
Christian Symbol Meanings 

NOTE: The images and descriptions of most of these symbols are used with 
permission from the website Symbols in Christian Art and Architecture. We are 
grateful to Walter E. Gast for permission to use them. Please see his website at 
http://www.planetgast.net/symbols/ for more details.  
 

There are hundreds of symbols associated with Christianity, the Church, and the Holy 
Saints. On this page, these symbols are organized by the person or topic they symbolize. 
Symbol Topics listed below include God the Father, The Holy Spirit, The Trinity, Jesus 
and His Passion, The Church,Blessed Virgin, and Apostles, Evangelists and Other 
Saints. Theological Virtues. Heaven.  See the page Symbol Types to see symbols 
organized by their type (mongram, shape, animal), instead of the idea they represent. 

GOD THE FATHER 

 
Hand (Manus Dei) 

 

The hand of God (Manus Dei) is used as a symbol of God the Father. It was virtually the 
only symbol for God used during the first eight centuries of the church. The hand 
symbolizes God's ownership of and providence for all of creation, and comes from the 
many references to the 'hand of God' in the Bible. The 'Manus Dei' may take other forms. 
A hand clutching five persons indicates God's care and concern for people. A hand with 
the thumb, index and middle fingers extended with the others folded back on the palm is 
a Latin form symbolic of the Trinity. A hand with index finger extended, middle finger 
curled to form a 'C', thumb crossed over the ring finger and little finger curled into another 
'C'; forms the letters IX XC, an abbreviation for the Greek name of Jesus Christ. 

 
Seal 

 

The seal is a sign of the mark or promises of God. One bears a seal as a sign of 
consecration to the Lord. The Old Testament priests wore an 'ephod' containing seals 
representing the twelve tribes of Israel and a headpiece on which was engraved, like a 
seal, 'Holy to the Lord.' Believers are sometimes said to have been 'marked with a seal.' 
The seal may also represent the seal that was placed by the Roman soldiers on Jesus' 
tomb to prevent the theft of his body. 

 
Burning Bush 

 

The burning bush is an important Old Testament symbol of God's revelation of Himself. It 
was at the burning bush that Moses was given the most holy name of God, I AM WHO I 
AM (Yahweh). It is also a powerful type of Christ, who is the supreme revelation of God 
Himself. Bible Ref: Exod. 3:13, John 17:25 

 
Tablets 

 

The tablets of stone are a picture of the Ten Commandments given by God to Moses on 
Mt. Sinai. They may be used to represent the whole of God's law, the Pentateuch (the 
first five books of the Bible, the Torah), or the entire Old Testament. The Ten 
Commandments are usually portrayed three on the left (which refer to people's 
relationship with God) and seven on the right (which refer to people's relationships with 
others). Bible Ref: Exod. 31:18 
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THE HOLY SPIRIT 

 
Dove 

 

The dove is a symbol of the Holy Spirit. It is taken from the story of Jesus' baptism, where 
the Spirit descended on him in the form of a dove. The three-rayed nimbus around its 
head identifies the Spirit as a member of the Trinity. A dove shown without the nimbus is a 
symbol of peace.  Season: Baptism, Pentecost 

 
Doves (Seven) 

 

Seven doves surrounding a circle which contains the letters 'SS' (Spiritu Sancti, Latin for 
Holy Spirit) represent the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit given in Revelation 5:12 â€” power, 
wealth, wisdom, strength, honor, glory and praise. A different list of seven gifts from Isaiah 
11:2,3 â€” wisdom, understanding, counsel, might, knowledge, fear of the Lord, and 
delight in the Lord â€” is sometimes used in the interpretation. 

