
Christian Symbol Types 

MONOGRAMS 

 
Alpha & Omega 

 

Alpha and omega are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, and thus refer to 
the eternal nature of Christ.  Bible Ref: Rev. 1:8    Season: Advent, Ascension 
Sunday 

 
Alpha Mu Omega 

 

These letters are initials for the Greeks words for 'yesterday, today and forever,' 
emphasizing not only Jesus' eternal nature, but His presence with us.  Hebr. 13:8 

 
IHCOYC 

 

This is the Greek name for 'Jesus'. It may be written using the Roman alphabet (top) 
or the Greek alphabet (bottom). 

IHS (abbreviated  

Greek version) 
 

IHC (abbreviated  

Roman version) 
 

IHS (unusual,  

older styling) 
 

 

 
INRI  

 

These Latin letters stand for the inscription that Pilate ordered placed on Jesus' 
cross: 'Iesus Nazarenus Rex Iudaeorum' ? Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the 
Jews.     Bible Ref: John 19:19 

 

 
IX  

 

This ancient monogram is rarely seen in today's churches. It is formed of two Greek 
letters. The 'I' is the first letter of the Greek name of Jesus (IHCOYC), and the 'X' is 
the first letter of the Greek word for Christ XPICTOC. 

 

 
XPICTOC  

 

This is the Greek name for 'Christ'. It may be written using the Roman alphabet (top) 
or the Greek alphabet (bottom). 

 

 
Chi Rho  

 

The Chi Rho is one of the most ancient 'sacred monograms' of Christ. They were 
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. Bible Ref: John 10:11 

 

 
Pax  

 

Pax is the Latin word for 'peace.' It is often used in association with the Christmas 
story. Season: Christmas 
 

 

 



Dove                                                       BIRDS 

 

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. Bible Ref: Matt. 3:16  
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 — 
power, wealth, wisdom, strength, honor, glory and praise. A different list of seven gifts 
from Isaiah 11:2,3 — wisdom, understanding, counsel, might, knowledge, fear of the 
Lord, and delight in the Lord — is sometimes used in the interpretation. 

 
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. On this basis the eagle 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. 

 
Peacock 

 

The peacock is used in Christian symbolism as a sign of immortality because of the 
myth that a peacock's flesh does not decay after death. Because of the way a 
peacock struts and displays its feathers, it may also be used as a symbol of human 
vanity. Season: Easter 

 
Pelican-in-her-Piety 

 

The figure of the pelican-in-her-piety is based on the legend that in times of famine, 
the mother pelican plucks open her breast and feeds her young on her own blood. 
During the 13th century, this figure became widely used in Christian art to represent 
Christ's voluntary sacrifice of atonement.  Season: Lent, esp. Holy Week 

 
Phoenix 

 

An ancient myth held that the beautiful phoenix, which lived in the Arabian desert, 
lived to be five hundred years old and then set its nest on fire and was consumed in 
the flames. After three days, the phoenix rose again from the ashes, restored to 
youth, to live another five hundred years. Early Christians saw in this tale a symbol of 
the Resurrection. St. Clement related the story during the first century in his first letter 
to the Corinthians. It was used to symbolize resurrection generally at first, and 
gradually came to signify the Resurrection of Christ. 

 
Rooster 

 

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 



ANIMALS 

 
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 

 
Agnus Dei (Standing 

 

Standing with a banner, the Agnus Dei represents the risen Christ who triumphs over 
death. This symbol is rich in significance. John the Baptist proclaimed Jesus to be the 
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. In the Revelation, Jesus is 
portrayed as a lamb. Even in the Old Testament, God's provision of a ram as a 
substitute sacrifice for Isaac is an important type of Christ.      Bible Ref: John 1:29, 
Gen. 22:9 

 
Bee 

 

The bee has been admired for its noble traits by many cultures and therefore has a 
variety of symbolic meanings. It can be used to represent community, diligence and 
industry, purity, immortality and resurrection. Its sting may represent judgment. The 
honey it produces may represent sweetness of character or heavenly riches. 

