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THE PORTRAIT OF JESUS

 Have you ever wondered what Jesus looked like? I have certainly thought about it from time to time, 
and I am guessing that many others have too. There is nothing inherently wrong with having in-

quisitive minds and pondering about such things from time to time. It goes for any other biblical character we 
might think of, Paul, Peter, James or Moses, etc.  It is very interesting when you begin to look at how people 
depict Jesus in the art world, and whether we realize it or not the way our minds eye observes things is influ-
enced by different types of media. 
 Below is a copy of one of the most popular (about a half billion copies to date) 
oil paintings which is suppose to be Jesus. I remember as a child seeing this hanging 
in my parents home and many other places as well. It is even plastered on some Bible 
covers! If I were to do a survey on how many people knew who this is suppose to 
be, I would be willing to say without hes- itation that one hundred percent would an-
swer Jesus. Why is this? It is because we have been conditioned by media sources to 
think so. Where did this image come from you might ask? You may be of the mind-
set that it surely came from a study of the Bible where the artist learned all about 
these handsome features. Well, it did not. So when, where, and how did this image 
emerge? This image is actually called Jesus Head and its creator was Warner Sallman. 
The image first appeared in 1924. Here is an excerpt from the Dallas Morning News concerning its creation; 

 His most famous image came out of a commission from the sect’s periodical, Covenant Compan-
ion, in 1924. He woke from a dream one night and made a sketch of Christ’s head on a small piece of 
paper; the following morning, he made a life-size charcoal of the same composition and sent it off to 
become a magazine cover.
 The charcoal drawing, now known as Son of Man, is the most significant work in the exhibition 
at the Museum of Biblical Art. But it was in fact a prelude to the more famous oil painting, Head of 
Christ, made in 1940. The painting was an immediate sensation, and Sallman soon after struck a deal 
with the religious publishers Kriebel and Bates, who managed the image’s copyright through the 
1980s.
 In the original deal, Sallman was paid a flat $100 fee for the oil painting and a small royalty fee 
after each print run, never to exceed $100 per check -- hardly the payoff expected for one of the most 
recognizable artworks of the 20th century. His publishers soon recognized that they were getting the 
better end of the deal and upped his pay for the work -- to $500, and later to $1,000. But even decades 
later, Sallman never managed to sell paintings for more than $1,500 each. “I’m not in this for myself,” 
he was quoted as saying in 1943. “I believe the Lord has given me a job to do— of pointing people to 
Christ through the medium of art.”

 So here we have it friends, a man who was in a sect not found in the Bible (The Mission Covenant 
Church) awaking in the middle of the night (maybe from heartburn who knows) and sketching out with char-
coal an image he probably had seen similar thereto somewhere along the way in his art class.
 There is also another very popular painting by Leonardo Da Vinci called the “Last Supper” that depicts 
our Lord as a very pale, spindly, almost effeminate type man. Could be, just a thought here, this painting may 
have had some influence on Mr Sallman along with his heartburn. 
 We leave this for the moment (I will come back to it in a bit) and turn to Hollywood. Hollywood has 



gone even further than one could imagine in portraying our Lord and master as having the handsome movie star 
look. I care not to direct you to these different stars because many of the movies are, in fact, blasphemous, and 
I recommend never viewing them, but again the point is to question where they got the idea for casting Jesus as 
some tall handsome, milky-skinned, fair haired man? My guess is from Mr Sallman or Da Vinci. By the way, 
just for the record, Jesus was a Jew. He did not have blue eyes and light hair. He was dark. If people looked at 
the true source they would read the Bible and find many things wrong with these depictions.
 So why all this about a painting and movie stars and Jesus’ looks? It drives home a point or two. We are 
so quick sometimes to swallow whatever the world throws our way about anything in religion. Case in point 
does anyone now on this earth know what our Lord looked like? No. Do we know anything about his looks? 
Yes. I will now let the Bible, the word of God— the true source, tell us something about the looks of our Lord, 
“Behold, my servant shall deal prudently, He shall be exalted and extolled, and be very high. As many were 
astonied at thee; His visage was so marred more than any man, And his form more than the sons of men: So 
shall he sprinkle many nations; The kings shall shut their mouths at him: For that which had not been told them 
shall they see; And that which they had not heard shall they consider. Who hath believed our report? And to 
whom is the arm of the LORD revealed? For he shall grow up before him as a tender plant, And as a root out 
of a dry ground: He hath no form nor comeliness; And when we shall see him, there is no beauty that we should 
desire him. He is despised and rejected of men; A man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief: And we hid as it 
were our faces from him; He was despised, and we esteemed him not.” (Isaiah 52:13-15, 53:1–3)
 Now we have a proper depiction of the Lord. It is a far cry from anything that has ever come across the 
canvas or the TV screen, and why is that? These facial features will not make the cut today on the big screen 
and certainly no one will want to put paint to the canvas using these particular features, for it is not attractive 
to folk and it will not sell a half billion copies! The Bible is always right, and it is right in this narrative!† 
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