
1 

 

Earliest Christian Graphic Symbols  

and Earliest Textual References to Christian Symbols 

 

Larry W. Hurtado (University of Edinburgh) 

 

The earliest Christian use of ‘graphic symbols’ is in Christian manuscripts that are typically 

dated to the late-second and third centuries C.E.  In the following pages, I first discuss these, 

focusing in particular on the curious, and distinctively Christian, scribal devices called the 

‘nomina sacra’ and the ‘staurogram’.  Then, I review earliest textual references to Christian 

graphic symbols, in writings from roughly the same period.   

 

The Nomina Sacra 

A striking feature of earliest Christian manuscripts that is well known among papyrologists 

and palaeographers, but insufficiently known by scholars in some other disciplines, is the 

scribal practice referred to as the ‘nomina sacra’.
1
  Essentially, a number of key words in 

early Christian religious discourse are characteristically written in special abbreviated forms 

(commonly, first and last letters, in some cases with a medial letter too) with a distinctive 

supralinear horizontal stroke placed over the abbreviated form.  The words most consistently 

treated in this manner in the earliest extant evidence are the four terms Θεος (God), Κυριος 

(Lord), Ιησους (Jesus), and Χριστος (Christ).  That is, the most characteristic examples, and 

probably the words that first were given this scribal treatment, are key designations of God 

and Jesus, which Schuyler Brown termed ‘nomina divina’.
2
  But already in manuscripts that 

are dated to the late second or early third century CE (e.g., the Egerton ‘Unknown Gospel’, 

P.Egerton 2), we see other words as well treated as nomina sacra (e.g., Greek words for 

‘Son’, ‘Father’, ‘Spirit’, and also ‘David’, ‘Moses’, ‘heaven’, and ‘Jerusalem’).
3
  So, clearly, 

from whatever beginning point, the practice quickly spread to include additional terms, and 

                                                 
1
 The term ‘nomina sacra’ was coined by Ludwig Traube, Nomina Sacra:  Versuch einer Geschichte der 

christlichen Kürzung (Munich:  Beck, 1907). The influential discussion of the matter is in Colin H. Roberts, 

Manuscript, Society and Belief in Christian Egypt (London: Oxford University Press, 1979), pp. 26-48.  I have 

attempted to contribute further in Larry W. Hurtado, ‘The Origin of the Nomina Sacra:  A Proposal’, JBL 117 

(1998), 655-73; and my fuller discussion in The Earliest Christian Artifacts:  Manuscripts and Christian 

Origins (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2006), pp. 95-134. 
2
 Schuyler Brown, ‘Concerning the Origin of the Nomina Sacra’, Studia Papyrologica 9 (1970): 7-19. 

3
 A further fragment of the same manuscript as P.Egerton 2 was identified more recently in Köln.  For 

discussion, see J. W. Pryor, ‘Fragment from the Unknown Gospel (Papyrus Egerton 2)’, in New Documents 

Illustrating Early Christianity, 9, ed. by S. R. Llewelyn (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), pp. 99-101. 
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by the Byzantine period some fifteen words were often written as nomina sacra.
4
  Some of 

the nomina sacra will also be recognized as features of Christian icons (e.g., ΙΗΣ, ΧΣ/ΧΡΣ, 

ΘΣ, ΚΣ/ΚΡΣ), but the originating Christian uses were in texts, particularly biblical texts. 

 There are controversies over the origin of this scribal practice and also over its 

function or significance.  Roberts concluded that the particular scribal device in question was 

a novel Christian development, though likely motivated by a religious reverence for the 

referents of the words somewhat similar to that reflected in the treatment of the 

Tetragrammaton ( יהוה, the Hebrew name for the biblical deity, often vocalized today as 

‘Yahweh’) in pre-Christian Jewish manuscripts of biblical writings (a view to which I have 

lent my support).
5
  But Kurt Treu, and Robert Kraft more recently, have contended that 

Christians appropriated a scribal practice that had already developed in Jewish circles, and 

that the only significant Christian innovation was in extending the practice to certain words 

directly expressive of early Christian faith, especially, of course, the name Ιησους (Jesus).
6
   