 
Butterfly 

 

The butterfly is a symbol of the Resurrection. The beautiful butterfly rising from the 
seemingly lifeless chrysalis of the ugly caterpillar reminded the early Christians of the 
new life that is ours in Christ. Season: Easter 

 
Dolphin 

 

The dolphin is one of the most common 'fish' (the dolphin is actually a mammal) found 
in Christian art. Because dolphins are often seen to swim alongside ships, they came 
to represent Christ, who guides believers to heaven. In this sense a dolphin usually 
shown together with an anchor or a boat. Dolphins were the fish often used to portray 
the story of Jonah, and by extension came to be symbolic of the Resurrection. 
Because they are strong, swift swimmers, they are sometimes shown bearing the 
souls of the dead to the world beyond the sea. 

 
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. 

 
Goat 

 

The goat usually represents those who are condemned at the Last Judgment. This use 
is taken from the parable of the sheep and the goats in Matthew. By extension, the 
goat may be used to represent demonic forces.  Bible Ref: Matt. 25:31 



 
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 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 

 
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. (See also Eagle.)       Bible 
Ref: Matt. 11:28 

 
Ram 

 

The ram is a symbol for Christ taken from the Old Testament. The ram represents 
Christ because it is the leader of the herd and also because the ram is a sacrificial 
animal, reminding us of Jesus' sacrifice on the cross for our sins. This act was 
foreshadowed in the story of Abraham and Isaac in Genesis 22: 

 
Serpent 

 

A serpent coiled around a fruiting tree is a symbol taken from the Genesis account of 
the Fall. Though not named in Genesis, the serpent is understood to be Satan. The 
tree is the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, one of two trees from which Adam 
and Eve were not to eat (the other was the Tree of Life). The fruit, usually represented 
by an apple, is the tree's 'forbidden fruit.'      Bible Ref: Gen. 2:8, 2:15, 3:1 

 
Stag 

 

The stag or deer is a symbol of piety and devotion, and of safety in God's care.  
Bible Ref: Ps. 42:1, Ps. 18:33 

 
Unicorn 

 

The unicorn of myth was a small animal the size of a young goat. According to legend, 
no hunter could take it by force, but it could be captured by trickery. The hunter was 
required to lead a virgin to a spot the unicorn was known to frequent, where she was 
left alone. The unicorn would sense her purity and run to her, falling asleep in her lap. 
The unicorn is thus a symbol of purity and of feminine chastity. It is most often used as 
an attribute of the Virgin Mary, but may also be used of St. Justina of Padua or St. 
Justina of Antioch, both of whom retained their purity under temptation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Apple                                                 PLANTS 

 

Probably because the Latin word for 'apple' and for 'evil' are identical (malum), the 
apple came to represent the forbidden fruit of the Garden of Eden. It is therefore often 
used to symbolize the fall into sin, or of sin itself. When Christ is portrayed holding an 
apple, He is acknowledged as the Second Adam who brings life.  

 
Branch (Tree of Jesse) 

 

The shoot growing from the stump of Jesse is an Old Testament symbol of the 
promised Messiah foretold by Isaiah in a passage often read during Advent: "A shoot 
will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit."  
Bible Ref: Isaiah. 11:1 Season: Advent 

 
Cedar (of Lebanon 

 

This symbolic tree of the Middle East is representative of Christ. The soaring height to 
which this tree can grow calls to mind the concepts of beauty and majesty. Perhaps 
because the cedar tree is an evergreen, or perhaps because it is long-lived, it has also 
come to be associated with eternal life. For this reason, one often finds cedars of 
Lebanon planted in cemeteries. Bible Ref: Ezek. 17:22 

 
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.  Season: Sundays after 
Pentecost 

 
Grapes 

 

Grapes are symbolic of Holy Communion and of the blood shed by Jesus on the cross 
for the forgiveness of sin. Grapes are also symbolic of the fruitfulness of the Christian 
life. Bible Ref: Matt. 26:27 Season: Holy Week, Sundays 

 
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. Season: Easter 

 
Lotus (Waterlily) 

 

Because a lotus blooms above the water from roots anchored in the mud, it it 
sometimes used as a symbol of the sanctifying power of Christ's Holy Spirit. It can also 
borrow its meaning from Greek mythology to refer to spiritual sleep or stupor. 

