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<Abstract>

Image Ban: A Theological Reform
in the Ancient Religion of Israel

Prof. Hee-Sook Bae
(Presbyterian University and Theological Seminary)

One of the salient features in the Israelite religion is the
aniconism. In the Ancient Near East and in Egypt, divine presence
marked by cultic images and symbols was considered as the
condition for the granted cosmic order and the welfare of king,
country and people. Contrarily, the Old Testament reveals a
systematic reversal of Ancient Near Eastern image-, iconic
presence. This leads us to the question of why, how much,
and how the image ban came to be regulated in the religion
of Israel. The current article argues that the prohibition of images
in the Ten Commandments (Ex 20:4; Dtn 4:15-18) refers to
the ban from making YHWH images for the cultic use. Judging
from Jeroboam’s Golden Calves, Nimrud Prism, and the different
messages between Elijah and Hosea, the making of images most
likely becomes polemical in the Exilic period in Babylonia.

The opposing of the divine images and symbols, that is
absence-theology, has its purpose in knowing God. Aniconism
or ban of image gave way to the emphasis on the Words of
God and written Documents, because God is not the one who
sees but who speaks. It appeals the Korean Church first to reflect
the past external growth with the presence-theology, which needs
to be rebuilt based on (the) absence-theology. It means returning
to the theological thought of the Reformation, which is expressed
by the Latin word ‘sola’, and it particularly requires a responsible
attitude to the proclamation and study of God’s Word. In this
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respect, the image ban is still an important commandment in

modern Christian society.



