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Introduction 

 “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” This common adage is quite the 

metaphysical assertion. Is it truly the case that every beholder determines the 

“beautifulness” of beauty? David Hume seemed to think so,1 and as a principal, his take 

on beauty is largely uncontested on a popular scale.2 However, contra this enlightenment-

shaped thinking, the present paper will argue that beauty is not endlessly subjective, but 

rather that it finds its objective standard in the objectively beautiful Trinity.3 As such, it 

will be shown that art, in its essence, is reflective of the Trinity, for insofar as art can be 

said—in any way—to be truly “beautiful,” it must in some sense mirror the only absolute 

                                                 
1 “Beauty is no quality in things themselves: It exists merely in the mind which contemplates 

them; and each mind perceives a different beauty. One person may even perceive deformity, where another 

is sensible of beauty; and every individual ought to acquiesce in his own sentiment, without pretending to 

regulate those of others.” David Hume, “Of the Standard of Taste,” Essays Moral and Political, (London: 

George Routledge and Sons, 1894), 136. 

 
2 Richard S. Taylor put it well when he wrote, “The presupposition of the modern mind is that 

there are no norms for art, no objective, authoritative standards, no laws written in the nature of things—

written by God—on the basis of which it may be declared that this is good and that is bad. A purely 

subjective approach prevails.” Richard S. Taylor, A Return to Christian Culture: Or, Why Avoid “the Cult 

of the Slob” (Minneapolis: Dimension Books, 1973), 36. 

Leland Ryken concurs with this assessment, and he goes even further to suggest that the 

subjectivism in modern art is evidence of a lack of Christian influence in Western culture: “The arts have 

been dominated by a pervasive subjectivism for nearly two centuries now. When Christianity became just 

one intellectual force among others, artists could no longer base their vision of the world on a publicly-

shared system of values. This was a great watershed in the cultural and intellectual history of the West. 

Private experience replaced public (shared) experience as the standard of reality.” Leland Ryken, The 

Liberated Imagination: Thinking Christianly About the Arts (Wheaton: Harold Shaw Publishers, 1989), 

228. 

 
3 The doctrine of the Trinity has been summarized by Louis Berkhof in these six statements: “(a.) 

There is in the Divine Being but one indivisible essence… (b.) In this one Divine Being there are three 

Persons or individual subsistences, Father, Son and Holy Spirit… (c.) The whole undivided essence of God 

belongs equally to each of the three persons… (d.) The subsistence and operation of the three persons in the 

divine Being is marked by a certain definite order… (e.) There are certain personal attributes by which the 

three persons are distinguished… (f.) The Church confesses the Trinity to be a mystery beyond the 

comprehension of man.” Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 

1958), 87-89. Wayne Grudem offers a briefer definition of the doctrine of the Trinity, which will also 

sufficiently define the doctrine for the purposes of this present paper: “God eternally exists as three 

persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and each person is fully God, and there is one God.” Wayne Grudem, 

Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 226. 

  



2 

 

 

standard of beauty; that is, the triune God. To this end, this author will first argue that 

beauty in general—and art in particular—is objective, and that it finds its objectivity in 

the triune God of Scripture. Second, this paper will explore the essence and display of the 

Trinity’s beauty. Lastly, practical considerations for analyzing art on various levels with 

this trinitarian framework will be given. In sum, the paper will show that beauty does not 

exist in—or is not defined by—the eye of just any beholder, but rather that it exists in the 

eye of the Beholder, who beholds himself—either directly, or indirectly as a reflection in 

his creation, and in his creation’s creation. 

A Brief Case for the Objectivity of Beauty and Art 

Prolegomena 

“In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.” (Gen. 1:1) This 

sentence, located at the very beginning of God’s holy, inspired Word, is a concise treatise 

which grounds all of metaphysics. “In the beginning,”—that is, in front of time itself—

“God”—ontologically existing independent of anything and anyone4—“created”—out of 

whatever co-existed with him, which happened to be nothing5—“the heavens and the 

earth”—that is, everything that exists besides himself. These few words place God as the 

ontological center of the cosmos, and as such, make him metaphysically definitional.6 

                                                 
4 Louis Berkhof describes it like this: “God is self-existent, that is, He has the ground of His 

existence in Himself… As the self-existent God, He is not only independent in Himself, but also causes 

everything to depend on Him.” Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 58. 

 
5 This does not mean that “nothing” is some ultimate co-existent thing with God, having its own 

individual metaphysical properties, but rather, simply, that God alone is ultimate existence. On this point, 

Cornelius Van Til writes, “… God needed no such thing as non-being over against himself in order to 

define himself in comparison with it… In discussing the question of non-being we hasten to distinguish 

between God’s relation to non-being and man’s relation to non-being. For God non-being is nothing it 

itself; for man non-being is the field of God’s possible operation.” Cornelius Van Til, The Defense of the 

Faith 3rd Ed. (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1967), 26. 

 
6 “The things of this universe must be interpreted in relation to God.” Ibid., 44.  
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That is to say, if God is the ontological source of every fact in “the heavens and the 

earth,” then each fact therein can only be understood, most fundamentally, in its relation 

to God.7 This implies a great deal about epistemology, for if epistemology is the study of 

how one knows what one knows, and if the “what” of every fact of the universe is 

ontologically contingent upon God,8 it follows that the “how” must also come from God 

himself.9 Thus, if Genesis 1:1 is true, the only sound epistemology is a revelatory one.10 

The Philosophical Necessity of Objectivity in Beauty 

 The implications of this kind of radical theocentricism on logic, morality and 

aesthetics are staggering: this means that the logical statement of a person is “logical” 

insofar as it conforms to God’s definitional logic, and therefore a person is a “logical 

                                                 
 
7 “Every fact in the universe is what it is by virtue of the place that it has in the plan of God.” Ibid., 

204.  

 
8 “What is true with respect to the existence of the whole space-time world is equally true with 

respect to the meaning of it. As the absolute and independent existence of God determines the derivative 

existence of the universe, so the absolute meaning that God has for himself implies that the meaning of 

every fact in the universe must be related to God.” Cornelius Van Til in An Introduction to Systematic 

Theology 2nd Ed. (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2007), 22. 

 
9 “As Christians we shall therefore find it necessary to set the Christian theory of knowledge over 

against the modern form of the non-Christian theory of knowledge. Even so we shall have to make it plain 

that our theory of knowledge is what it is because our theory of being is what it is. As Christians we cannot 

begin speculating about knowledge by itself. We cannot ask how we know without at the same time asking 

what we know.” Van Til, Defense of the Faith. 32. Emphasis added. 

 
10 “Such a being as the Bible speaks of could not speak otherwise than with absolute authority. In 

the last analysis we shall have to choose between two theories of knowledge. According to one theory God 

is the final court of appeal; according to the other theory man is the final court of appeal.” Ibid., 34. 

Carl F. H. Henry has also made a considerably formidable contribution in this area of revelation. 

Note, “Divine revelation is the starting point of all human knowledge. Consciousness of God is not merely 

an inference from consciousness of the finite by way of a negation of the finite; it rises in man’s inner being 

in such a way that man is conscious of himself in relation to God, in his knowing God as the not-me and me 

as the not-God. The existence of God is no less an original and immediate certainty than the certainty of 

one’s own existence.” Carl F. H. Henry, God, Revelation and Authority Volume II: God Who Speaks and 

Shows: Fifteen Theses, Part One (Waco: Word Book, Publishers, 1976), 133-134. Henry, earlier in the 

same volume, says, “In a theology of revelation, the existence of God known in his disclosure belongs to 

his essence. What can be said of God-in-himself, if we are privileged to say anything at all, can be 

confidently said only on the basis of his elf-revelation.” Ibid., 55.  
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person” to the degree that his thinking reflects the thinking of God.11 Likewise, the moral 

act of a person is “good” to the degree that the act—and the character of the person 

acting—reflects the definitional goodness of God; God himself is the standard.12 If this 

much is true for logic and morality, it must also be true for beauty as well, since beauty 

(like logic and morality, it shall be argued) is an essential characteristic of God, and (like 

logic and morality) it is reflected in his acts of creation. Clyde S. Kilby sums the point up 

eloquently, 

To believe in God involves accepting Him as the sovereign perfection, not only of 

truth and goodness but also of beauty, thus establishing the highest possible 

conceptions of excellence. Whatever the difficulty of actual application, the 

standards remain, and the believer orients himself toward them… Extreme 

subjectivism looks inevitably in the direction of a horizontal, in which everything 

becomes equal to everything else, and in which education and even speech are 

ultimately without meaning. But the theistic view is marked by a vertical with 

absolute truth, goodness, and beauty at the top.13  

God isn’t beautiful because he creates works of beauty, his creations are works of beauty 

because he is beautiful. Genesis 1:1 makes clear that “creativity”—and thus beauty—is 

ultimately and originally the province of an essentially beautiful God, and therefore, any 

notion of “beauty” that is divorced from God as a reference point is destined to cave in on 

                                                 
11 In his book Logic: A God Centered Approach, Vern Poythress writes, “God is who he is (Ex. 

3:14), and what he is includes his consistency and faithfulness. There is nothing more ultimate than God. 

