the 

question becomes: does art do this? Does art reveal truth about God? Well, yes, it does, but… 

 

But This Argument Doesn’t Make Art Special 

 

Art reveals something about God… but so does everything. Because God made the entire 

universe for his glory. To quote Isaiah: “The whole earth is full of his glory.” (Isaiah 6:3). Or to 

quote David: “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his 

handiwork.” (Psalm 19:1) Wayne Grudem, who helped us think through the image of God idea in 

                                                           
1 http://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/how-do-you-glorify-god-through-exercise. 



the last post, sums it up like this: “All of creation reveals something about God to us.” (Wayne 

Grudem – Systematic Theology). 

 

Does art glorify God? Yes, but by the same token, so does science, and accountancy, and 

taxidermy. So do paperclips. So does ironing. So does everything. Even spiders. And 

I hate spiders. It was all made for God’s glory. So the old “Art is special because it glorifies God” 

argument doesn’t really get us anywhere. In the end, it’s saying no more than “Art exists”. It’s a 

great and wonderful thing that art exists, but when it comes to glorifying God, it’s not 

especially special. 

 

Just as in the last post, this truth may sting a little – but again, it should be great news for artists. 

It’s certainly great news for musicians: your right notes glorify God – but so do the wrong ones. In 

fact, the wrong ones probably glorify God more, since there’s less danger of the audience giving 

the glory toyou by mistake… wouldn’t that be awful? 

 

And again, if I’m not excited about glorifying God by playing badly – or by doing the ironing – 

then it’s probably because my excitement stems from something other than God’s glory. 

 

Let me give an absurd illustration of this last point. 

 

If I’m ever lucky enough to be having a picnic in a park on a nice day, I like to pick blades of 

grass and turn them into reeds. With a bit of practice it’s possible to make a deeply offensive 

semi-musical instrument which is powerful enough to shatter the stillness of any balmy afternoon 

and draw confused looks from people at opposite ends of the park. I recommend it as a fun way 

to pass the time. 

 

Now, if I did this for long enough, with enough bits of grass, we’d end up with a small bald patch 

of lawn where I’d been sitting. So I could truthfully tell you that all my ear-splitting squawking was 

making the grass shorter. It is. 

 

But let’s say you are also in the park, and you are fed up with the noise, so you come over to ask 

why I’m doing it. What if I replied by saying “I’m doing it to mow the lawn”? It would be a little odd, 

to say the least. Still, give me the benefit of the doubt – maybe I’ve never heard of a lawnmower, 

and I really do want to make the grass shorter. Maybe I think this is the best way to go about it. 

So you take pity on me, explain the mechanics of grass shortening, and give me the keys to a 

giant jet-powered formula-one deluxe lawnmower. And I carry on plucking individual blades of 

grass and using them to make squeaky noises. 

 

You would have to conclude, with the best will in the world, that I wasn’t really interested in 

mowing the lawn. 

 

As I said, it’s an absurd illustration, but when we claim to be making art in order to glorify God, 

we are basically just plucking bits of grass and blowing raspberries. God is glorified by our art, 

just as the grass does get shorter when we use bits of it as musical instruments. But if glorifying 

God is our objective, then we ought to be looking around for the equivalent of the lawnmower – 

because we are sitting in a very, very big field. 

 

But This Argument Does Make the Gospel Special 

 

The amazing thing is, we have the lawnmower. Every Christian has. Remember we said that to 

glorify God means to “make God look good, like he really is” – and where is God’s goodness 

most prominently displayed? Where do we most see God as he “really is”? Painted in a fiery gold 

sunset on the canvas of the sky? Resounding in the chords of a glorious symphony? Or hanging, 



naked and dying, on a rough Roman execution device? 

 

The cross of Christ is where God is most glorified. It’s where we get the starkest, most 

unambiguous display of his character. It’s where we get the definitive demonstration of his love – 

“In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the 

propitiation for our sins.” (1 John 4:10). It’s where we get the definitive demonstration of his 

justice: “This was to show God’s righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had 

passed over former sins. It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so that he might 

be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.” (Romans 3:25-26). It’s where we see 

his definitive triumph over his enemies: “He disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to 

open shame, by triumphing over them in him.” (Colossians 2:15). It’s where we see God most 

clearly for who he is. 

 

The cross is God’s greatest act – his greatest glory. So when we tell people about the cross, 

that’s when we are most glorifying God. That’s the lawnmower: the gospel. We could spend our 

entire lives practising and, maybe, eventually pull off the greatest performance of the Elgar ‘Cello 

Concerto anyone has ever heard. Great. Now let’s say we have one halting, awkward, stilted 

conversation about the gospel in the interval. We spill our drink, stumble over our words, and the 

person we’re talking to thinks we are an idiot. But in terms of God’s glory, that was the main 

event. The concerto was just a clearing of the throat, a single plucked blade of grass. 

 

To sum up, once again we find that an argument which is so often used to elevate the 

importance of the arts actually does no such thing – as before, it puts art on a level playing field, 

and instead elevates the work of Jesus Christ. 