 
Flame (Fire) 

 

Tongues of flame, especially when shown resting on the heads of the disciples, are 
symbolic of the Holy Spirit and His anointing and power. Fire is also symbolic of spiritual 
zeal. Flames may also represent the torments of hell. When a saint is portrayed holding a 
flame in his or her hand, it represents religious fervor. See: Acts 2:1, Matt. 25:41, Luke 
24:30 Season: Pentecost 

 
Candlestick (Seven-Branched) 

 

The seven-branched candlestick, often called a 'menorah,' is used by Christians to 
represent the Holy Spirit and its seven gifts: wisdom, understanding, counsel, might, 
knowledge, fear of the Lord, and delight in the Lord.    Bible Ref: Isa. 11:2 

 
Water 

 

Water signifies birth and life. From a faith perspective, it represents the cleansing and life-
giving action of the Holy Spirit at Baptism.   Bible Ref: 1 Cor 12:13 For we were all 
baptized by one Spirit so as to form one body . . . we were all given the one Spirit to drink 

 
Wind 

 

The Greek word for 'Spirit' can be translated as wind, and a wind appeared on Pentecost 
when the Holy Spirit descended upon the apostles. This was also reminiscent of the wind 
that blew over the waters at the beginning of Creation. Wind symbolizes the Holy Spirit 
breathing life into the Church.   Bible Ref: Acts 2:2 

 

 

 



JESUS CHRIST AND HIS PASSION 

 
Crook 

 

The shepherd's crook is a reminder of Jesus, the Good Shepherd. It may also be used as 
a symbol of King David or of the shepherds who visited the baby Jesus in the manger. A 
highly ornamented crook is called a 'crosier' (French for 'cross-bearer'), and is a symbol of 
ecclesiastical authority carried by a bishop or abbot.   Bible Ref: John 10:11 

 
Fish 

 

The initial letters of the Greek phrase 'Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior' form the Greek 
word ICHTHUS, which means 'fish.' This symbol was used by believers in the early days of 
persecution as a secret sign of their shared faith. One person would draw an arc in the 
sand, and the other would complete the sign to show his brotherhood in Christ. 

 
Chi Rho 

 

The Chi Rho is one of the most ancient 'sacred monograms' of Christ, developed by early 
Christians as a secret sign of their faith. This monogram is composed of the first two Greek 
letters of the word 'Christ' XPICTOC. The Chi Rho has many variations. There are a 
number of other common monograms symbolizing Christ, such as IHS, IHC, IX and others.  

 
Sand Dollar 

 

The sand dollar has been used as a reminder of the major events in the life of Christ. On 
one side of the shell appears a flower shape roughly resembling a poinsettia, a reminder of 
Jesus' nativity. The shell is pierced with four small holes and one larger one, signifying the 
four nails and a spear that pierced his body. On the other side is another flower shape 
resembling a lily, a reminder of his resurrection.  

 
Scepter 

 

The scepter is a symbol of authority. Together with the crown, it is a symbol of Christ's 
triumphant reign over all creation   Bible Ref: Gen. 49:10, Hebr. 1:8b   Season: Ascension 
Sunday, Christ the King Sunday. 

 
Scourge & Pillar 

 

The scourge is a symbol of Christ's Passion. It is often shown together with a pillar to 
which He may have been bound. Bible Ref: John 19:1   Season: Holy week, Good Friday. 

 
Crown of Thorns 

 

The crown of thorns is a symbol of Jesus' Passion. It is sometimes combined with a cross 
to include His crucifixion. The crown of thorns reminds us of the soldiers' mockery of Christ 
and their ironic ascription of His place as King of the Jews. 

 
Sacred Heart 

 

Devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus is one of the most widely practiced and well-known 
Roman Catholic devotions, taking Jesus Christ's physical heart as the representation of his 
divine love for humanity. The Sacred Heart is often depicted with a ring of thorns below 
flames and a cross. 



SYMBOLS OF THE VIRGIN MARY 

 
Fleur-de-lis 

 

The fleur-de-lis is a stylized representation of the lily, a symbol of purity, and so is a 
common reference to the Virgin Mary. The fleur-de-lis is also a symbol of royalty, made so 
by its adoption by kings of France. The triune representation of the fleur-de-lis has also 
led to its adoption as a symbol of the Trinity. 