So God is the source for logic. The character of God includes his logicality… Our logic reflects God’s 

logic. Logic, then, is an aspect of God’s mind. Logic is universal among all human beings in all cultures, 

because there is only one God, and we are all made in his image.” Vern Poythress, Logic: A God Centered 

Approach (Wheaton: Chrossway, 2013), 63-64. 

 
12 Van Til writes, “If man acts self-consciously before the background of an absolutely personal 

God he acts analogically… To act analogically implies the recognition that one is a creature of God. If man 

is a creature of God, he must, to think truly and to act truly, think analogically. Man is created as an 

analogue of God.” Cornelius Van Til, Christian Theistic Ethics (Philipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed 

Publishing CO., 1980), 36. 

 
13 Clyde S. Kilby, Christianity and Aesthetics (Chicago: Inter-Varsity Press, 1961), 22. 
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itself.14 Appealing to beauty as an eternal abstraction will not do, since beauty is 

fundamentally descriptive; it does not have ontological independence, but rather requires 

an object to describe. It is also futile to appeal to beauty as an ultimately subjective 

innovation of the human mind. To do so is to make man the absolute origin of a 

philosophical reality, but man, as an essentially contingent being, cannot ultimately 

originate anything; he is the occupant living in a house built by Another—a being living 

in God’s world, thinking God’s thoughts after himself.15 One must conclude that 

beauty—rather than existing above God as a standard that he conforms to, or below God 

as a product of man’s ingenuity—exists eternally as a characteristic of the triune God in 

whom eternity inhabits.16 

                                                 
14 This concept of God being definitional for beauty, on account of his essentially beautiful nature, 

is also developed by Edwards, who describes his aesthetic theology with the concept of consent. For 

Edwards, “beauty” or “excellency” or “pleasedness” is characterized by being consenting to being (an idea 

this author will later develop simply as “harmony”), and thus a thing is beautiful precisely to the degree that 

it consents to God (ultimate Being). Note, “Pleasedness in perceiving being always arises, either from a 

perception of consent to being in general, or of consent to that being that perceives. As we have shewn, that 

agreeableness to entity must be agreeable to perceiving entity. It is as evident that it is necessary that 

agreeableness to that being must be pleasing to it, if it perceives it; so that pleasedness does not always 

arise from a perception of excellency in general; but the greater a being is, and the more it has of entity, the 

more will consent to being in general please it. But God is proper entity itself, and these two therefore in 

him become the same; for so far as a thing consents to being in general, so far it consents to him. And the 

more perfect created spirits are, the nearer do they come to their creator in this regard.” Jonathan Edwards, 

“The Mind” in Works of Jonathan Edwards Online, vol.6, Scientific and Philosophical Writings, 1714, Ed. 

Wallace E. Anderson (Jonathan Edwards Center at Yale University 2008), 337-338. 

 
15 Thus, even man’s knowledge is derivative—to the degree that man truly knows a thing, he is 

simply reflecting God’s own definitional knowledge. In this way, it is proper to understand God’s 

knowledge as archetypal, while man’s knowledge is ectypal. This does not mean that man’s knowledge is 

less than real, only that it is absolutely derivative of God’s knowledge and does not (and cannot) have the 

quality of ultimate autonomy. Louis Berkhof summarizes this point well, “God has made Himself known. 

Alongside the archetypal knowledge of God, found in God Himself, there is also an ectypal knowledge of 

Him, given to man by revelation. The latter is related to the former as a copy to the original, and therefore 

does not possess the same measure of clearness and perfection. All of our knowledge of God is derived 

from His self-revelation in nature and in Scripture. Consequently, our knowledge of God is on the one hand 

ectypal and analogical, but on the other hand also true and accurate, since it is a copy of the archetypal 

knowledge which God has of Himself.” Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 35. 

 
16 K. Scott Oliphant writes, “The fact that God is eternal, therefore, according to the Christian 

tradition, does not mean that God participates in a property of eternity that surrounds his existence or exists 

with or alongside him. Rather, as God, he simply is eternal, and the eternity that he is just is himself. As 
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The Inevitability of Objectivity in Art 

 Therefore, since “beauty” is objective, and insofar as art appeals to categories of 

“beauty,” art must have an objective standard by which it is judged. Indeed, the paycheck 

of every vocational “art critic” is a tangible apologetic for this claim, for without the 

objectivity of art, disagreements over its merit and beauty would be nothing less than 

nonsensical. Kilby summarizes this point well, 

In aesthetics [Christianity] presupposes the possibility of great art, lesser art, and 

non-art. Of course it does not ignore disagreement among critics, even radical 

disagreements among professional critics, but it believes that the disagreement on 

art is not different from disagreement on religion or philosophy, for example… 

As for disagreements among professional art critics, is not the protest against their 

disagreement the finest evidence of the conviction that they ought to agree?17 

Kilby is quite right. Unsurprisingly, the Scriptures themselves seem to presuppose a 

certain level objectivity when dealing with aesthetics in general. A rudimentary survey of 

the Scriptures will show various literary genres which operate according to their own 

respective standards,18 an overwhelmingly prominent role of music in worship (even 

                                                 
eternal, God does not partake of an eternal context in a maximal way such that he has the most of it, or all 

of its eternal manifestations, or anything of the sort. Rather, God’s eternity just is God himself; to separate 

him from that eternity would, per impossible, destroy him entirely. So also for all of God’s essential 

attributes.” K. Scott Oliphant, “Simplicity, Triunity, and the Incomprehensibility of God.” One God In 

Three Persons: Unity of Essence, Distinction of Persons, Implications for Life, Ed. Bruce A. Ware & John 

Starke (Wheaton: Crossway, 2015), 222. 

 
17 Kilby, Christianity and Aesthetics, 22-23. 

 
18 Ryken offers a fairly extensive list of these genres: “The biggest category is narrative or story. 

Under that heading we find examples of hero stories, epic, tragedy, parable, and gospel. The list of poetic 

types is even longer: lyric, proverb, epithalamion (wedding poem), pastoral, encomium (a poem that praises 

a character type or an abstract quality), hymn, prophetic oracle, and elegy (funeral poem). Some additional 

forms include oratory, visionary literature (including apocalyptic), satire, and the street theater of some of 

the prophets. The example of Jesus is particularly important in establishing the biblical endorsement of 

literature. Jesus is one of the greatest storytellers and poets the world has ever known. His typical discourse 

was concrete, anecdotal, fictional (parabolic), metaphoric, poetic… He constantly spoke with metaphors 

and symbols: “I am the light of the world”; “you are the salt of the earth”; “my sheep hear my voice.”” 

Ryken, The Liberated Imagination, 42. 
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specifically performed by professional musicians),19 and the divine call for skillfully 

developed visual artwork.20 In all of these examples, objective standards are assumed. It 

would be meaningless, for example, for God to identify Bezalel as being filled “with 

skill, with intelligence, with knowledge and with all craftsmanship, to devise artistic 

designs” (Ex. 35:31-32) if he is not assuming some objective standard over and above 

Bezalel which defines “artistic skillfulness.”21 Later on in this paper, it shall be shown 

how God’s triunity informs and defines the objective standards for art, but the point to 

make at this juncture is simply that beauty is objectively defined by God, and insofar as 

art corresponds with beauty, art must also have objective standards. 