Admittedly, the extant evidence is frustratingly limited, and so educated guesses are 

unavoidably all that we can offer.  Also, it is not feasible here to set out an adequate argument 

on the issue, which I have attempted in another publication.
7
  I content myself with 

emphasizing that the issue is not merely a palaeographical one.  If the scribal practice of 

nomina sacra was adopted from prior Jewish scribal practice, then this further indicates a 

remarkably direct indebtedness of earliest Christian circles to their Jewish matrix, and also 

shows another feature of shared ‘material culture’ between ‘Judaism’ and ‘Christianity’ in the 

second century.  If, on the other hand, the nomina sacra represent in some real sense a 

distinctively Christian innovation, then, as appears to be the case with the preference for the 

codex, this scribal practice may be another emergent convention by which Christians marked 

their manuscripts.
8
  And this would be a notable finding relevant to larger questions about 

how early ‘Christianity’ began to emerge as an identifiable social phenomenon.  That is, there 

                                                 
4
 In addition to those listed above, the words for ‘mother’, ‘cross’, ‘Israel’, ‘Saviour’, ‘Man’, and ‘heaven’ were 

treated as nomina sacra.  For a list with typical abbreviated forms, Bruce M. Metzger, Manuscripts of the Greek 

Bible:  An Introduction to Palaeography (New York/Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1981), p. 36. 
5
 Esp. Roberts, Manuscript, pp. 26-48. 

6
 Kurt Treu, ‘Die Bedeutung des Griechischen für die Juden im römischen Reich’, Kairos NF15, no. 1/2 (1973), 

123-44; Robert A. Kraft, ‘The ‘Textual Mechanics’ of Early Jewish LXX/OG Papyri and Fragments’, in The 

Bible As Book:  The Transmission of the Greek Text, ed. by Scot McKendrick and Orlaith A. O'Sullivan 

(London: British Library, 2003), pp. 51-72. 
7
 Hurtado, The Earliest Christian Artifacts, esp. pp. 113-30. 

8
 Larry W. Hurtado, ‘The Earliest Evidence of an Emerging Christian Material and Visual Culture:  The Codex, 

the Nomina Sacra and the Staurogram’, in Text and Artifact in the Religions of Mediterranean Antiquity:  

Essays in  Honour of Peter Richardson, ed. By Stephen G. Wilson and Michel Desjardins (Waterloo, Ontario: 

Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2000), pp. 271-88. 
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are larger issues for which the specific question of the origin of nomina sacra is very 

relevant.  It will be important, however, not to allow preferred dispositions (or declared 

positions) on these larger issues (e.g., whether and when we can speak of ‘Judaism’ and 

‘Christianity’ in the early second century) to skew our leanings on what must finally be a 

matter to be judged on the basis of the available manuscript evidence.  My plea is that the sort 

of evidence that I point to here should be taken into account. 

The other issue about nomina sacra debated is what the scribal practice really 

signifies.  Probably, most scholars who have considered the phenomenon have judged that 

nomina sacra reflect early Christian piety (whatever the historical relationship of this scribal 

practices to Jewish scribal practice), the words in question given this special treatment to set 

them off from the surrounding text out of reverence for what the words represent or 

designate.  On this view, nomina sacra are prime evidence of earliest Christian faith and 

religious devotion.  Indeed, I have emphasized that the four earliest and most consistently 

treated words (‘God’, ‘Lord’, ‘Jesus’, and ‘Christ’) vividly reflect the ‘binitarian’ or ‘dyadic’ 

shape of earliest Christian piety, particularly as the key words for Jesus (‘Jesus’ and ‘Christ’) 

are given the same scribal treatment as key words for God.
9
 

Moreover, in contrast with Jewish scribal treatment of the Tetragrammaton, it is 

important to note that the scribal practice of nomina sacra was purely a visual one.  That is, 

although it seems likely that ancient Jewish scribal practices with reference to the 

Tetragrammaton were intended to signal readers to pronounce a reverential substitute-word 

(typically, Adonay in Hebrew, or Kyrios in Greek), there is no indication that the use of 

nomina sacra in Christian manuscripts functioned to signal any equivalent action by readers.  

So far as we can tell, lectors of these early Christian manuscripts pronounced fully and 

explicitly the words written as nomina sacra, including the key words for God and Jesus.  

This is why, therefore, I emphasize that the nomina sacra registered solely as visual 

phenomena and could be experienced solely by those who read (or otherwise viewed?) the 

manuscripts in which they were written. 