 
Lily 

 

The lily is a symbol of purity and has become a symbol of the Virgin Mary. The Easter lily, 
a particular variety which blooms in spring from a seemingly lifeless bulb, has become 
symbolic of Christ's Resurrection. A lily blooming among thorns has been used to 
represent the Immaculate Conception. A lily can also be used as a symbol for Christ. 

 
Rosary 

 

The Rosary represents a garland or crown of Roses in the form of prayers dedicated the 
the Blessed Virgin Mary. According to legend, the idea of a Rosary was given to St. 
Dominic in the 13th century, and has been a widespread devotion to Mary ever since. 

 
Letter M 

 

The Letter M, often rendered in a stylized form, is used to represent the Virgin Mary. 
When positioned below the Cross, as on the Miraculous Metal, it represents Mary 
standing by the foot of the Cross. 

 
Immaculate Heart 

 

The Immaculate Heart of Mary is a devotional name used to refer to the interior life of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary, her joys and sorrows, her virtues and hidden perfections, and, her 
for her son Jesus, and her compassionate love for all people. The heart is often depicted 
with a wreath of roses, or with seven wounds or swords, in homage to the seven sorrows 
of Mary. 

 
Mystic Rose 

 

The rose, usually shown in stylized form, has been a common Christian symbol since the 
1200s. It may be used to represent the virgin Mary (her rose is white for purity), or 
martyrdom (a red rose). It is used often in Gothic architecture.  Bible Ref: Song of Songs . 

 
Crown 

 

The crown can be used to symbolized the kingship of Jesus Christ but it is also used to 
represent the Blessed Virgin Mary, Queen of Heaven. 

 
Aureole 

 

The word 'aureole' comes from the Latin word for 'gold.' It is symbolic of divinity and 
supreme power. An elongated aureole is called a 'mandorla' or 'almond.' It is sometimes 
used to surround the entire body of Christ or the Virgin Mary and Child. 

 



THE CHURCH AND THE PAPACY 

 
Keys 

 

The key represents the authority of the church to forgive sin in Jesus' name. Two keys 
represent dual authority to open heaven to repentant sinners and to lock heaven to the 
unrepentant. When emblazoned on an upside-down cross, they form the coat-of-arms of 
St. Peter.  Bible Ref: Matt. 16:18, John 20:21 

 
Ship 

 

The ship is a symbol of the church. The symbol may have been patterned after the ark of 
Noah, which bore God's faithful to safety through the Deluge. Jesus' calming of the storm 
also helped to make the boat a symbol of safety and refuge. The ship is also used as an 
attribute of several saints, such as St. Jude the Apostle, Vincent and Nicholas of Myra. 
The central seating area of a large church is called the 'nave', which is Latin for 'ship'  

 
Papal Coat of Arms 

 

The crossed keys symbolize the keys of Simon Peter. The keys are gold and silver to 
represent the power of loosing and binding sins. The triple crown symbolizes the triple 
power of the Pope as father of kings, governor of the world, and Vicar of Christ. The gold 
cross on a globe surmounting the tiara symbolizes the sovereignty of Jesus. 

 
Fisherman's ring 

 

he Ring of the Fisherman is an official part of the regalia worn by the Pope, and was 
historical used to seal official papal documents. It usually features a bas-relief of Peter 
fishing from a boat, a symbolism derived from the tradition that the apostles were 'fishers 
of men'. 

 
Crucifix 

 

A Crucifix is a three dimensional representation of Jesus on the Cross and is distinct 
emblem of the Catholic Church. Most other Christian denominations use only a bare 
cross to symbolize Christs suffering and resurrection.    Bible Ref: Matt. 26:27 

 
Chalice 

 

The chalice is a symbol of Holy Communion and the forgiveness of sin won by Christ's 
blood shed on the cross.    Bible Ref: Matt. 26:27 

 
Eucharist 

 

The Body of Christ, in the form of the Holy Eucharist is the most distinctive symbol of the 
Catholic Church and the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. 