The Trinity as Beauty Par Excellence 

Trinitarian Harmony 

 Having shown that beauty is objectively defined as a reflection of God, it shall 

now be argued that God’s definitional beauty is located squarely at the center of his 

being: his triune nature. At the heart of the Trinity’s beauty, as it has already been 

alluded, is the relationship that exists between his oneness and his threeness, 22 which this 

                                                 
19 “The most formal and highly organized music about which we read in the Bible is the music of 

the Temple. It was performed by professionals. Initiated by David, the music program included “signers 

who should play loudly on musical instruments, on harps and lyres and cymbals, to raise sounds of joy” (1 

Chronicles 15:16). Control of the music was based on talent (1 Corinthians 15:22). Under David’s plan, the 

number of professional musicians at the Temple was 288 (1 Chronicles 25:7).” Ibid., 49. 

 
20  Exodus 25-28, 35-40, 1 Kings 5-7, and 2 Chronicles 3-4 are specific passages that Ryken 

reflects on in The Liberated Imagination on pages 52-53. 

 
21 On this point, Francis Schaeffer wrote, “[We] must understand that when God commanded these 

works of art to be built, some artist had to make them. There are two sides to art. It is creative, yes, but art 

also involves the technical details of how things are to be made… The cherubim on the ark didn’t suddenly 

appear out of the sky. Somebody had to get his hands dirty, somebody had to work out the technical 

problems.” Francis A. Schaeffer, Art and the Bible (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1973), 24-25. 

 
22 K. Scott Oliphant writes, “The one God is what he is by virtue of his Threeness, and his 

threeness is three only as it is correlative and corresponds to the one. So simplicity is only properly 
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author will refer to simply as harmony. Both the “oneness” and the “threeness” of God, 

which are equally ultimate “limiting concepts,”23 and which cannot thus contradict one 

another,24 are necessary for his divine harmony to exist. A crucial element in 

understanding this trinitarian harmony is the doctrine of perichoresis.25 B.A. Bosserman 

helpfully describes the inter-trinitarian harmony of perichoresis in this way: 

The Father and the Son are related to one another within the personal context of 

God the Holy Spirit; the Father and the Spirit are related to one another within the 

personal context of God the Son; and the Son and the Spirit are related to one 

another within the personal context of God the Father. As facilitators of the intra-

divine relationships, each Triune person must not be construed as indifferent to 

the others whom they relate. Instead, each person himself is identical with his 

activity of relating the other two—the Father is that self in whom the Son and the 

Spirit relate; and the Son is that self in whom the Father and the Spirit relate; and 

                                                 
understood in the light of the tri-personal distinctions which themselves are entailed by, and correlative to, 

that oneness.”  Oliphant, “Simplicity,” 229. 

 
23  The term “limiting concepts” is here to be understood in the way Van Til used it in his writings; 

namely as two apparently contradictory concepts which, upon further examination, actually qualify and 

clarify one another. In a footnote on this very term in Van Til’s Common Grace and the Gospel, K. Scott 

Oliphant writes, “For Van Til, a limiting concept is that which is, at one and the same time, determined and 

defined by another limiting concept. Thus, the doctrine of election is a limiting concept with respect to our 

real and legitimate choices. It should be remembered that limiting concepts are not necessarily on a par 

with each other. God’s election precedes our choices. Given creation, however, one (freedom) is best 

understood in the context of the other (election).” Cornelius Van Til, Common Grace and the Gospel, 2nd 

Ed. (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing), 17. Even though, as Oliphant points out, election and human choices 

are limiting concepts that are unequal in terms of precedence, the oneness and threeness of God have 

absolute equal ultimacy (one cannot precede the other); human choice can only exist within the context of 

God’s sovereignty to create in the first place, but the oneness and threeness of God can only exist within 

the respective contexts of one another eternally. 

 
24 On this point, B.A. Bosserman writes, “Ontologically, the ‘one’ God cannot recede into oblivion 

as an abstract and indistinct universal, for He is concretely and infinitely defined in relationship to the 

‘three’ persons. Nor can the ‘three’ degrade into irrational ‘particulars’ that evade definition at some point, 

for they are exhaustively defined by the one Trinitarian dynamic.” B.A. Bosserman, The Trinity and the 

Vindication of Christian Paradox: An Interpretation and Refinement of the Theological Apologetic of 

Cornelius Van Til (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2014), 88. 

 
25 Perichoresis is the doctrine that refers to the interrelationship between the three persons of the 

Godhead. Alister McGrath says of the doctrine of perichoresis, that it “allows the individuality of the 

persons to be maintained, while insisting that each person shares in the life of the other two. An image 

often used to express this idea is that of a 'community of being,' in which each person, while maintaining 

its distinctive identity, penetrates the others and is penetrated by them.” Alister McGrath, Christian 

Theology: An Introduction 3rd Ed. (Chichester: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2001), 325. 
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the Spirit is that self in whom the Father and the Son relate. For the same reason, 

each person is inseparable from his relationships to the other two.26 

Notice, this description of the triune God’s interpersonal harmony is a description of his 

ontological essence; it is an ad intra harmony. In other words, this kind of harmony does 

not merely exist in the economic Trinity, it is a characteristic of the ontological Trinity.27 

                                                 
26 Bosserman, The Trinity, 178. Bosserman goes on to clarify, “By containing the Son, the Father 

comprehends his own relationship to the Spirit, and in containing the Spirit, the Father contains his own 

relationship to the Son. The same can be said of the other two divine persons. In this way, each person of 

the Trinity facilitates the whole dynamic of the Trinity. And for this reason, a Triune person must be 

defined as an individual who resides above, and is active within, a dynamic between three persons of whom 

happens to be one.” Ibid., 178-179. 

 
27 On the surface, this conception of perichoresis may seem to excommunicate proponents of 

Eternal Relations of Authority and Submission (ERAS) from enjoying the vision of trinitarian harmony that 

is advocated for here, since it seems to imply that the ad intra roles and relationships of the Triune 

Godhead are identical—that each person of the Trinity relates to the other persons of the Trinity in exactly 

the same way (among others, Wayne Grudem, Bruce Ware, J.I. Packer, and Owen Strachan are a few 

scholars who advocate for ERAS. See, Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology; Bruce A. Ware, Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit: Relationships, Roles, and Relevance [Wheaton: Crossway, 2005]; J.I. Packer, Knowing 

God [Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1973]; Owen Strachan and Gavin Peacock, The Grand Design: 

Male and Female He Made Them [Ross-shire: Christian Focus, 2016]). However, this would be a rash 

assumption. Bosserman himself seems to reject the notion that perichoresis necessitates identical ad intra 

relations. Note, of the unique role that the Father has in the ontological Trinity, Bosserman writes, 

“Although the order of the Trinity enters into the very being of God (since it is one with the personality of 

the Father), it is also an expression of the divine intellect and will, since the leadership of the Father is 

accompanied by the eternal consent of the Son and the Spirit… Hence, the Father is a self-existent being, 

not because he lacks inter-personal relationships, but because he exhaustively governs his interpersonal 

relationships and ensures that their modes of activity are consistent with his own. The Son is generated, and 

the Spirit is spirated by the Father, not because they have the Father as their ontological source, but because 

he is the director of the divine order without which their specific roles would have no place.” Bosserman, 

The Trinity, 185 (emphasis added). Bosserman goes on to spell out the Son’s unique role in the ontological 

Trinity: “Given the point that the Father is identical with his ordering activity, it is appropriate to consider 

the nature of the Son and the Spirit’s self-activity in light of the positions they occupy by the Father’s 

direction… Since there must be harmony between the divine persons, and since God must be absolutely 

personal, it follows that the divine harmony must be centered in a personal mediator, God the Son. Notably, 

the Son is one with the Father in the act of sending the Spirit, and one with the Spirit in actively submitting 

to the Father.” In a footnote, Bosserman then clarifies that “in eternity the Son has always had the special 

role of occupying two positions—that of Leader with the Father, and that of Servant with the Spirit.” Ibid., 

186 (emphasis added). According to Bosserman, submission is at least one of God the Son’s unique roles 

from eternity past (a role the Father never assumes, whether in eternity past or in redemptive history). 