 

Why Have We Been Doing This? 

 

We’ve looked at the two main arguments that go into making the crutch. (There are a few other 

minor arguments in use too, but we don’t have the space to discuss them here, and I’ve not 

found any that fare much better when looked at in a whole Bible context.) Hopefully you can see 

why I think it was worth tackling the main ones. Remember that I’m not trying to “devalue” the 

arts. Far from it. It’s the crutch I’m attempting to attack, not the arts. I gave three short reasons 

for doing this back in the first post, but let me give you a much bigger reason now. 

 

Let’s go back to our picnic in the park. There is nothing wrong with plucking a few blades of grass 

and using them to make squeaky noises. If you asked me why I was doing it, and I said “For fun”, 

then everything would be fine. As long as I’m not upsetting too many joggers, where’s the harm? 

The problem only comes if I claim that I’m doing it to mow the lawn. In that case, there are two 

options. Option one: I’m being sincere. I think that the way to cut the grass is by plucking it one 

blade at a time and using each blade to make a squeaky noise. In this case, I’m probably a bit of 

an idiot, and you’d better hope that I’m not actually employed as the park manager. Option two – 

and this is far more likely: I’m just lying. What I really want to do is to turn blades of grass into 

musical weapons for making old ladies jump. I’m just trying to use the side-effect to justify my 

actions. 

 

Either way, there’s a bit of a problem. 

 

It’s a far bigger problem when we do this with God and the arts. When the world asks “Why are 

you making art?” we could simply answer with “Because we love it”. In that case, all is good. 

Where’s the harm? As we’ve said all along, art is a wonderful, precious gift from God. Why not 

make art, if it’s something we love? The problem comes when we feel the need to justify 

ourselves, and when we do so by making the crutch our answer. When we say “We’re making art 

in order to glorify God”, or “We’re making art to reflect God’s image”. 



 

When we do this, we have the same two options as we had for the grass. Option one: we’re 

being sincere. We think our art is how we glorify God and reflect his image. But knowing what we 

know about God’s image and God’s glory, can we honestly hold to this defence? If we can 

truthfully claim that we are making art in order to glorify God and reflect his image, then we’ve not 

really understood what glorifies God, and what reflects his image. And you’d better hope that 

we’re not actually employed to do that… except we are; every Christian is. Every Christian has 

the job of making God known. 

 

Option two, as with the grass, is that we’re just lying. We want to make art, and we’re just using 

the side-effect as a reason to do it. We’re not really interested in reflecting God’s image, or in 

glorifying him – at least, not as interested as we are in our art. We’re just using God as an 

excuse to pursue our idol. 

 

Either way, it’s a serious matter. Aside from the implications our ignorance or our idolatry will 

have for ourselves, we must remember that the non-Christian world doesn’t understand what it 

means to be a Christian, and they are looking to us to find out. If they think our God is so small 

that he can be adequately glorified by a Beethoven symphony, or so simple that his image can 

be adequately reflected in an oil painting, then we are failing in our primary duty to make God 

known. The problem is not with the symphony or the painting. The problem is not with the arts. 

The problem only comes when we attempt to use this crutch. We’ve turned our mighty God into a 

small bit of wood for propping up our hobbies. 

 

By attempting to use God in order to elevate art, we’re ultimately damaging art, ourselves, and 

our witness to the unconverted world. Is that reason enough to want to pick the crutch apart? 

 

Painful though it might be, we need to surrender our crutch, and find a more helpful way of 

solving the problem we started with: Where do we find the confidence to say to the world “We are 

right to be working this hard at something that most people think is inherently useless.”? 

 

Art Needs No Justification 

 

And this is where I want to side with Hans Rookmaaker – or at least with his title: Art needs no 

justification. You want to be a musician? Fine! A career in music is a wonderful thing, if you can 

do it. You want to be a painter? Fine! Painting – like medicine, or science – is glorious. We don’t 

need to justify our decision to go into the arts any more than a policeman needs to justify his 

career choices, or a teacher needs to justify theirs. In God’s great goodness, we are free to 

pursue any line of work – as long as it’s not immoral. In theory it is perfectly possible to be a 

godly, obedient Christian, and a professional actress at the same time. It’s a valid thing to do, 

and it’s a good thing to do. 

 

But it might not be a wise thing to do. Because we still have this problem: art doesn’t pay. 

 

And that is the question we will explore in the final part of this blog series. 

 

 

 

 

 

PART 4 

 
 



 

 

 
Welcome back to our brief(ish) four-part trawl through the murky waters of art theology. 

 

We began, effectively, by asking the question: “How do we answer when we’re asked to justify 

art?” 

 

This demand for justification is something that artists are familiar with. It might come from 

parents: “Don’t you think you should do something that will give you a little more financial 

security?” It might come from the government: “Why should we fund your art project when we 

can invest all this money into buying footballs instead?” It might come from art critics: “Why is 

your work so derivative?”, or from the public: “Why is your work so different?” Or it might come 

from our own treacherous heads – as a violinist friend of mine was prone to asking: “Why should 

we bother to learn this piece when we’ll never play it as well as Heifitz?” 

