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1. INTRODUCTION 
Exercise: Jot down five adverts (TV/online/ billboard/magazine) that have 

impacted you or that you can remember. 

1. . 

2. . 

3. . 

4. . 

5. . 
 

 We live in a highly visual age. 

 

 Yet the minute we enter church, we tend to enter predominantly a 

world of ‘hearing’  

 

 Yet visuals are as old as the hills in religion!  

 OT prophets  

 Jesus  

 

So, how do we respond? Do we ‘go with the flow’, believing it really is 

impossible these days to preach/teach without a good YouTube clip/ film 

clip/ PowerPoint/art table/drama? Or are such things just passing fads? Or 

let-outs because we don’t have any good orators anymore?  

 

Let’s start by taking at how visuals have been seen across church history. 

VISUALCY IN CHURCH HISTORY 

The First Christians 
 Very reluctant to use any form of art because they saw it as 

idolatrous. (Rem: Jewish background - making of images broke the 

2nd commandment) 

This started to change somewhat with -  

Catacomb Christianity 
 Gentile Christians did not feel as bound in the same way as Jewish 

Christians. 

 Art developed in the catacombs in times of persecution as reminders 

of the fundamentals of their faith.  

 Examples of Christian art have been found in a number of early 

Christian meeting places. Pictures were a primary way of 

communicating the faith. 

Post Constantine 
 Constantine’s conversion (c312AD) gave Christianity state approval, 

which led to a change in the relationship between Christianity and the 

world.  

 Instead of small house churches we start to get large church buildings 

springing up, with wall paintings telling the story of salvation. Many 

fourth-century pagans were drawn to the Christian faith by its visible 

splendour. 
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Pope Gregory the Great (pope, 590-604) 
 “Painting can do for the illiterate what writing does for those who 

read.”  For him reading salvation and seeing salvation were 

complementary methods for receiving the faith. 

 With the falling apart of the W. Roman empire in 5th century, the 

church/monasteries became the torch-bearer of art/preservers of the 

cultural heritage of the past. 

John of Damascus (676-749)  
Offered three key theological arguments for using images:  

 creation is good, so images made of the stuff of creation are good;  

 incarnation makes God circumscribable (you can paint a picture of an 

incarnate God); and  

 communication - the finite stuff of creation can mediate the presence 

of the infinite God. 

 

There were occasional objections to the use of the visual – e.g. –  

The iconoclastic controversies in the Eastern Church.  

Edicts of Byzantine emperors in 725 & 813 AD prohibited use of images 

12th Century 
 The rise of the great cathedrals – “a great encyclopaedia of religious 

thought symbolized in stone.”  

 The gothic cathedral became ‘the Bible of the poor’. The illiterate 

could see the content of the Bible in carvings & stained glass. 

Medieval churches  
 The visual began to dominate the verbal. The new, painted chapels 

and churches were in striking contrast to the “stony and dark” 

churches of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. By the end of 14th C. 

walls were covered with frescoes.  

 By 15th C. morality plays were being developed throughout Europe.  

 

i.e. a lot of right-brain stuff! 

Unfortunately all this would lead to the development of a cult of images, 

icons and artefacts, which led to superstitions and reaction. 

The Reformation 
 The Reformers reacted to relics; plus they felt that images/art were 

robbing God of his transcendence.  

 “The Word alone” – sola scriptura - became their battle cry. They set 

to work attacking and removing all external objects of devotion from 

the churches in their effort to restore true worship.  

 

Interesting that this all happened at the time of the printing press – books! 

Suddenly the church became left brain! 

 Key players  

 Erasmus - the inner life of the spirit was superior to anything 

external – had little time for objects of worship because of his strong 

distinction between the material and the spiritual (Greek dualism) 

 Luther - fought against superstition in the use of such images, 

but he was open to a proper use of visual images.  