Moving his attention to the Holy Spirit’s unique role in the ontological Trinity, Bosserman writes, “With 

respect to the Father and the Son, the Spirit accompanies them in all that they do as a helper/motivator. His 

presence is not an indication that their individual ambitions are defective, but an indication that their 

ambitions are utterly perfect and thus inherently deserving of eternal praise. Therefore, the Father and the 

Son are unique individuals with specific activities (of ordering and harmonizing, respectively) only insofar 

as they actively pursue and embody the same individuating will, namely, the Spirit of glory.” He then 

concludes, “The eternal order of individuals implies the equal originality and harmony of those individuals 

and vice versa. And even though the Father is the center of divine unity, all three persons contribute their 

own sort of unity to the Godhead.” Ibid., 187.  
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However, this ad intra harmony necessarily works itself out in the Trinity’s ad extra 

activity; one can look both to creation28 and redemption29 for examples of this. Thus, in 

God’s trinitarian harmony (both ad intra and ad extra), he shows himself to be beauty 

par excellence. 

Harmonious Artwork of the Trinity 

 If this harmonious Trinity demonstrates his essential beauty in creation, one 

should expect to find reflections of this harmony in the things that have been created. 

Furthermore, it would be entirely appropriate to assume that the harmony of creation, 

which reflects the Trinity’s harmony, will correspond to that in creation which man (as an 

image bearer of this harmonious Trinity) esteems as “beautiful.” This is exactly what one 

finds in creation: created harmonious beauty that reflects the essentially harmonious 

                                                 
 
28 “So, some Scriptures speak of creation as the work of the Father (it is conceived in his love); 

others speak of creation as the work of the Son (he brings about his Father’s will); but still others speak of 

it as the work of the Spirit. ‘By the word [Jn. 1:1] of the LORD the heavens were made, by the breath 

[Spirit] of his mouth the stars in the sky.’ (Ps. 33:6). How? … while the Son establishes and upholds all 

things (Heb. 1:3), the Spirit perfects or completes the work of creation. Job 26:13 puts it delightfully: ‘By 

his breath [Spirit] the skies became fair.’ In other words, the Spirit garnishes and beautifies the heavens and 

the earth.” Michael Reeves, Delighting in the Trinity: An Introduction to the Christian (Downers Grove: 

Intervarsity Press, 2012), 51. 

 
29 This works itself out in a number of ways. First of all, the history of redemption is brimming 

with unique trinitarian activity: the Father—not the Son, nor the Spirit—elects a people for his Son and 

sends his Son to redeem them, and to reconcile himself to them (Eph. 1:3-5, Rom. 8:29, 2 Tim. 1:9); the 

Son—not the Father, nor the Spirit—submits to the Father, is incarnated, lives a perfect life, makes 

atonement for his elect, and ascends to the right hand of the Father to receive all authority in heaven and on 

earth, and sends the Spirit to set a seal on his people (Jn. 6:38, 8:28-29, 15:9-10, Heb. 7:23-26, Acts 2:32); 

the Spirit—not the Father, nor the Son—submits to the Son and regenerates and illumines and seals the 

Church (Jn. 14:16-17, 16:7-15, Eph. 1:13, Tit. 3:5). 

Another way that unique Trinitarian activity is recognizable in God’s work of redemption is in the 

benefits of redemption. Michael Reeves writes, “For it is not just that we are brought before the Father in 

the Son; we receive the Spirit with which he was anointed. Jesus said in John 16:14 that the Spirit ‘will 

bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you.’ The Spirit takes what is the 

Son’s and makes it ours… And so, as the Son brings me before the Father, with their Spirit in me I can 

boldly cry, ‘Abba,’ for their fellowship I now freely share: the Most High my Father, the Son my great 

brother, and the Spirit no longer Jesus’ Comfort alone, by mine.” Ibid., 75. 
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beauty of the Trinity. On this, Michael Reeves, in his book Delighting in the Trinity, 

writes: 

It is from the heavenly harmony of Father, Son and Spirit that this universal frame 

of the cosmos—and all created harmony—comes. To hear a tuneful harmony can 

be one of the most intoxicatingly beautiful experiences. And no wonder: as in 

heaven, so on earth. The Father, Son and Spirit have always been in delicious 

harmony, and thus they create a world where harmonies—distinct beings, persons 

or notes working in unity—are good, mirroring the very being of the triune God. 

The eternal harmony of the Father, Son and Spirit provides the logic for a world 

in which everything was created to exist in cheerful conviviality, and which still, 

despite the discord of sin and evil, is so essentially harmonious. 30 

Reeves goes on to exclaim, “There is the deepest and most alluring beauty to be found in 

the heavenly harmony of the Trinity… The triunity of God is the source of all beauty.”31 

This much may be gladly conceded on a conceptual level, but substantiating the claim—

that all beauty in the created order is irreducibly a reflection of the Trinity—with 

individual instances is another matter. Peter Leithart’s work, Traces of the Trinity (which 

is essentially a volume in which every chapter is a meditation on how perichoresis is 

reflected in every area of life) is helpful at working toward this end. Leithart writes, 

Though I’m distinct from the world, I don’t stand over against it as something 

outside of me. The world inhabits me even as I inhabit the world, and neither the 

world nor I could be what we are without each other. Irreducibly different as the 

world is from me, and I from the world, each has to indwell the other if either is 

going to exist at all.32 

Another helpful voice in the task of identifying God’s distinctly trinitarian artistry is 

Clyde Kilby. Although he does not explicitly link the artistry of God to his trinitarian 

                                                 
30 Ibid., 59. 

 
31 Ibid., 60-62.  

 
32 Peter Leithart, Traces of the Trinity: Signs of God in Creation and Human Experience (Grand 

Rapids: Brazos Press, 2015), 21.  
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nature, Kilby does describe the oneness and manyness of this triune Artist’s portfolio. 

Kilby writes, 

For the Christian, God is the supreme artist. It was He who brought form into the 

formless world at the beginning. We are told that God looked at His creation as it 

progressed and saw that it was good; when He had completed it, He saw that it 

was “very good.” Since we say such things only of acts we have pleasure in, the 

Great Artist was evidently much pleased with His world. It was a world filled 

with wonderful objects, shapes, and movements, a world abundant in rich colors 

like those of the rainbow and the rose, rich textures like those of beaver fur and 

magnolia leaves, rich odors like those of the quince and the honeysuckle, rich 

sounds like those of thunder and running streams, and rich tastes like those of 

watermelon and chocolate.33 

 

The point is that all of God’s creative craftsmanship (seen in the created order, including 

both matter—which has been made—and natural laws—which have been written) has 

one marvelous consistent thread which runs throughout: harmony. God himself is both 

one and many, and this triniuty saturates every one of his works;34 triune beauty is woven 

into the tapestry of the cosmos.35 It is in this way that beauty—in its essence—is in the 

                                                 
33 Kilby, Christianity and Aesthetics, 18. 

 
34 It should be said that this even applies to his works in human history. For example, one of his 

works in human history was to dictate instructions on how to build a tabernacle, which was a massive work 

of art that simultaneously demonstrated oneness and manyness: “We should note that with regard to the 

temple all of the art worked together to form a unity. The whole temple was a single work of architecture, a 

unified unit with free-standing columns, statuary, bas-relief, poetry and music, great huge stones, beautiful 

timbers brought from afar. It’s all there. A completely unified work of art to the praise of God.” Schaeffer, 

Art and the Bible, 43-44. 

  
35 Additionally, a doctrine of God’s sovereign, providential activity in creation would imply that 

not only was beauty woven into the tapestry of the cosmos, but beauty is continually being woven into the 

tapestry of the cosmos. For example, Kilby writes, “The Bible makes it clear that in this world the Great 

Artist is constantly at His creative task, shaping all events into one divine whole in which no sparrow shall 

fall, no mountain be moved, and no thought of yours at this moment go without notice. God is no absentee 

landlord, but rather He is everlastingly at His creation. You and I are among His latest-appearing works, 

like this year’s crop of daisies, only on the scene a little longer, a labor of creation different from all the 

other billions of people and things He has made before.” Kilby, Christianity and Aesthetics, 19. 
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eye of (or is defined by) the triune-Beholder, who beholds his own eternal beauty both in 

himself, and in his creation.36 

Creation Creating 

 What is truly amazing about this triune Artist is that his creation creates, and if 

beauty is essentially defined by God’s trinitarian harmony, then even his creation’s 

creation is laced with trinitarian loveliness. In other words, all artwork produced by 

human beings are irreducible reflections of the Trinity, since all art requires harmony, 

and this artistic principle owes its logic to the Trinity. This much is true whether the 

medium for a work of art is paint,37 language,38 music,39 or anything else. For example, 

Leithart meditates on how music reflects the perichoretic relationship of the Godhead in 

this way: 

At every moment in a piece of music, a multitude of things is going on. The 

rhythmic pattern overlaps with and penetrates the melodic pattern; the melodic 

pattern overlaps with and penetrates the overall structure of the piece. Each aspect 

of the music sets the context for the others, and none of them is more 

                                                 
36  Precision is incredibly important here. What is not being said is that creation is eternally 

beautiful, since such a statement would imply that creation is eternal. Rather, the beauty that exists in (non-

eternal) creation is ontologically derivative of, has teleological purpose to garnish, and has epistemological 

sense only as a reflection of God’s eternal beauty. 