This is relevant to the particular focus of this volume.  The the nomina sacra are the 

earliest Christian ‘graphic signs’, combining textual and visual features.  They originated as 

special (abbreviated) forms of certain words in Christian texts, and so, on the one hand, 

represented, and were to be read as, those words.  On the other hand, they also represented 

                                                 
9
 Hurtado, ‘The Origin of the Nomina Sacra’; id., Lord Jesus Christ:  Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity 

(Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 2003), pp. 625-27. 
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these words in a unique visual form that set off the words visually from the surrounding text, 

and, it appears, were to be recognized and appreciated as visual phenomena. 

Accordingly, echoing an observation by Erich Dinkler several decades ago, I 

emphasize that nomina sacra are to be taken as textual/scribal phenomena with an 

‘iconographic’ significance.
10

  As such, they form perhaps our earliest extant expressions of 

an emergent Christian ‘visual culture’, and should be taken account of more in efforts to chart 

the emergence of early Christian efforts to express their faith visually.  Indeed, the nomina 

sacra should be included in our efforts to explore the origins of Christian art and 

iconography.  Furthermore, given that the practice in question may have originated as early as 

the late first century, and certainly not very long thereafter, it is all the more important to take 

account of it in our larger analysis of Christian origins. 

  

The ‘Staurogram’ 

There is another curious, and even more widely overlooked, scribal device that makes its first 

appearance in a few early Christian manuscripts:  the monogram-like combination of the 

Greek letters tau and rho, the capital rho (Ρ) superimposed on the capital tau (Τ).
11

  This is 

one of several monogram devices used by early Christians to refer to Jesus, including the 

more well-known chi-rho, and also the iota-chi and the iota-eta.
12

  Although they all were 

adapted from pre/non-Christian usage, in Christian usage these scribal devices reflect 

Christological convictions.  The chi-rho is, of course, the first two letters of Χριστος (Christ), 

the iota-chi the initial letters of Ιησους Χριστος (Jesus Christ), and the iota-eta the initial two 

letters of Ιησους (Jesus).  These devices are sometimes referred to as ‘christograms’.   

But, unlike these other devices, it is important to note that the letters of the 

staurogram, tau-rho, make no reference to Christological terms or titles.  Moreover, whereas 

the other christograms seem to have emerged as free-standing devices referring to Jesus, the 

earliest Christian examples of the tau-rho are as part of nomina sacra forms of the Greek 

words σταυροω (crucify) and σταυρος (cross).  These instances are in New Testament 

                                                 
10

 Erich Dinkler, ‘Älteste christliche Denkmäler:  Bestand und Chronologie’, in Art, Archaeology and 

Architecture of Early Christianity, ed. by Paul Corby Finney (New York/London: Garland Pub. Inc., 1993), pp. 

22-66 (originally published in Dinker’s essay-collection, Signum Crucis [Tübingen:  Mohr, 1967], pp. 134-78). 
11

 The vertical line of the rho is superimposed on the vertical line of the tau, the loop of the rho thus just above 

the right-hand cross-bar of the tau. 
12

 For a brief discussion with illustrations, see Jack Finegan, The Archeology of the New Testament:  The Life of 

Jesus and the Beginning of the Early Church (rev. ed.; Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 352-

55.  I offer a fuller discussion in Hurtado, The Earliest Christian Artifacts, pp. 135-54; and in, ‘The Staurogram 

in Early Christian Manuscripts:  The Earliest Visual Reference to the Crucified Jesus’? in New Testament 

Manuscripts:  Their Texts and Their World, ed. by Thomas J. Kraus and Tobias Nicklas (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 

pp. 207-26. 
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Gospels manuscripts dated variously from the late second to early or mid-third centuries 

(P75, P66, and P45), in sentences making direct or indirect references to Jesus’ cross or 

crucifixion.  Consequently, the tau-rho is often referred to as the ‘staurogram’, i.e., a 

monogram-like device referring to Jesus’ cross/crucifixion.
13

  Subsequently, the tau-rho came 

to be used, along with the other christograms, as a free-standing symbol simply referring to 

Christ.  But, to repeat the point for emphasis, the original Christian uses of the tau-rho were 

in texts, where it formed part of a distinctive way of writing the Greek words for ‘cross’ and 

‘crucify’. 

