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The Art of Christianity

--Submitted by Colleen McGinnis

According to H. W. Janson’s History
of Art, Second Edition, there are no 
Christian works of art that can be 
dated earlier than about 200 A.D. 
Still, 1800 years is a long 
time…certainly long enough for art 
and artists to become an integral part 
of the Christian worship experience.

Some of the earliest surviving forms 
of Christian art are found in the 
Roman catacombs…the underground 
burial places of the Christians. Death, 
with its promise of eternal life in 
paradise, was still a relatively new 
concept for the people of that era, 
and it loomed large in their thoughts. 
As a result, burial ceremonies, and 
the safeguarding and the decoration 
of the tombs became of great 
importance. This opened an artistic 
door for forward thinking painters to 
experiment with imagery in wall and 
ceiling murals that conveyed a new 
symbolism…the power of God, the 
wonders of heaven, 
miracles…abstract notions given 
concrete visualization. Imagine being 
the first artist to pick up a brush in 
order to paint the first divine image.

When Constantine the Great, in about 
330 A.D., decided to make 

For the Children

--Submitted by Pastor Chris Nojonen 

Theme: Holy Spirit

Materials: Box gift-wrapped, filled 
with balloons

When Jesus died he left us a 
present, a very special present. 
(Open gift.)

Do you think Jesus left us a balloon? 
No, but he left us something that we 
can compare to this balloon.

When Jesus died, he went to heaven 
and couldn’t be with us, so he left 
us the Holy Spirit. (Blow up 
balloon.)

Now, the Holy Spirit is like the air in 
this balloon. God breathed his 
breath into us and just as I filled 
this balloon with air, God blew and 
filled us with the Holy Spirit. (Let
some air out of balloon.)

We can feel the air in the balloon. 
(Give each child a chance to feel the 
air escaping from the balloon.)

We can also feel the Holy Spirit. 
Sometimes we maybe do something 
like—help out a friend, help Mom 



Christianity the state religion of the 
Roman Empire, religious art received 
another boost. Until that time, 
congregations had to meet quietly 
and inconspicuously in private 
homes. Now, in order for the “official 
faith” to be made visible to all, 
impressive architectural structures 
arose, and Constantine himself 
devoted his office’s time, money and 
energy to the task. The new churches 
were generally left unadorned on the 
outside, but the inside was another 
matter entirely. Precious marble, 
shimmering light, and intricate 
narrative mosaics combined to 
emulate the spiritual splendor of the 
Kingdom of God. Huge wall surfaces 
had to be covered with images 
worthy of the faith, and in the skillful 
hands of master artists, the mosaics 
did the job. Although the Hellenistic 
Greeks and Romans (roughly 300-
100 B.C.) had produced mosaics, 
they were usually floor mosaics and 
monochromatic in colour. It was the 
Christian artists who elevated this 
medium to a higher level by using 
bits of coloured glass, or tesserae, 
instead of marble. The older and 
cheaper technique of mural painting 
receded into the background in 
favour of this new and exciting form 
of artistic expression. 

So, where did the inspiration for 
these glittering, ethereal works of art 
come from? Likely from 
illustrated manuscripts 
of the Old Testament. 
Between the first and 
fourth century A.D., 
bound books of 
parchment or vellum 
(thin bleached animal 
hide) were replacing the 
more delicate books of 
papyrus, which were 
traditionally rolled. What 
a boon for artists this technological 
advance was. Because the books of 
parchment opened flat, brightly 
coloured pigments, including gold and 
silver, could now be used without 

with some chores, go to visit 
someone who is lonely—and that 
gives us a good feeling, gives us 
warm fuzzies. That is the Holy 
Spirit!

(Let some more air out of the 
balloon.) Can we see the air? No! 
And we can’t see the Holy Spirit. We 
can hear it and we can feel it, but 
we can’t see it.

Breath of Life is God’s Spirit inside 
us. The Holy Spirit comes into us so 
we are filled with the Life of God.

Prayer: Dear God,
Thank you for Jesus and 
for your wonderful gift, 
the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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fear of cracking. These rich, pictorial 
illuminations were in effect, the 
miniature equivalent of murals and 
mosaics.

Sculpture played a much smaller role 
in early Christian art. After all, those 
mighty words, “Thou shalt not make 
unto thee any graven image…” were 
still ringing, relatively at least, fresh 
in their ears. Since the early 
Christians did not want to be 
identified with the pagans and their 
life-sized statues, artists satisfied 
their sculptural creativity with small-
scale forms done in shallow or deep 
relief. Generally, marble was the 
medium and sarcophagi (stone 
coffins) the foundation, with the 
subject matter reflecting not the 
human, but the divine and passive 
nature of Old and New Testament 
characters. Much smaller scale works 
in ivory and other precious materials 
emerged at this time. These were 
designed for private ownership and 
often reflected the collector’s taste. 
For almost a thousand years, 
sculpture in the classic Greek 
tradition all but disappeared.

During

500 A.D., Christian architects took 
centre stage in innovative thinking. 
Although the earlier churches were 
noteworthy because of their awe-
inspiring size, they were generally 
designed after existing rectangular 
pagan basilicas, but with the addition 
of an altar. The new architectural 
masterpieces were impressive domed 
structures that from the inside 
seemed to soar into the heavens. 
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Keeping pace 
with the 
changing
architecture,
mosaic artists 
too made a 
shift in their 
design work. 
Figures
became tall, 
thin,
elaborately
dressed
beings with tiny feet, long oval faces 
and large eyes. It was to become the 
standard for many years.

(To be continued in the next issue.)