 
Ark of the Covenant 

 

The word 'ark' means, literally, 'chest.' The ark of the covenant was the chief artifact of 
the tabernacle, the place where God dwelt and where his glory shone. The ark of the 
covenant is perhaps the most profound of all the Old Testament types of Christ. As the 
mercy seat covered the law and hid it from view, so Christ covers his people from the 
judgment of the law. As God spoke from between the cherubim, so God now reveals 
Himself to us in Christ Jesus. 



SYMBOLS OF THE TRINITY 

 
Trinity Shield 

 

The Shield of the Trinity is often used in catechisms and other forms of Christian 
education to illustrate the triune nature of the Godhead. The Father (Pater), Son (Filius) 
and Spirit (Spiritu) are distinct persons, but they are all one God (Deus). 

 
Triquetra 

 

The triquetra is an early Trinitarian design found especially in the British Isles. Its three 
equal arcs represent equality, its continuous line expresses eternity, and the interweaving 
represents indivisibility. 

 
Trefoil 

 

The trefoil is a stylized shamrock, which St. Patrick used to illustrate the doctrine of the 
Trinity. It is a single design composed of three joined circles, which represent eternity, 
signifying one God in three Persons. 

 
Circles (Entwined) 

 

This figure, formed of three interwoven circles, is a symbol for the Trinity. The circles 
represent the eternal nature of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Entwined, they remind us 
that God is one, even though he reveals himself in three Persons. 

 
Shamrock 

 

The shamrock is a symbol of the Trinity and of St. Patrick, who used it to explain to 
unbelievers how God is One God in three Persons. Patrick would hold up a shamrock and 
challenge his hearers: 'Is it one leaf or three?' 'It is both one leaf and three,' they would 
inevitably reply. 'And so it is with God,' he would conclude. 

SYMBOLS ASSOCIATED WITH SAINTS 

 

St. Peter – Rooster                          APOSTLES (see also : Emblem's of the Apostles page. 

 

A crowing rooster is most often used as a symbol of St. Peter's denial of Jesus. By 
extension, it is symbolic of infidelity in the face of danger or persecution. Because of their 
crowing early in the morning, the rooster has also been used as a symbol of watchfulness 
and vigilance. Bible Ref: Matt. 26:33 

 
St. Paul -- Sword 

 

The sword is an emblem, often combined with scales, of the archangel Michael. It may be 
used to represent the enmity of unbelievers toward Christians. Portrayed with an open 
book, it represents the sword of the Spirit, or the word of truth, the gospel. A sword is the 
emblem of many saints and martyrs, such as St. Paul and others who died by the sword.  

 
St. Philip -- Loaves & Fishes 

 

Five loaves and two fishes call to mind the story of the feeding of the five thousand and 
represent Jesus' miraculous providence. They also remind us of Jesus' claim to be the 
Bread of Life. Bible Ref: Matt. 14:17, John 6:35 
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St. James the Greater -- Shell 

 

The shell (usually a scallop or cockle shell) with three water drops is a symbol of baptism 
generally, and especially of the baptism of Christ. The three droplets remind us of the 
Trinity Â— Father, Son and Holy Spirit into which Christians are baptized. The shell alone 
may also be used as a symbol for pilgrimage, and may be used as an emblem for saints 
known for their travels (such as St. James) or whose shrines have become destinations 
for pilgrims.   Bible Ref: Matt 28:19    Season: Epiphany or any baptismal Sunday 

 
Rock 

 

A rock is often used as a symbol for Christ. In the wilderness, Moses struck a rock and it 
poured forth water to refresh the people. A rock can also symbolize obedience to Christ. 
St. Peter, whose name means 'rock,' is sometimes thus represented. Bible Ref: Num. 
20:9, Matt. 7:24, Matt. 16:17 

 

 

St. Matthew -- Winged-Man          FOUR EVANGELISTS 

 

The winged man is a symbol of St. Matthew because he began his gospel with a 
genealogy of Jesus. The figure of the winged man is taken from the vision of Ezekiel of 
four 'living creatures'. (See also Eagle.) Shown holding a sword and scales, the figure is 
instead a symbol of the Archangel Michael. 