Moreover, in comparison with the other ‘christogram’ devices, the tau-rho device 

seems to have a more iconographic visual function, being intended, as several scholars have 

suggested, as an early pictographic reference to the crucified Jesus.  From other early texts, 

particularly the Epistle of Barnabas (12:8), we know that the Greek letter tau was taken and 

used by Christians as a visual reference to Jesus’ cross.
14

  In earliest Christian usage, the 

superimposed letter rho on the tau, thus, seems to have produced a device intended as a 

simple, stylized depiction of a figure on a cross, the loop of the rho suggesting the head of the 

crucified figure. 

If this is correct, then it means that historians of early Christian art must revise 

commonly-held notions of when we can date earliest visual references to the crucified Jesus.  

This usage of the tau-rho is some two hundred years or earlier than what is otherwise usually 

regarded as the earliest extant Christian depiction.  I am pleased to note that in her valuable 

recent survey of early Christian art, Robin Margaret Jensen acknowledges this, but 

many/most other historians of early Christian art seem unaware of these data.
15

 

To underscore key points thus far, Christians used both the nomina sacra and the 

‘staurogram’ initially as scribal devices in texts, but with a visual function as well.  The 

                                                 
13

 Matthew Black, ‘The Chi-Rho Sign - Christogram and/or Staurogram?’ in Apostolic History and the Gospel:  

Essays Presented to F. F. Bruce, ed. by W. Ward Gasque and Ralph P. Martin (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), 

pp. 319-27; Kurt Aland, ‘Bemerkungen zum Alter und zur Entstehung des Christogramms anhand von 

Beobachtungen bei P66 und P75’, in Studien zur Überlieferung des Neuen Testaments und seines Textes (Berlin: 

De Gruyter, 1967), pp. 173-79. 
14

 This text also shows acquaintance with the first two letters of the Greek word for ‘Jesus’, ΙΗ, a nomina sacra 

form of the name. 
15

 Robin Margaret Jensen, Understanding Early Christian Art (London: Routledge, 2000), esp. p. 138.  Two 

Christian intaglio gems usually dated fourth century and a fifth-century seal held in the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art (New York City) are frequently cited as the earliest visual references to the crucified Jesus.  For discussion 

of these items and other evidence, see Jensen, Understanding Early Christian Art, 131-41; and now Harley-

McGowan, Felicity. “The Constanza Carnelian and the Development of Crucifixion Iconography in Late 

Antiquity.” In Gems of Heaven:  Recent Research on Engraved Gemstones in Late Antiquity, ed. by Chris 

Entwhistle and Noël Adams (London: British Museum, 2011), pp. 214-20 (I thank Ildar Garpzanov for the latter 

reference). 
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nomina sacra are distinctive abbreviated forms of key words in early Christian discourse, 

these forms initially deployed in texts, especially (but not exclusively) biblical texts.  The 

nomina sacra were to be read as the words they represented, and so were textual phenomena.  

But they were also written in this distinctive manner as a distinctive visual reference to the 

referents designated by the words in question, and so were visual expressions of early 

Christian faith and piety. 

The earliest Christian uses of the tau-rho device (which precede extant uses of any of 

the other ‘christograms’) likewise are in texts, especially some biblical texts.  Like the 

nomina sacra, the tau-rho device also was originally a textual phenomenon, in this case part 

of the abbreviated/nomina sacra form of the words for ‘cross’ and ‘crucify’.  But also, as true 

of the nomina sacra, the tau-rho had as well a clear visual function, apparently serving as a 

pictographic reference to the crucified Jesus (likely, by far, the earliest visual reference).  In 

this original visual function, the tau-rho was specifically a ‘staurogram’. 

By the fourth century C.E. and thereafter, however, the tau-rho device began to be 

used (along with the other ‘christograms’) as simply a free-standing symbol for Christ, its 

originating significance as a visual reference to the crucified Jesus likely lost at some point.  

The other ‘christograms’ also seem to have lost their particular meaning, and came to serve 

simply as Christian symbols with an unspecified significance (as particularly the case with 

the chi-rho).   