 
37 A blank canvas or paint on the brush does not constitute as “a painting.” A painting is produced 

with these two very different things are unified, and the more diversifying-unifying elements are brought to 

the painting, the more beautiful it becomes: color, texture, compilation, technique, subject matter, etc., all 

harmonize in a beautiful painting. 

 
38 A single letter does not constitute a work of literature. A work of literature is composed of 

oneness and manyness: nouns, verbs, adjectives, sentences, metaphors, similes, idioms, poetic expressions, 

rhyme, meter, etc. Poythress reflects on how trinitarian harmony constitutes language in general, and 

biblical literature in particular, in his recent work, Reading the Word of God in the Presence of God: A 

Handbook for Biblical Interpretation (Wheaton: Crossway, 2016), 131-196. 

 
39 Scarcely would one identify the single pluck of the single guitar string as a “complete and 

beautiful song.” A song requires the harmonizing of different elements, so that it is both “one” and “many”: 

melody, harmony, tempo, tone, timbre, volume, composition, lyrics, etc., all harmonize together to 

constitute a song. All of these individual elements constitute as the context wherein the others relate to one 

another, mutually depending on one another for meaning. 
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“fundamental” than the others. It’s not as if the melodic pattern is the real music 

and the rhythm a secondary addition. There is no melodic pattern without rhythm, 

nor vice versa. And this overlapping and interpenetrating quality is one of the 

ways music points to the mysteries of the world, for time has precisely this 

layered musical quality, different rhythms folding into and over one another to 

make the complex reality of the moment.40 

It is unavoidable: a work of art must have harmony, in which every harmonizing 

element exists within the context of the whole, while simultaneously serving as the 

context for every other element existing therein, all mutually serving and being served 

by one another uniquely.41 

 Pealing back the layers even further, it can be said that God’s triune one-and-

manyness is not only reflected in man’s artwork, but also in man’s creative processes 

which eventually yield works of art. Indeed, man’s impulse to create is a central aspect 

to what it means to be made in the triune God’s image.42 Dorothy Sayers, in her eloquent 

work The Mind of the Maker, notes this about the origin of Adam, 

It is observable that in the passage leading up to the statement about man, he has 

given no detailed information about God. Looking at man, he sees in him 

something essentially divine, but when we turn back to see what he says about the 

original upon which the “image” of God was modeled, we find only the single 

assertion, “God created.” The characteristic common to God and man is 

apparently that: the desire and ability to make things.43 

                                                 
40 Leithart, Traces of the Trinity, 94. 

 
41 “Sounds (notes), like moments of time and objects, are not only irreducible things unto 

themselves but exist in relations and sequences that are essential to the uniquely individual sound. Sound 

and music bring out this quality even more clearly than other phenomena of the world. More than solid 

objects, more than human relationships, more than the reciprocal penetration of times, more than the 

interlocking of distinct words, music exhibits the pattern of ‘mutual interpretation’ that marks all reality.” 

Ibid., 89. 

 
42 “The Christian believes that the creative impulse itself is derived from the great Creator Artist, 

who first brought form out of chaos, who made man in His own image, and who is Himself beautiful… He 

holds that the best art is that which sees man, not as a mere mechanism or accident, but as purposive in a 

theistic order.” Kilby, Christianity and Aesthetics, 39. 

 
43 Dorothy L. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1941), 22. 
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Without exception, argues Sayers, an artist who is about to begin a work of art (a painter 

in front of a blank canvas, an author in front of a blank computer screen, a musician 

holding an instrument, etc.) will never be less than a reflection of the triune Artist, right 

before beginning his masterpiece with the words, “Let there be.” In The Mind of the 

Maker, Sayers goes on to develop a robust understanding of the creative process for 

writers and how that process images God and his creative process.44 Relevant to the 

discussion at hand, Sayers explicitly carves out her position in Trinitarian terms, wherein 

the art of writing is planned and carried out by a creative “trinity” she identifies as Idea 

(corresponding with the Father), Energy (corresponding with the Son), and Power 

(corresponding with the Spirit).45 Notice how Sayers insists that all three of these 

elements mutually interpret one another:  

If you were to ask a writer which is “the real book”—his Idea of it, his Activity in 

writing it, or its return to himself in Power, he would be at a loss to tell you, 

because these things are essentially inseparable. Each of them is the complete 

book separately; yet in the complete book all of them exist together. He can, by an 

act of the intellect, “distinguish the persons” but he cannot by any means “divide 

the substance.” How could he? He cannot know the Idea, except by the Power 

interpreting his own Activity to him; he knows the Activity only as it reveals the 

                                                 
44 “It is extremely difficult to make this trinity of awareness and this manifold incarnation of 

activity clear to those who have not experienced it; but if I have succeeded in interpreting the mind of the 

maker at all, the reader will see how impossible it is to say that the author is fully expressed in any speech, 

character, or single work of his. One must first put all these together and relate them to a great synthesis of 

all the work, which will be found to possess a unity of its own, to which every separate work is ultimately 

related. If we stop here, we have arrived at a pantheistic doctrine of the mind. But beyond that, the sum of 

all the work is related to the mind itself, which made it, controls it, and relates it to its own creative 

personality. The mind is not the sum of its works, though it includes them all. Though it produced the 

works one after the other, we cannot say that it is each of these works in turn. Before it made them, it 

included them all, potentially, and having finished them, it still includes them. It is both immanent in them 

and transcendent.” Ibid., 55-56. Sayers also establishes her thoroughgoing Thomistic understanding of the 

natural universe early on, and therefore separates herself from many of the concepts that have been 

developed in this paper. Nevertheless, her insights on how the Trinity is reflected in the mind of every 

artist, and in the product of every work of art, are invaluable for the present discussion. 

 
45 “The vital power of an imaginative work demands a diversity within its unity; and the stronger 

the diversity, the more massive the unity… a creative work in which all the characters automatically 

reproduce a single aspect of the writer’s mind is a work lacking in creative power.” Ibid., 53. 
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Idea in Power; he knows the Power only as the revelation of the Idea in the 

Activity.46 

In other words, trinitarian loveliness is the air that artists breathe, whether or not it is 

recognized by them. 

Practical Considerations 

Trinitarian Art Criticism 

The practical implications in light of all that has been said are manifold, but two 

will be considered here. First of all, God’s triune, aesthetically definitional, nature means 

art criticism has a meta-standard: God’s triunity. Good art is “good art” to the degree that 

it reflects God’s triune harmony. Conversely, to the degree that art does not reflect God’s 

objectively beautiful triune harmony, it is objectively bad art. This means that the critic 

who specializes in art that is subjective by design is a walking contradiction,47 for the 

artistic theory that begins with utter subjectivism as its guiding principles rules out the 

rationality for any kind of “expert” criticism.48 Though to be fair, utter aesthetic 

                                                 
46 Ibid., 41. Sayers then goes on to conclude, “All he can say is that these three are equally and 

eternally present in his own act of creation, and at every moment of it, whether or not the act ever becomes 

manifest in the form of a written and printed book. These things are not confined to the material 

manifestation: they exist in—they are—the creative mind itself.” Ibid. 