 
St. John -- Eagle 

 

The eagle has a rich symbolic history. An early legend held that the eagle would 
periodically renew its youth (or plumage or eyesight) by flying near the sun and then 
plunging into a lake or fountain so it became a symbol for the Resurrection. Since the 
eagle soars upward, it also became a symbol for Christ's Ascension. Eagles also 
represent Christians who have been baptized into Christ, who have died and risen with 
Him. The eagle is also a symbol of St. John the Evangelist because of his 'soaring' 
witness to Jesus' divine nature.   Bible Ref: Isaiah 40:31, Ezek. 1:10 

 
St. Mark -- Winged Lion 

 

The lion is a symbol of Christ, the Lion of Judah. It is also symbolic of Christ because of 
the myth that lion cubs are born dead but come to life after three days, a tale which 
reminded early Christians of the Resurrection. A medieval belief held that the lion sleeps 
with its eyes open, leading to use of lions as symbols of watchfulness. A winged lion is a 
symbol of St. Mark the Evangelist because of his clear proclamation of Jesus' 
Resurrection. (See also Eagle.) Conversely, the lion can also represent the treachery and 
stealth of Satan.   Bible Ref: Rev. 5:4 , 1 Pet. 5:8 

 
St. Luke -- Winged Ox 

 

The ox is a symbol of strength, service and patience. It was sometimes used in 
Renaissance art to represent the nation of Israel. A winged ox is a symbol St. Luke 
because of his emphasis on Jesus' sacrificial atonement. Bible Ref: Matt. 11:28 

 



OTHER SAINTS 

Below are listed only a few symbols associated with particular saints. A more complete 
list can be found on Wikipedia's Saint Symbolism page. 

 
Nimbus or Halo 

 

In art the nimbus, or halo, is often placed behind the head of religious figures. The 
nimbus is sometimes a simple circle, which represents eternity or eternal life. A circle 
with three rays is symbolic of the Trinity, and is reserved for representations of the 
Godhead, especially of Christ. The same idea is sometimes represented with a triangular 
nimbus. 

 
St. Barbara -- Tower 

 

The tower, or fortress, is a symbol of God our Refuge. It may also be used as a symbol of 
Saint Barbara, who ordered that her tower be built with three windows instead of two to 
signify the Trinity.  Bible Ref: Ps. 94:22 

 
St. Lucy -- Dagger 

 

A dagger is an extra-biblical symbol for betrayal. It is also used as an attribute of St. 
Lucy. 

 
Sts. Cosmos and Damian -- Mortar & Pestle 

 

The apothecary's mortar and pestle are used as the emblem of two saints who were 
physicians: Cosmas and Damian. They are also used sometimes as the emblem of St. 
Luke. 

 
St. Ambrose -- Beehive 

 

Many bees, each assigned a different task, working together for the building up of the 
hive reminded artists of the Body of Christ, which is built up by many believers with 
differing spiritual gifts. Nine bees traditionally represent the nine fruit of the Spirit. The 
beehive may also be used as an emblem of St. Bernard of Clairvaux, and of St. 
Ambrose, who is the patron saint of beekeepers.    Bible Ref: Gal. 5:22 

 
St. Michael the Archangel -- Scales 

 

Scales are symbolic of judgment and may be used to represent the final judgment at the 
Lord's return. They are also associated with the Archangel Michael, to whom is 
sometimes attributed the responsibility of weighing the souls of the departed. 