The nomina sacra continued as a feature of Christian scribal practice in copies of 

biblical writings until the invention of the printing press.  Also, as noted already, some 

nomina sacra forms came to be used as traditional features in Christian icons, where their 

visual function served in support of the particular depiction.  As well, nomina sacra forms 

were used as free-standing devices on various items, such as sarcophaguses and lamps, and 

on liturgical vestments and furnishings.  In these later uses, their original dual function, as 

both textual and visual devices, and their specific meanings (e.g., as forms of ‘Jesus’, 

‘Christ’, etc.), were likely lost, and they, too, came to function simply as general symbols of 

Christian faith.   

 

Early Textual References to Christian Graphic Symbols 

 

To broaden the coverage of evidence of the Christian use of graphic symbols, I turn now to 

our earliest textual references to them.   More specifically, I consider texts that seem to reflect 

the actual use of certain symbols as emblems and expressions of Christian faith contemporary 

with (or prior to) the dates of the writings in question, all of which fall within the period of 
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the late second and early third centuries CE.
16

  This is not, therefore, a complete review of all 

early Christian symbols, much less a review of early Christian art and iconography.
17

  For not 

all of the symbols depicted in early Christian art and inscriptions are referred to in earliest 

Christian texts.  Indeed, neither the nomina sacra nor the ‘staurogram’ are mentioned!  Also, 

I confine the discussion here to what may be regarded ‘graphic’ symbols, as described in this 

volume.  So, for example, I omit textual references to Jesus as ‘the good shepherd’, which 

might be regarded as somewhat more representational than ‘graphic’ in nature.  In this 

exercise I align myself with those other scholars who believe that it is appropriate method to 

take account of early Christian writings in attempting to understand earliest Christian 

symbols and art.
18

   

The Cross 

Let us start with references to what will likely still be the most familiar emblem of 

Christianity, the cross.  I emphasize that I refer here to the cross-symbol itself, not to full 

visual depictions of Jesus on the cross.  It is clear that a cross-symbol, typically consisting of 

a vertical bar and a horizontal cross-bar attached to it (typically a T-shape), was a familiar 

and thematized item in Christian imagery already by the second and third centuries CE.  

Probably our earliest textual references to the use of this symbol are in Justin Martyr’s 

writings, which may take us back as early as ca. 150-160 CE.
19

  In his defence of Christianity 

(1 Apology 55), Justin refers to the cross as ‘the greatest symbol of His [Jesus’] power and 

rule’ (τὸ μέγιστον σύμβολον τῆς ἰσχύος καὶ ἀρχῆς αὐτοῦ), and he proceeds then to point to 

the shape of this symbol reflected in the mast of a ship, in a plough and in common tools for 

digging, and in the human form (standing upright, with hands extended), even positing also 

the cross inherent in the human face in the vertical line of the nose and the horizontal cross-

line of the brow.  Indeed, Justin here even points his pagan readers to their own use of cross-

shaped implements for their banners that feature in their processions, which he sees as 

prefiguring Jesus’ cross. 

                                                 
16

 So, e.g., I do not discuss texts such as Revelation 5, where Jesus is depicted as a lamb, for there is no reason 

to think that Revelation reflects the visual depiction of Jesus as a lamb at that point in Christian circles.  For a 

similar reason I do not discuss the rich imagery in the visions of Shepherd of Hermas. 
17

 See, e.g., Jean Daniélou, Les symbols chrétiens primitifs (Paris :  Éditions du Seuil, 1961) ; English 

translation :  Primitive Christian Symbols, trans. D. Attwater (London: Burns and Oates, 1964); Jensen, 

Understanding Early Christian Art 
18

 Contra the approach by Graydon F. Snyder, Ante Pacem:  Archaeological Evidence of Church Life before 

Constantine (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1985), esp. pp. 7-11.  On the relevance of texts as well as 

archaeological data, see also Jensen’s discussion of method, Understanding Early Christian Art, p. 38. 
19

 For dates of writers/texts, see, e.g., Claudio Moreschini and Enrico Norelli, Early Christian Greek and Latin 

Literature:  A Literary History, trans. Matthew J. O’Connell (2 vols.; Peabody, MA:  Hendrickson Publishers, 

2005).  On Justin, vol. 1, pp. 198-203. 
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 In other passages, Justin points to Old Testament accounts which he takes as 

comprising veiled ‘parables and types’ (παραβολαῖς καὶ τύποις ἀπεκάλυψαν) that point to 