 
Pomegranate 

 

The pomegranate, because of its plenitude of seeds, has long been used as a symbol 
of royalty, hope and future life. It is often used as a symbol of the Resurrection or of 
the church, where its seeds represent the many believers who make up the one 
catholic (universal) church. Season: Sundays after Pentecost 

 



Oak 

 

The oak is a pagan symbol adopted by Christians to represent steadfastness and 
endurance, especially in the face of persecution. The oak was one of the trees 
traditionally believed to have provided wood for the cross. 

 
Olive Branch 

 

The olive branch is widely recognized as a symbol of peace. In the story of the Great 
Flood, a dove returned to Noah with an olive branch to let him know that the flood 
waters had abated, and that the episode of God's judgment was over. The olive tree 
produced great quantities of oil, itself a symbol of the Holy Spirit and His anointing, as 
well as of consecration to the Lord. Bible Ref: Gen. 8:10, Lev. 8:10 

 
Palm 

 

Palm branches are most often used as a symbol of Jesus' triumphal entry into 
Jerusalem. Used by the Romans as a symbol of victory, they have been used by the 
church as a symbol of Christ's ultimate victory over sin, or of the saints' victory over 
death. In the latter sense, martyrs are sometimes portrayed holding palm branches. 

 
Poppy 

 

The poppy symbolizes sleep, ignorance and indifference. It may be used to represent 
the sleep of death, and as such may be seen in portrayals of the Crucifixion or the 
death of saints. 

 
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. 

 
Thistle 

 

The thistle is a symbol of temporal sorrow and the curse of sin from the story of the 
Fall. Because the thistle is a thorny bush, it is often portrayed as the source of Christ's 
crown of thorns. Because thistles flourish to crowd out useful crops, they have also 
been used to represent the 'tares' or weeds written of in Matthew 13.  

 
Vine & Branches 

 

The vine and branches are a reminder of Jesus' teaching that believers derive life and 
fruitfulness from Christ, the True Vine. Bible Ref: John 15:5 

 
Violet (flower) 

 

The violet is a symbol of humility. Is it most often used in reference to the Virgin Mary, 
or to Christ's assuming human form. 

 
Wheat 

 

Wheat is a rich biblical symbol. From Jesus' parables, wheat came to represent 
believers over against the 'weeds' or 'tares', which represent unbelievers. Wheat may 
also be used to represent the bread in Holy Communion and, further, the Body of 
Christ. Bible Ref: Matt. 13:24, John 12:23, John 6:48 



LIGHT 

 
Candle 

 

A candle calls to mind Jesus' words, 'I am the Light of the World' (John 8:12). When two 
candles are placed on an altar, they represent Jesus' human and divine natures. Believers 
are also called to be the light of the world: Bible Ref: Matt. 5:14, John 1:1 

 
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 

 
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. Season: Pentecost 

 
Flame (Seven-Fold) 

 

The seven-fold flame represents the seven gifts of the Spirit ? wisdom, understanding, 
counsel, might, knowledge, fear of the Lord, and delight in the Lord.  
Season: Pentecost 

 
Flaming Sword 

 

A flaming sword is symbolic of judgment. It calls to mind the fiery sword and the angels 
that guarded the entrance to Paradise after Adam and Eve were expelled.  Bible 
Ref: Gen. 3:24 

 
Lamp 

 

The lamp is most often used to represent the Word of God. It may also be used as a 
symbol of wisdom taken from the parable of the wise and foolish virgins in Matthew 25. A 
lamp can also represent life itself, or the Holy Spirit's indwelling. It is also an emblem of 
several saints. See: Acts 2:1, Matt. 25:41, Luke 24:30 

 
Lantern 

 

A lantern calls to mind nightime activity, and it is used particularly as a symbol of Christ's 
Passion, which began in the evening at the Garden of Gethsemane and continued under 
the cover of night. 

 
Rainbow 

 

The rainbow is a symbol of God's faithfulness, and of His pardon and reconciliation to the 
faithful,  taken from the story of Noah and the Great Flood. The rainbow is sometimes 
used in art as Christ's throne, where it is symbolic of glory and final judgment. 

 
Sun of Righteousness 

 

The sun is often used as a symbol for Christ, especially as a prophetic symbol.  
Bible Ref: Mal. 4:2  Season: Advent 



 