 

This constant urge to justify naturally leaves us grasping for an answer, and there is an 

overwhelming temptation to make God that answer. And so, very often, we arrive at a theology 

which has been shaped not by the Bible, but by our own powerful desire to give credibility to the 

absurdity of trying to make it as an artist. Art becomes a special, godly, holy thing – something 

that is particularly dear to God’s heart, something that he wants us to pursue no matter what 

anyone else might say. This understanding of art – which I’ve called a crutch – is usually backed 

up by two arguments: that creativity is special because we were made in the image of a creative 

God, and that art is somehow especially glorifying to God. We looked at these arguments in parts 

two and three, and concluded that, far from giving special status to art, they merely serve to 

give equal status to art – and special status to Jesus and the gospel. We also saw how 

attempting to use these arguments to claim that art is especially holy actually causes damage to 

the arts, to artists, to our understanding of God, and to our witness to the world. Phew. 

 

At the end of part three, with the ground levelled, I suggested that a better answer to the question 

“How do you justify art?” is simply “I don’t need to justify art”. Art is a great thing! It’s hard to say 

(from the Bible) that there is anything especially godly about it, but similarly no one can say (from 

the Bible) that there is anything especially ungodly about it. It’s been given to us as a good gift – 

like science, medicine, and everything else – and there is nothing intrinsically immoral with the 

idea of trying to make a living in the arts. 

 

But we’re still left with a difficulty: art doesn’t pay – at least, not well. It’s undeniably hard to make 

a living in the arts. That doesn’t mean it’s wrong to try – but it does mean we need to ask some 

serious questions. It might not be ungodly to try, but it might not be wise either. 

 

So Should I Be an Artist? 

 

That’s the million dollar question. Much as we’d love the Bible’s answer to be “yes, go for it!”, I 

hope we’ve seen that we can’t take such a simplistic view. In fact, there is very little advice 

specifically for artists, or artists-in-training, in the Bible – if we assume that art is a “special case”. 

But, as we’ve seen, it’s not. That idea might still sting, but actually, by surrendering the dubious 

special case we’d built for the arts, we get to enjoy the far greater riches that the Bible holds for 

the general case. There is very little in the Bible about how to work as an artist – but there is 

plenty in the Bible about how to work. 

 

With art’s special status revoked, the question “Should I be an artist?” becomes much like the 

question “Should I be a lawyer?” or “Should I be a pilot?” or “Should I be a Teaching Assistant?” 

 



To begin to answer questions like these, we need to start with some others: 

 

  -  Can I do this job and survive as a Christian? 

 

  -  Can I do this job and fulfil my Christian obligations to my family? 

 

  -  Can I do this job and be obedient to the Bible’s general teaching about work? 

 

  -  With the opportunities and skills God has given me, how can I best serve him? 

 

If you can genuinely answer “yes”, “yes”, “yes”, and “by being an artist”, then go ahead. But this 

won’t be the case for everybody. It is perfectly possible for God to give us a great love of the arts, 

and great skill in the arts, but not the wherewithal to turn that passion into a living. It would be a 

tragedy to embark upon a career that could eventually rob us of our Christian assurance, under 

the mistaken impression that God was especially pleased with artists. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The arts are a great gift from a good God, and it is right that we enjoy them. If we are lucky 

enough to have been blessed with the ability to make a living in the arts – and we can make that 

living without compromising our obedience to God’s word – then we are blessed indeed. Very 

few people have the privilege of making a living from their passion. But we need to fight the 

temptation to justify the arts by assigning them some sort of “especially sacred” status – this 

devalues the arts, damages artists, and risks portraying our magnificent, glorious God as little 

more than a crutch for our hobbies. 

 

God’s image is seen most supremely in his Son, and God is most supremely glorified by his Son 

on the cross. It is every Christian’s duty to make this known. There is nothing wrong with 

pursuing the arts – in fact, it’s a great thing – but we must never make the mistake of thinking we 

are doing God a greater service through our art than through proclaiming the gospel. 

 

As Francis Schaeffer put it: “No work of art is more important than the Christian’s own life, and 

every Christian is cared upon to be an artist in this sense… each man has the gift of creativity in 

terms of the way he lives his life. In this sense, the Christian’s life is to be an art work. The 

Christian’s life is to be a thing of truth and also a thing of beauty in the midst of a lost and 

despairing world.” (Francis Schaeffer – Art and the Bible) 

 

The truth and the beauty that this lost and despairing world so urgently needs is not our 

creativity, but our knowledge of Jesus Christ. If we filled every museum and concert hall in the 

world, but kept quiet about the gospel, then we would have done the greatest disservice both to 

the God who created creativity itself, and to his whole creation. 

 

There is obviously much more to say on these matters, but four blog posts seemed more than 

long enough as it was! However, I’ll try to read and respond to any comments, so the debate 

doesn’t need to end here – I’d love to hear people’s reactions, good or bad. 

 

 

 

 

 
 