 Karlstadt - initiator of the main Protestant attack on RC idolatry 

which he felt broke the 2nd commandment  “devilish and dangerous” 
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 Zwingli - taught strongly against idols and images.  

 Calvin - shared and shaped the Protestant protests against 

images and idols which he described as “superstitions of popery”.  

 

By the end of the Reformation the church was dominated by the auditory. 

Post reformation  
 Protestant churches have by and large been very sceptical of the use 

of art and the visual sense. They have been suspicious of imagery and 

have held up high a reverence for the spoken, rational word. Visualcy 

lost not only its centrality, but almost any place at all. 

 Roman Catholicism sought to re-establish a proper equilibrium 

between the ear and the eye in the church’s life. 

BRINGING IT TO TODAY 
 A younger, post-modern generation seems more open to visualcy again 

 The reality is we have a broad audience to whom we speak! We have 

left-brainers (who like words) and right-brainers (who like pictures)!   

 But one thing to be watchful of is that because imagery is more suited 

to story rather than ideas there is a tendency currently to focus on the 

gospels (as in medieval church) rather than Paul – an imbalance that 

Luther worked hard to correct! 

Let’s look at some ways of introducing visualcy into preaching. 

 

ADDING THE VISUAL DIMENSION                 
TO OUR PREACHING 

1. Yourself! 

2. PowerPoint   
 On its way out or here to stay? 

 

 Reasons to use it: 

o ‘A picture can be worth 1,000 words’     (or none!) 

o Reinforces structure 

o Reminder of KEY points 

o Rectify attention lapses 

o Light relief 
 

 Reasons not to use it: 

o Less flexible – can feel scripted 

o Less ‘heart’ / passion 

o Less distinct from other presentations in life! 
 

 Top tips (but there are exceptions to every rule) 

o KEEP IT SIMPLE!   Less (text) is usually more 

o Think carefully about background/fonts/size – Clarity is Key 

o Don’t use images or animations for the sake of it 

o It is NOT the main communication 

o It you put it up, people WILL look 

o If your presentation makes a good handout, it is not a good 

presentation to accompany a talk!  DON’T EVER READ IT! 
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3. Story telling  
 While this might still be ‘words’ it can actually add a huge visual 

dimension by ‘Painting a picture’.  

 Stories can make things come alive – especially if you ‘semi-

act’ it.  Be ready to throw yourself in to it. 

 Not just to retell Bible stories, but to unpack Bible principles. 

4. Film clips/ YouTube clips   
 Make sure they are relevant!  

 

 Keep them short – preview and know when to end 

 

 You can use modern clips (to illustrate/give examples) or Bible 

tours to help set the scene/explain something (it’s another 

voice!) – e.g. ‘That the World May know.’  

 

 Do check the copyright status! You cannot legally use a DVD 

you have purchased in a youth meeting, church meeting etc; 

they are solely for private use. The Church Video Licence (CVL) 

is available from CCLI and provides cover for such usage. 

www.ccli.co.uk  For a church of 100-249 people it costs £138. 

And if the clip contains music then you need a separate 

Performing Rights Society (PRS) licence to play it! 

5. Drama and dance  
 Drama can be very powerful 

 Make sure it is relevant/ to the point! – and  GOOD! 

 You can do the drama sometimes by acting something out.  

 Dance can be very powerful – but make sure it’s relevant. 

 Can work well at the end of a message. 

6. Music 
 Using CD tracks for reflection/ meditation/ response 

7. Painting 
 A long tradition of this in Church History.  

 However, while it’s very exciting/fulfilling for the one who’s 

doing it, may be less so for everyone else.  

8.  Visual displays 
 Suitable photos/paintings displayed on PP/screen during a 

sermon.  

9. Testimonies  
 While testimonies are verbal they nevertheless paint a picture 

of (e.g.) what God has done for someone in that area of life. 