 
47 Critics of some forms of nihilistic, abstract expressionism and postmodern expressionism, for 

example, could be categorized in this way. Note, “The avant-garde movements that followed in the early 

twentieth century gradually eliminated any references to a context or subject, in search of a pure and 

unmediated form of visual expression that was radical and new. This trend reached its apogee with Abstract 

Expressionism, which championed non-representational painting. However, in the decades that followed 

the movement, painting as a medium was considered cliché with little room left for experimentation. With 

the advent of postmodernism, some artists began exploring past styles and media - particularly painting - as 

part of the postmodern aesthetic that brought back both the historical and the subjective but with a 

purposeful lack of stylistic integrity or unity.” “Postmodern Art.” www.theartstory.org. August 15, 2011. 

Accessed November 3, 2016. http://www.theartstory.org/definition-postmodernism.htm. (emphasis added) 

 
48 Again, Kilby, “We do not mean to suggest that a non-Christian must be a subjectivist, but only 

that the Christian’s value pyramid with God at the apex enables him to more readily to seek standards 

applicable to every aspect of life, even though the search and application will be at times difficult.” Kilby, 

Christianity and Aesthetics, 22. 

 

http://www.theartstory.org/
http://www.theartstory.org/definition-postmodernism.htm
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subjectivism is the logical conclusion for a system that rejects God as aesthetically 

definitional. Thus, one may conclude that to the degree that a non-Christian, who lacks a 

trinitarian framework for beauty and art, dabbles in the arena art criticism, he is being 

inconsistent with his non-Christian (i.e., non-trinitarian-aesthetic) worldview,49 and is 

functionally borrowing from trinitarian Christianity (since trinitarian Christianity 

provides the only consistent rationality for art criticism).50 

 However, while all art criticism has the same meta-standard, this standard is 

necessarily manifested in many different ways and on many different levels.51 For 

                                                 
49 Of course, non-Christians do often dabble in art, and therefore, are inconsistent with their 

worldview (gloriously so). On this point, a reflection on the doctrines of antithesis and common grace is 

relevant. The antithesis between the seed of the serpent (fallen and rebellious man) and the seed of the 

woman (Christ, and those who are united to him) principally means that the natural man will suppress the 

influence of God wherever finds it. This is his sinful disposition. However, he is inconsistent with this 

disposition in this “already/not yet” period of life on earth, and therefore is not able to rid his reflection of 

God in his respective areas of interest (in this case, the arts). This inconsistency is God’s common grace, 

wherein he restrains the sinful man from being fully and consistently rebellious. Van Til writes on this 

subject, “There is no single territory or dimension in which believers and non-believers have all things 

wholly in common...even the description of facts in the lowest dimension presupposes a system of 

metaphysics and epistemology. So there can be no neutral territory of cooperation. Yet unbelievers are 

more self-conscious epistemologically in the dimension of religion than in the dimension of mathematics 

[or, the arts]...The fully self-conscious reprobate will do all he can in every dimension to destroy the people 

of God. So while we seek with all our power to hasten the process of differentiation in every dimension we 

are yet thankful, on the other hand, for “the day of grace,” the day of undeveloped differentiation.” Van Til, 

Common Grace, 102-103 (emphasis added). 

 
50 This concept of the non-Christian running his operations on the “borrowed capital” of the 

Christian worldview is spelled out by Van Til. Note, “It will then appear that Christian theism, which was 

first rejected because of its supposed authoritarian character, is the only position which gives human reason 

a field for successful operation and a method of true progress in knowledge.” Van Til, Defense of the Faith, 

102 (emphasis added). Van Til then anticipates and answers a common objection to this notion, “‘Do you 

mean to assert that non-Christians do not discover truth by the methods they employ?’ The reply is that we 

mean nothing so absurd as that. The implication of the method here advocated is simply that non-Christians 

are never able and therefore never do employ their own methods consistently… [There] is absolutely 

certain proof for the existence of God and the truth of Christian theism. Even non-Christians presuppose its 

truth while they verbally reject it. They need to presuppose the truth of Christian theism in order to account 

for their own accomplishments.” Ibid., 103. (emphasis added) 

 
51 On the task of critiquing non-Christian art, Ryken offers these basic charitable, yet truth-telling 

principles: “Jesus was unfailingly patient in understanding the unregenerate mind and in hearing it out. We 

cannot do less. But neither should Christians minimize the untruth of secular art. To ignore God and 

spiritual values as secular art does is a monstrosity in God’s world. No matter how great an artist’s 

technique might be, or how sensitive the portrayal of human experience is, a work of art is finally false if it 

limits reality to the temporal, physical world or omits God’s existence from its picture of reality… If 
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example, there is way in which no work of art produced by non-Christians can be entirely 

objectively good, in the sense that its content does not tell the truth about God and his 

world, and therefore does not accurately reflect at least one aspect of God’s triune 

nature.52 However, in quite another sense, a work of art produced by a non-Christian may 

be considered a masterpiece,53 in the sense that, within its given genre, it magnificently 

reflects God’s triune harmony in technique.54 

All of this simply means that a trinitarian form of art criticism must be nuanced. 

Genuine trinitarian art criticism cannot be flat or one dimensional; a work of art must be 

                                                 
Christian artists are responsible to tell the whole truth, so are Christian critics and teachers.” Ryken, The 

Liberated Imagination, 221. 

 
52 In Art and the Bible, Schaeffer offers four standards of judgement that apply to a work of art: 

technical excellence, validity, content, and the integration of content and vehicle. On “content,” Schaeffer 

writes, “The third criterion for the judgment of a work of art is its content, that which reflects the world 

view of the artist. As far as a Christian is concerned, the world view that is shown through a body of art 

must be seen ultimately in terms of the Scripture. The artist’s world view is not be free from the judgment 

of the Word of God.” Schaeffer, Art and the Bible, 64. 

 
53 This may seem contradictory, but again, it is important to recall what has been said in footnotes 

49 and 50. The totally depraved disposition of fallen man is to reject God anywhere he sees him, including 

art. This is the nature of antithesis. Functionally, however, this principal is employed inconsistently, and 

fallen man nevertheless reflects God despite his depravity. This is common grace in play. Fallen man is not 

as evil as he possibly can be on account of God’s restraining power which keeps him inconsistent with his 

anti-God orientation. Similarly, regenerate man is not fully consistent with his Godward orientation on 

account of his lingering fallenness, and to the degree that he is not, he acts wickedly (moral inconsistency) 

and makes bad art (aesthetic inconsistency). Again, Van Til, “Thus we have the ‘relative good’ in the 

‘absolutely evil’ [totally depraved man] and the ‘relative evil’ in the ‘absolutely good’ [regenerate man]. 

Neither the ‘absolutely evil’ nor the ‘absolutely good’ are epistemologically as self-conscious as they will 

be in the future. God’s favor rests upon the reprobate and God’s disfavor rests upon the elect to the extent 

that each lacks epistemological self-consciousness… As there are remnants of sin in the believer, so there 

are the remnants of the image of God in the unbeliever.” Van Til, Common Grace, 109. What can be said 

here about morality (good/evil) must also apply to aesthetics (beautiful/ugly). Fallen man’s inability to 

succeed in his mission to reject God in every possible way accounts for both his acts of goodness (moral 

inconsistency) and his beautiful artwork (aesthetic inconsistency). 