Jesus.  So, for example, Justin refers to the OT incident of Moses standing with outstretched 

arms in the battle against the Amalekites (Exod. 17:8-16), which somehow enabled Israel to 

win against them, and Justin posits Moses’ stance as giving ‘the sign of the cross’ (τὸ 

σημεῖον τοῦ σταυροῦ; Dialogue with Trypho, 90, citing 90.2, 5).
20

  In Dialogue 86, Justin 

posits similar prefigurings of Jesus’ cross in several OT accounts that feature various wooden 

items, among them Aaron’s rod which blossomed (Num. 17:1-11), the Psalms reference to 

the righteous as ‘like a tree planted by waters’ (Psa. 1:3), the reference to God’s rod and staff 

in Psalm 23, and Elisha casting a ‘stick’ (Greek: a ‘tree’, ξύλον) into the Jordan (2 Kings 6:1-

7).
21

  In yet another remarkable passage (1 Apology 60), Justin even ascribes to Plato a 

confused reference to Jesus and his cross in the Timaeus, where Plato refers to the soul of the 

universe (which Justin takes to be a reference to ‘the Son of God’) as ‘placed crosswise in the 

universe’ (ἐχίασεν αὐτὸν ἐν τῷ παντί).
22

 

 In a text already noted in this discussion, written perhaps a decade or more earlier 

than Justin’s writings, the Epistle of Barnabas includes another noteworthy reference to the 

cross-symbol, confirming the typical T-shape of it.
23

  In 9.7-9, the author comments on the 

Genesis account of Abraham’s 318 servants (Gen. 14:14-16), positing in this number a 

prefiguring of Jesus and his cross.  The number in question (318) can be written in Greek 

alphabetical characters as ΤΙΗ, and so (says the author) the Genesis text posits that the cross, 

‘which is shaped like the T’ is to be seen in this alphabetic character (the Greek tau which = 

300), and that Jesus is to be seen in the letters ΙΗ (the letters iota+eta = 18), which comprise 

the first two letters of the Greek form of ‘Jesus’ (Ἰησούς).  As observed earlier, this passage, 

thus, gives evidence that already by the early second century CE the Greek tau (and the T-

                                                 
20

 Elsewhere as well, Justin refers to Moses’ outstretched hands as “a type” (τύπον) of Jesus’ cross, e.g., 

Dialogue 111.1, and he sees in the figure of Joshua (Greek: Ἰησούς = “Jesus”) a type and “mystery” 

(μυστήριον) of Jesus (111.2), reiterating the point in 112.2. 
21

 See, e.g., G. Q. Reijners, , The Terminology of the Holy Cross in Early Christian Literature, as Based Upon 

Old Testament Typology, Graecitas Christianorum Primaeva, 2 (Nijmegen: Dekker & Van De Vegt, 1965), pp. 

11-17, for discussion of the early Christian use of “tree” (ξύλον), and for the NT, H.-W. Kuh, “ξύλον,” 

Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament, Vol. 2, eds. Horst Balz and Gerhard Schneider (Grand Rapids:  

Eerdmans, 1981), p. 487. 
22

 Plato, Timaeus 36b: “This entire compound he divided lengthways into two parts, which he joined to one 

another at the centre like the letter X” (ταύτην οὖν τὴν σύστασιν πᾶσαν διπλῆν κατὰ μῆκος σχίσας͵ μέσην πρὸς 

μέσην ἑκατέραν ἀλλήλαις οἷον χεῖ).  Justin asserts that Plato mis-read the biblical account of Moses and the 

brass serpent in Numbers 21:8-9, “not accurately understanding, and not apprehending that it was the figure of 

the cross” (τύπον εἶναι σταυροῦ, 1 Apology 60.5). 
23

 Epistle of Barnabas is often thought to have been written sometime between 70 and 140 CE.  See, e.g., the 

review of opinions in The Apostolic Fathers:  Greek Texts and English Translations, Third Edition, ed. by 

Michael W. Holmes (Grand Rapids:  Baker Academic, 2007), pp. 373-74. 
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shape it represents) served as a symbol of Jesus’ cross (and that the abbreviation of Jesus’ 

name as IH was likewise already in use, as attested in a number of early Christian 

manuscripts and inscriptions).  

