
A SIMPLE 
EXPLANATION OF  
C H R I S T I A N  
S Y M B O L S



Copyright © 2021 Concordia Publishing House 
3558 S. Jefferson Ave. 
St. Louis, MO 63118-3968 
1-800-325-3040 • cph.org

All rights reserved. Unless specifically noted, no part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior 
written permission of Concordia Publishing House.
Scripture quotations are from the ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard 
Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News 
Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 
Selected text and artwork adapted from Luther’s Small Catechism with Explanation, 
copyright © 1986, 2017, Concordia Publishing House. All rights reserved.
Selected text adapted from Behold the Lamb: An Introduction to the Signs and Symbols 
of the Church, copyright © 2010, Concordia Publishing House. All rights reserved.
Cover art: © iStock.com.

Manufactured in the United States of America

1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10             30  29  28  27  26  25  24  23  22  21 



3

SYMBOLS ALL AROUND 
Think about your daily life. Consider all the symbols 

you see around you every day. There’s the red octagonal 
stop sign at the end of your street and the triangular yield 
sign at the merge in town. 

One major retailer trademarked a simple red and white 
bullseye symbol into a brand logo that doesn’t even require 
the name of the store to appear. The silhouette of an 
autumn fruit brands a worldwide electronics corporation, 
while a white swoosh identifies a sporting goods conglom-
erate. Even children too young to read can identify their 
favorite fast food restaurant by the golden arches out front.
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A HISTORY OF SYMBOLS
Researchers have called symbols the alphabet of human 

thought. Symbols provide a universal way to convey mes-
sages without spoken or written words. Symbols fall into 
a few major categories, all of which are used in the church 
in different ways. 

• Pictograms use an image to represent an object, 
conveying meaning through the character’s resem-
blance to what it represents.

• Ideograms are symbols that represent complete 
ideas. One common example is the no-smoking 
sign, with a smoking cigarette inside a red circle 
with a slash through it. 

• A Rebus is a picture image representing a spoken 
sound. These are frequently used in word puzzles 
for children.

• Phonograms are symbols that represent spoken 
sounds. The letters of the Roman alphabet are 
phonograms. 

• Printer’s Devices are used to represent the printer 
or publisher of a book. Many early printers used a 
combination of the orb and cross to represent the 
earth and Christianity. 

• Coat of Arms or Crests use combinations of 
symbols to represent specific families.

• Monograms use the stylized initials of an indi-
vidual to represent that individual’s entire name. 
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Illiterate monarchs used monogram stamps to 
sign official documents. 

THE PURPOSE OF SYMBOLS  
IN THE CHURCH

From the beginning, God has 
used language to form pictures in 
our minds when He talks to us. The 
Christian Church, too, has used the 
language of pictures or symbols to 
point people to God, who is our 
only salvation. 

In the history of the Church, 
some believers were illiterate, unable to read the Scriptures 
in any language. As the Church grew and built permanent 
houses of worship—including eventually large cathedrals—
it used symbolism to communicate the truths of Jesus, our 
Savior. These symbols were built into the very architec-
ture of the buildings themselves. The stained glass, wall 
carvings, statuary, altar, pulpit, and other fixtures were 
embellished with symbols of the Savior.  

While churches today are typically much less embel-
lished, you may recognize many of the symbols used to 
tell the Church’s story of salvation because they are found 
throughout your church, such as on the walls, windows, 
banners, and altar. 
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All these symbols are part of the story of your salvation, 
pointing you to the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin 
of the world. 

SYMBOLS OF THE TRINITY
Our God, the only true God, is a triune God. Triune 

means “three in one.” The true God is three distinct per-
sons in one divine being. How this is possible is a mystery 
we cannot explain or understand. 

In the days after Jesus ascended into heaven, false 
teachers did not believe in the triune God. The first 
Christians defended the teaching of the Trinity by com-
posing three creeds, or confessions of faith: the Apostles’ 
Creed, the Nicene Creed, and the Athanasian Creed. 
The Church also developed a number of symbols for the 
Trinity, which helped to speak the truth. Each symbol tells 
the story of the one God in three persons. 

The earliest symbols of the Trinity included three inter-
locked circles, representing the three persons of the Trinity. 
A triangle with three equal sides was also used as an early 
symbol of the Trinity. Sometimes the image of the triangle 
and three interlocked circles are joined to represent the 
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Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The trefoil, or three-leafed 
plant, and the fleur-de-lis, a flower with three petals, are 
also used as symbols of the Trinity.

SYMBOLS OF THE 
FATHER

The most common symbol 
for God the Father is the Manus 
Dei—Latin for “the hand of 
God.” By His own hand, God the 
Father created all things. There 
are variations of the Manus 
Dei, some with three fingers 
extended, representing the nature of the Trinity. Some 
versions have a nimbus (or a circle with a cross) surround-
ing the Manus Dei. The nimbus with the cross is used only 
with symbols that represent the triune God—Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit.

For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your 
heavenly Father knows that you need them all. 
(Matthew 6:32)

If you then, who are evil, know how to give good 
gifts to your children, how much more will the 
heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who 
ask Him! (Luke 11:13)
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SYMBOLS OF JESUS
With God’s Word as their guide, the first Christians 

developed many symbols for Jesus. They used symbols in 
underground caverns to mark the graves of Christians who 
had died. These same symbols were painted and carved on 
the walls and furnishings of churches. Today, these symbols 
are recognized and repeated by God’s people in homes and 
churches all over the world. 

Another symbol for Jesus is the 
Chi-Rho, made up of the first two let-
ters of the Greek word Christ, which 
means “Messiah” or “the Anointed.”  

And this is eternal life, that 
they know You, the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ whom 
You have sent. (John 17:3)

Alpha and Omega together, the first 
and last letters of the Greek alphabet, sym-
bolize Jesus and remind us of His words:

I am the Alpha and the  
Omega, . . . who is and who was 
and who is to come, the Almighty. 
(Revelation 1:8)
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The symbol INRI is an abbrevia-
tion of the inscription Pilate fastened 
to Jesus’ cross.

Pilate also wrote an inscription 
and put it on the cross. It read, 
“Jesus of Nazareth, the King of 
the Jews.” (John 19:19)

Another symbol for Jesus is IHS—
an abbreviation of the Greek word for 
Jesus, which means “the Lord saves.” 

She will bear a son, and you shall 
call His name Jesus, for He will 
save His people from their sins. 
(Matthew 1:21)

The crown of thorns reminds us that our 
Savior suffered under Pontius Pilate for us and 
our salvation. 

Then Pilate took Jesus and flogged Him. 
And the soldiers twisted together a 
crown of thorns and put it on His  
head and arrayed Him in a purple  
robe. They came up to Him, saying, 
“Hail, King of the Jews!” and struck 
Him with their hands. ( John 19:1–3)