  
54 Schaeffer offers these helpful insights as it relates to artistic technical skill, “I will 

discuss technical excellence in relationship to painting because it is easy to point out through this medium 

what I mean. Here one considers the use of color, form, balance, the texture of the paint, the handling of 

lines, the unity of the canvas and so forth. In each of these there can be varying degrees of technical 

excellence. By recognizing technical excellence as an aspect of an art work, we are often able to say that 

while we do not agree with such and such an artist’s world view, he is nonetheless a great artist.” Schaeffer, 

Art and the Bible., 62. 
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analyzed holistically, taking into consideration not only worldview or subject matter,55 

but also genre,56 technical skill,57 impact, creative intent, etc., and analyzing conformity 

to trinitarian harmony from all of these angles. That a work of art ought to be analyzed 

from a plurality of angles does not imply that it must always be simultaneously both good 

and bad. A holistic weighing of a work of art may prove the work to be objectively good 

or bad. For example, artistic genres that cannot function without romanticizing sin 

produce only objectively bad works of art, since their central aim is to distort, rather than 

reflect, God’s triune loveliness.58 Pornography, for example, is a parasitic genre which 

can only produce works of art by exploiting God’s trinitarian, objectively beautiful art 

(image-bearing bodies, sexual intimacy, etc.)—in other words, pornography cannot exist 

                                                 
55 Of course, worldview and subject matter certainly are important. For example, there are forms 

of realism in art that, while they may be reflective of the Trinity in every way save subject matter, should 

nevertheless be regarded as falling short of “good art” on account of their failure to deliver on the central 

aim of their genre (which, for “realism” is telling the truth). Ryken illustrates this point by contrasting 

biblical realism (good realism) with worldly realism (mediocre realism): “Although realism is not immoral 

in principle, much modern realism raises moral problems for Christians. I have said that the Bible affirms 

realism in principle, but to say only this obscures an important point: The realism of the Bible is realism 

within definite bounds. Modern realism frequently differs from biblical realism in the following ways: [1] 

The Bible does not contain a preponderance of depravity in its account of human experience. It does not 

leave the reader with the impression that degradation is all there is to life, or that there is no alternative to 

ugliness and depravity. [2] The Bible does not dwell on the sordid details of sexual immorality. It avoids 

dramatizing profanity by using narrative summary instead. It does not share the clinical or descriptive 

approach of so much modern literature and art in the portrayal of sex. [3] The Bible never condones the evil 

that it depicts. A majority of modern art and literature, however, portrays immorality as a normal and 

inevitable part of human behavior.” Ryken, The Liberated Imagination, 241-242. 

 
56 It is incredibly important for trinitarian critics to take this factor into account, for unfamiliar 

genres should not rashly be rejected on account of their unfamiliarity. For example, not all forms of abstract 

art are nihilistic (either in subject matter or in technique) and therefore are not opposed to trinitarian 

loveliness. Ryken writes, “We need to remind ourselves that God himself is the great abstract artist. When 

God created the rose and the hippopotamus and lizard and elm tree, he was not imitating anything. He 

simply imagined them. Nature continues to be one of our richest sources of nonrepresentational art.” Ibid., 

57. 

 
57 See footnote 52. 

 
58 God’s triune loveliness is a holy loveliness. To romanticize sin is to call it lovely, but God’s 

holy loveliness is shown to be lovely—in part—by calling sin unlovely, and by subsequently crushing it. To 

insist that sin is lovely is lie about both loveliness and sin, and thus to lie about the Trinity’s beauty. 
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without calling that which is objectively ugly (sin), beautiful. For all the technical 

excellence a work of pornography may exhibit (lighting, camera work, photographic 

precision, etc.), its genre fundamentally sets itself up against God’s triune beauty, and is 

therefore objectively bad art.59 Another example of holistically weighted bad art is that 

which fundamentally thrives off of nihilism. Ryken describes this kind of art: 

Modern forms of abstract art also have a foot in [nihilism]. By painting shapes 

that represent nothing in the real world, abstract artists give us paintings devoid of 

rational meaning. It is possible to find delight and beauty in the designs and colors 

themselves, but this is not what most modern abstractionists have in mind… The 

quest for artistic expression of the felt meaninglessness of the universe has led 

some artists and composers to use randomness in the process of composition. 

Abstract painter Jackson Pollock would put his canvas on the floor and drip paint 

on it by chance. Musical composer John Cage would allow the toss of a coin to 

determine the notes he wrote.60 

To the degree that a nihilistic work of art is consistent with its nihilism, it cannot be 

beautiful. A consistent nihilistic (and thus—holistically weighted—bad) painting might 

look something like Jackson Pollock’s “Number 1, 1950 (Lavender Mist)”61 in which the 

nihilism of the artist manifests itself consistently, precisely in its lack of subject matter, 

intentional detachment of technique, and commitment to randomness. The nihilistic 

worldview made its way from the intention of the artist down to the very technique and 

process of the work.62  

                                                 
59 Kilby is helpful here, “Sin unrealistically depicted cannot lead to a realistic conversion. It is not 

the amount of detail that is primarily important in the picture, but rather the honesty of it and the motive 

behind it. Because a large percentage of today’s fiction and drama presents evil out of motives of bravado, 

cynicism, lust, unholy ambition, or the dollar does not nullify the principle that in true art evil may be, 

indeed must be, presented for what it is. Evil must be presented realistically because it is real.” Kilby, 

Christianity and Aestheticism, 37. 
  
60 Ryken, The Liberated Imagination, 231. 

 
61 See figure 1. 

 
62 Although Pollock himself insisted that there was a kind of harmony to his method and intimacy 

with his artwork, this author would argue that his functional commitment to chaos as a principle and crude 
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[Figure 1:] 

However, it is possible for a nihilistic work of art to self-contradict itself, and therefore 

                                                 
use of instruments (broken glass, sticks, shards of wood, empty paint buckets, etc.) betrays this theoretical 

claim. Rather than careful, harmonious craftsmanship, Pollock’s work more closely resembles what Claes 

Oldenburg refers to in his 1961 poem, “I Am for an Art” as “an art that is… abandoned with great 

contempt, like a piece of sh*t.” Claes Oldenburg and Emmet Williams, Eds., Store Days: Documents from 

the Store (1961) and Ray Gun Theatre (1962) (New York: Something Else Press, 1967) 39-42. This is a far 

cry from the kind of relationship the Triune God has with his artwork, who intimately “breathes life” into 

the nostrils of his dust-made ceramics (Gen. 2:7). However, there are two ways in which bad artistic genres 

(like nihilistic abstract expressionism), along with their bad artists and their bad works of art, play a part in 

God’s triune beauty. First, on the micro-level, God’s trinitarian beauty is identifiable in the providential 

placement of every seemingly random splatter of paint. Ironically, figures like Pollock who try to hand 

their paint over into the hands of impersonal, unintentional “chance” are actually handing their paint over 

into the providential hands of the Trinity (Prov. 16:33). Loveliness which is discovered seemingly 

serendipitously in such paintings is actually the intentional aesthetic demonstration of the Triune God who 

does everything he does with intention. Second, on the macro-level, ugliness serves loveliness by way of 

contrast—the Triune God’s beautiful story is one in which good triumphs over evil, light triumphs over 

good, and beauty triumphs over ugliness; that which is defeated magnifies that which defeats (Rom. 9:19-

24). Thus, on a cosmic scale, God’s artwork, which is objectively beautiful, is comprised of a mosaic of 

many works of art which might individually be identified as objectively bad. 
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be beautiful. For example, an inconsistent nihilistic dramatic movie (one that is beautiful 

in spite of its worldview) might have a carefully constructed plot with complex character 

development, stunning cinematography, an emotionally stirring soundtrack, and 

captivating dialogue, but which ultimately concludes with a message of pure nihilism.63 

A holistically weighted analysis of such a film might be that it is a beautiful work of art 

precisely because of its inconsistency.64  

This triune-harmony focused, holistically weighted, analysis of art does not only 

apply to secular works of art. Indeed, artwork produced by Christians is not immune to 

being critically summarized as “bad art” simply because it has a true worldview and 

wholesome content.65 In fact, artwork produced by Christians, which have a true 

worldview as their foundation, but which nevertheless fall short of technical, genre-

specific standards of craftsmanship, are artistic failures (and perhaps are even 

blasphemous) precisely because of their inconsistency;66 the beauty of the Trinity should 

mark every angle of the Christian’s artwork.  

                                                 
63 An example of this might be, There Will Be Blood, dir. Paul Thomas Anderson (USA: 

Paramount Vintage, 2007) film. 

 
64 How, it might be asked, is such an example different from the example of pornography listed 

above? The primary answer to this question is not merely one of proportion (though that is certainly 

included); i.e., that such a movie is likely to depict less outright sinfulness than a pornographic film. No, 

the primary difference is one of stylistic nature. The movie genre of “drama” may consist of films with 

elements of nihilism or it may not. The movie genre of “pornography,” on the other hand, can only consist 

of movies that orbit around sexual exploitation. To the degree that a nihilistic drama is inconsistent with its 

nihilism, it is still a drama, but to the degree that a pornographic film is inconsistent with its pornography, it 

is not a pornographic film; it cannot be what it actually is without glorifying sin. 

  
65 Schaeffer, for example, bemoans the fact that Christians often “think that a work of art has value 

only if we reduce it to a tract.” He then goes on to say that “this view reduces art to an intellectual 

statement and the work of art as a work of art disappears.” Schaeffer, Art and the Bible, 54-56. 