 
Book 

 

A book most commonly represents the Word of God, the Bible. But is also used in the 
emblems of many saints, among them John the Baptist, Stephen, Bartholomew, Matthias 
and Simon.    Season: Sundays after Pentecost 

 
Scroll 

 

A scroll may be presumed to contain the names of the elect, thus serving as an symbol of 
the Day of Judgment and eternal life. It is sometimes used to symbolize the writings of 
the Old Testament. A scroll may be used as an emblem of saints recognized for their gift 
of writing, such as St. James the Greater  Bible Ref: Rev. 5:6 
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Banner 

 

The banner is a symbol of victory. It is often pictured borne triumphantly by the Lamb of 
God (Agnus Dei) as a symbol of the Resurrection and the triumph of Christ over sin and 
death. The Emperor Constantine incorporated a cross into his flag when he was 
converted to Christianity after seeing a vision of a cross in the clouds. A banner may also 
be used as an emblem of saints such as John the Baptist, George of Cappadocia, 
Ansanus, Reparata and Ursula. Bible Ref: Isa. 11:12 

THEOLOGICAL VIRTUES 

 
Fatih--Cross 

 

The cross is the chief sign of the Christian church, and represents the Christian virtue of 
Faith. It is a reminder that Jesus Christ is the center of the Christian faith. In Catholic 
churches, a figure of Jesus is displayed on the cross, reminding worshipers of His atoning 
sacrifice. The cross is also a reminder of our own sin and need of redemption. For the 
believer in Jesus Christ, who died that our sins might be forgiven, it provides the whole 
context for Christian worship.   Bible Ref: 1 Cor. 2:1 

 
Hope--Anchor 

 

The anchor became a key Christian symbol of hope during the period of Roman 
persecution. Epitaphs on believers' tombs dating as far back as the end of the first 
century frequently displayed anchors alongside messages of hope. The anchor is also a 
symbol of St. Clement, a Church father one of the first century leaders of the Church who 
was martyred in 99 by being tied to an anchor and drowned.    Bible Ref: Hebr. 6:17 We 
have this hope as an anchor for the soul, firm and secure 

 
Love--Heart 

 

The use of the valentine shaped heart as to symbolize love developed in the Middle Ages, 
but the conceptual idea of the heart as the center of human affection is ancient. The heart 
is referred to dozens of times in the Bible as center of the soul and will. 

HEAVEN AND FINAL JUDGMENT 

 
Gate 

 

Gates have various meanings in Christian art. A gate, when shown open, may be used to 
represent the entrance to Paradise or the gospel's invitation to enter into heavenly rest. A 
gate may also represent death or departure from earthly life. Gates can also symbolize 
exclusion, as in representations of Adam and Eve's expulsion from the Garden of Eden. A 
gate may also be used to represent the separation of the righteous from the damned at the 
Last Judgment. A gate that has been broken down is symbolic of the powers of hell, which 
Christ conquered by His Resurrection.   Bible Ref: Isa. 38:10, Matt. 16:18, Rev. 22:14 

 
Pearl 

 

The pearl is symbolic of the kingdom of heaven, and is taken from Jesus' parable of the 
'pearl of great price.' Matthew's gospel also uses the pearl as a symbol of the word of God.  
Bible Ref: Matt. 13:45, Matt. 7:6 



 
Harp 

 

The harp is recognized as an attribute of King David. It has been used to represent the 
Psalms and all music and instruments that are used to praise and glorify God.  
Bible Ref: Ps. 71:22 

 
Angel 

 

The word 'angel' means 'messenger,' and angels most often appear in the context of a 
message from God. Examples are the Annunciation to Mary, the appearance to shepherds 
at Christmas, the announcement of the Resurrection, and many others. Angels may also 
represent the watchfulness or presence of God. 

 
Agnus Dei (Reclining) 

 

The Agnus Dei (Latin for 'Lamb of God') may appear in several postures. Seated on a book 
with seven seals, it represents the final judgment when Christ returns in glory.   Bible 
Ref: Rev. 5:11   Season: Ascension Thursday, Christ the King 

 
Trumpet 

 

The trumpet is a symbol of the Last Judgment, the resurrection, and the call to worship. 
Trumpets call to mind the story of Joshua and the battle of Jericho (Joshua 6) and of 
Gideon against the Midianites (Judges 7). Trumpets are associated in the Old Testament 
with solemn pronouncements of God or in God's presence, of celebration and praise, and 
of God's people going into battle.   Bible Ref: Joel 2:15, Matt. 24:30 

 