10. Tangible response 
 e.g. Writing some sin on paper and putting in a bin/on a fire. 

 

Remember: different people will respond to different ones of these! Some 

will squirm – some be delighted – use your eyes to find out! 

http://www.ccli.co.uk/


 

Visualcy | page 5 of 7 

PRACTICAL POINTERS 

1. Try to be as visual as you can be 
 Remember: we live in a visual age – so use visuals whenever 

you appropriately can.  

 Do it in a way that is natural to you (but be ready to stretch 

yourself) 

2. Don’t use visuals just for the sake of using 
visuals! 
 Don’t use them to try to look ‘cool’/show you’ve seen the latest 

films etc. Only use something if it grows naturally out of the 

study of the text (which, after all, is what we want to 

communicate!)  

 Let your exegesis move you to visualcy not the other way round. 

Don’t find a great clip and then look for a text!  

3. Make sure what you are going to use really is 
relevant 
 Just because something is funny or entertaining doesn’t mean 

it’s relevant or will work or help!  

 

4. Don’t be simplistic 
 E.g.  “Today we are going to think about anger – so here’s a film 

clip of someone getting angry!”  

 

5. Think carefully of your audience 
 Only use visuals that are appropriate to audience and age 

group.  

 Older folk can find them as irritating as much as YP find them 

fascinating! 

 

6. Keep film clips short 
 4 mins is generally long enough - 10 mins is certainly too long.  

 Watch the DVD carefully beforehand and cue it properly.  

 

7. Pray about what you use! 
 Don’t use visuals just because everyone else is/don’t jump on 

a bandwagon – only use it after praying about what God wants. 

 

8. Think of why you are using this 
 Is it (i) an illustration (ii) an application? What do you want it to 

do – and how will you pick it up? 
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9. Relate visuals to life and the world 
 Things click best when they relate to life/events – so think 

what’s going on in the world this week. (Our sort of churches 

are, by and large, very poor at that!) 

 

10. Look for what will help people to engage 
 One of the biggest challenges today is engagement - too many 

of our people sit back (having turned up late for ‘the singing’) 

and want at best to be entertained – at worst to let it gently 

wash over them. Visuals can make that worse if not used 

properly!  So don’t use them unless they serve the purpose of 

engaging. 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
Want to conclude with 2 (opposite!) thoughts: 

 

1. Embrace visualcy! 
 It’s not as hard as it seems – and it can actually help you as a 

preacher.  

 Remember: we live in a visual world and we can’t bury our 

heads in the sand as preachers. 

 

2. Beware of visualcy! 
At the end of the day, a picture leaves things ‘open’ – which means 

everyone has to interpret it – and so the danger is that you end up with 

many interpretations!  
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Some helpful websites 

General  
Preaching Today http://www.preachingtoday.com/media/ 

Drama scripts   
A member of Saddleback http://www.thewestcoast.net/bobsnook/ 

Photos/maps of 
Bible places 

 

Bible Places.com http://www.bibleplaces.com/index.htm 

Bible Land Pictures http://biblelandpictures.com/ 

FreeStockPhotos.com http://freestockphotos.com/index.html 

Holy Land Photos http://holylandphotos.org/  

PowerPoint Bible maps http://www.searchgodsword.org/se/pbm/  

Walking in their sandals http://www.ancientsandals.com/ 

Paintings  
Olga’s Gallery  www.abcgallery.com 

  

Film reviews   
Hollywood Jesus www.hollywoodjesus.com 

Film clips  
Faith Visuals http://faithvisuals.com 

BBC www.bbcmotiongallery.com 

Blue Fish www.bluefishtv.com 

Wingclips www.wingclips.com  

Cartoons www.reverendfun.com 

 

And don’t forget basics like Google image search! 

 

 

To conclude… 
 
Aristotle’s classic teaching proposed 3 things for effective communication - 

 

 logos – word or truth 

 pathos – passion 

 ethos – character 

 

Get these 3 and you won’t go far wrong! 
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