 
66 For a potent example of this kind of inconsistency illustrated and critiqued, see Benjamin 

Meyers, The Sentimentality Trap, First Things, (accessed November 2, 2016), 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2016/11/the-sentimentality-trap.  
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Christian Impetus for Art 

Thus, the second point of practical implication in light of all that has been said is 

this: Christians have the greatest impetus for creating objectively beautiful art.67 To put it 

negatively, Christians have absolutely no excuse to produce mediocre artwork. As a muse 

for their creativity, Christians have revealed, knowable access to beauty par excellence: 

the definitional beauty in the Trinity, from whom stems reason for creativity, objective 

standards for artistic beauty, the rationality behind ever-expanding and complexing 

innovations in art,68 and (by virtue of the Trinity’s one-and-three accomplishment in the 

gospel) a restored—perpetually sanctified—imago Dei. For such individuals, art that 

reflects the Trinity, and his objectively beautiful harmony, at every level imaginable, 

should be the stubbornly held benchmark which incentivizes nothing short of artistic 

excellence.69 

                                                 
67 Philip Graham Ryken, in his brief book, Art for God’s Sake: A Call to Recover the Arts, writes, 

“God has high standards for art, as he does for everything else.” Philip Gram Ryken, Art for God’s Sake: A 

Call to Recover the Arts (Phillipsburg: P&R Publishing, 2006), 37. He then goes on to clarify, “What 

constitutes excellence in [individual art forms] is inherent in the art forms themselves, and thus it comes 

from God as part of his general revelation. The difference between good art and bad art is not something 

we learn from the Bible, primarily, but from the world that God has made. But what the Bible does tell us is 

that God knows the difference, and that he has a taste for excellence.” Ibid., 39. 

 
68 Relevantly, Schaeffer offers this warning to Christian artists who are warry of innovations in art 

simply on account of the unfamiliarity: “Many Christians, especially those unused to viewing the arts and 

thinking about them, reject contemporary painting and contemporary poetry not because of their world 

view but simply because they feel threatened by a new art form. It is perfectly legitimate for a Christian to 

reject a particular work of art intellectually, that is, because he knows what is being said by it. But it is 

another thing to reject the work of art simply because the style is different from that which we are used to. 

In short: Styles of art form change and there is nothing wrong with this.” Schaeffer, Art and the Bible, 72-

73. 

  
69 Such is the sentiment of Christians such as hip hop artist, and spoken word poet, Propaganda, 

whose 2012 album, “Excellent” is essentially a proposed artistic ethic. In the title track, “Excellent,” he 

writes, “‘Excellence.’ That’s what you should expect from us. Least we could do to say ‘thank you’ for 

how he blessed us. All else is blasphemy. Disagree, get at me!” and in the final track of the album, “Lofty,” 

he summarizes, “But worth, beauty, and value is not determined by some innate quality, but by the length 

for which the Owner would go to possess them. And broken and ugly things, just like us, are stamped 

‘Excellent’ with ink taped in wells of divine veins. A system of redemption that could only be described as 

perfect: a seal of approval, fatal debt removal, promised, permanent, perfect, Priest—brilliant designed 
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Conclusion 

 There is no single area of aesthetics that is not reflective of the Trinity. Whether 

one considers the philosophical concept of beauty in the abstract, or looks at the created 

order of the natural universe, or examines the artistic nature of God’s holy Scripture, or 

appreciates works of art wrought by image-bearers, or reflects on the creative processes 

of little “a” artists, one will find the Triune God standing there in all of his breath-taking 

beauty, exhibiting definitional loveliness, creating a masterpiece called “the cosmos,” 

inspiring a stunning work revelatory literature, and serving as the muse and teleological 

end of his artwork’s artwork (whether man acknowledges God’s triune beauty as his 

muse and teleological end or not).  Thus, the only eye in which beauty can truly be said to 

exist (that is, in an absolutely, objectively definitional sense) is that of the Trinity’s, who 

perpetually beholds himself.

                                                 
system, redemption for our kinsmen can only be described as perfect with excellent execution. And I’m in 

awe: the only one truly excellent, the only source of excellence—we are declared excellent only by his 

decree with his system—the only accurate response is awe. So we make lofty art.” Propaganda, Excellent 

(Humble Beast Records, 2012). May his tribe increase. 



25 

 

 

Sources 

Berkhof, Louis. Systematic Theology. Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1958. 

Bosserman, B.A. The Trinity and the Vindication of Christian Paradox: An Interpretation 

and Refinement of the Theological Apologetic of Cornelius Van Til. Eugene: 

Pickwick Publications, 2014. 

CD Rom. Propaganda. Excellent. Humble Beast Records, 2012. 

Edwards, Jonathan. The Works of Jonathan Edwards Online, Vol. 6: Scientific and 

Philosophical Writings. Edited by Wallace E. Anderson. New Have, CT: Yale 

University press, 1980. 

Hume, David. Essays Moral and Political. London: George Routledge and Sons, 1894. 

Kuyper, Abraham. Wisdom & Wonder: Common Grace In Science and Art. Grand 

Rapids: Christian’s Library Press, 2011. 

Film. There Will Be Blood, dir. Paul Thomas Anderson. USA: Paramount Vintage, 2007. 

Grudem, Wayne. Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine. Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1994. 

Henry, Carl F.H. God, Revelation and Authority Volume II: God Who Speaks and Shows: 

Fifteen Theses, Part One. Waco: Word Book, Publishers, 1976. 

Kilby, Clyde S. Christianity and Aesthetics. Chicago: Inter-Varsity Press, 1961. 

Leithart, Peter. Traces of the Trinity: Signs of God in Creation and Human Experience. 

Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2015. 

McGrath, Alister. Christian Theology: An Introduction 3rd Ed. Chichester: Blackwell 

Publishing Ltd, 2001. 

Meyers, Benjamin. The Sentimentality Trap. First Things. 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2016/11/the-sentimentality-trap. 

Packer, J.I. Knowing God. Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1973. 



26 

 

 

Poythress, Vern. Logic: A God Centered Approach. Wheaton: Crossway, 2013. 

Poythress, Vern. Reading the Word of God in the Presence of God: A Handbook for 

Biblical Interpretation. Wheaton: Crossway, 2016. 

Reeves, Michael. Delighting in the Trinity: An Introduction to the Christian. Downers 

Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2012. 

Ryken, Leland. The Liberated Imagination: Thinking Christianly About the Arts. 

Wheaton: Harold Shaw Publishers, 1989. 

Ryken, Philip Gram. Art for God’s Sake: A Call to Recover the Arts. Phillipsburg: P&R 

Publishing, 2006. 

Sayers, Dorothy L. The Mind of the Maker. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1941. 

Schaeffer, Francis A. Art and the Bible. Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1973. 

Strachan, Owen and Peacock, Gavin. The Grand Design: Male and Female He Made 

Them. Ross-shire: Christian Focus, 2016. 

Taylor, Richard S. A Return to Christian Culture: Or, Why Avoid “the Cult of the Slob.” 

Minneapolis: Dimension Books, 1973. 

Turner, Steve. Imagine: A Vision for Christians in the Arts. Downers Grove: InterVarsity 

Press, 2001. 

Van Til, Cornelius. An Introduction to Systematic Theology 2nd Ed. Phillipsburg: P&R 

Publishing, 2007. 

Van Til, Cornelius. Christian Theistic Ethics. Philipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed 

Publishing CO., 1980. 

Van Til, Cornelius. Common Grace and the Gospel, 2nd Ed. Phillipsburg: P&R 

Publishing, 2015. 

Van Til, Cornelius. The Defense of the Faith 3rd Ed. Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and 



27 

 

 

Reformed Publishing Co., 1967 

Ware, Bruce A. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit: Relationships, Roles, and Relevance. 

Wheaton: Crossway, 2005. 

Ware, Bruce A. and Starke, John. One God In Three Persons: Unity of Essence, 

Distinction of Persons, Implications for Life, Ed. Wheaton: Crossway, 2015. 

Web. “Postmodern Art.” www.theartstory.org. August 15, 2011. 

http://www.theartstory.org/definition-postmodernism.htm 

 

 

 

 

http://www.theartstory.org/
http://www.theartstory.org/definition-postmodernism.htm