Writing a few decades later, near the end of the second century CE, Clement of 

Alexandria refers to the same numerological meaning of Abraham’s 318 servants:  ‘They say 

[φασὶν], then, that the character representing 300 is, as to shape, the type of the Lord’s sign 

[τοῦ μὲν κυριακοῦ σημείου], and that the Iota and the Eta [= 18] indicate the Saviour’s name’ 

(Strommata 6.11.84).
24

  Clement’s use of ‘they say’ (φασὶν) indicates that he cites here a 

Christian tradition from earlier than the time of this text. 

From other texts of this approximate period, we also know that Christians made the 

sign of the cross with the hand as a devotional gesture, which means that this particular 

symbol of Christian faith was very much a living and embodied one (literally).  So, e.g., in 

another text, Tertullian (ca. 160-230 CE) refers to the account in Ezekiel 9:4, where God tells 

a mysterious figure (probably angelic) to go through Jerusalem placing a mark upon the 

foreheads of those he meets.  The Hebrew word used in this passage for the ‘mark’ is tau, the 

name of the final letter in the Hebrew alphabet, which in archaic Hebrew was written in the 

shape of an X.  The LXX (Greek Old Testament) translates the word as σημεῖον (‘sign’).  

Tertullian claims that the passage prefigures Jesus and Christian practices:  ‘Now the Greek 

letter Tau and our own [Latin] letter T is the very form of the cross, which He [God] 

predicted would be the sign [σημεῖον] on our foreheads’ (Contra Marcion 3.22)
25

  In De 

Corona 3.3, Tertullian declares,  

At every forward step and movement, at every going in and out, when we put on 

our clothes and shoes, when we bathe, when we sit at table, when we light the 

lamps, on couch and seat, in all the ordinary actions of daily life, we trace upon 

the forehead the sign [of the cross]. 

Tertullian makes further reference to this practice in discussing the situation of a Christian 

woman married to an unbelieving husband.  Addressing the Christian wife, he writes, ‘Shall 

you escape notice when you sign your bed, (or) your body [with the cross]’ (Ad Uxori 2.5). 

                                                 
24

 The likely date of the Strommata is sometime 192-211 CE.  See, e.g., Moreschini and Norelli, Early Christian 

Greek and Latin Literature, 1:250-62, who opt for a date “between 198 and 203” (p. 262). 
25

 Tertullian seems to have read a manuscript that agreed with the Hebrew text and the versions of Theodotion 

and Aquila, all of which refer to the mark as a tau, whereas LXX manuscripts typically refer to ‘the sign/mark’ 

(τὸ σημεῖον) to be placed on foreheads.  For introductory matters about Tertullian and his works, see Moreschini 

and Norelli, Early Christian Greek and Latin Literature, 1:332-56.  Among more in-depth treatments of 

Tertullian’s thought, see Eric Osborn, Tertullian:  First Theologian of the West (Cambridge:  Cambridge 

University Press, 1997). 
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 Indeed, in another text (Ad Nationes 1.12) Tertullian even accepts the characterization 

of Christians as ‘the priesthood of the cross’ (cruces antisites).  Although denying a pagan 

charge that Christians worship the cross, Tertullian does affirm the centrality of the cross in 

early Christian imagination and outlook, affirming (similarly to Justin) the T-shaped cross 

prefigured in various expressions in nature and human craft, including the human form 

standing erect and with outstretched hands. 

 Probably a bit later than Tertullian, Minucius Felix likewise insists, ‘Crosses, 

moreover, we neither worship nor wish for [i.e., as instruments of martyrdom]’ (Octavius 29), 

but he then affirms, ‘We assuredly see the sign of a cross, naturally, in the ship when it is 

carried along with swelling sails . . . when the military yoke [iugum] is lifted up . . . and when 

a man adores God with a pure mind, with hands outstretched’.
26

  In this last statement, 

Minucius, too, reflects the early Christian prayer-posture, standing with arms outstretched in 

a cross-form.
27

 

Fish 

I turn now to another early Christian symbol frequently depicted and commented on, the 

fish.
28

  In this case we actually have two related uses of fish as symbols, both for believers 

(Christians) and for Jesus.  In early Christian depictions, multiple fish are commonly taken to 

represent believers, whereas a single fish typically is seen as referring to Jesus.  A statement 

by Tertullian is widely thought to reflect this distinction.  In his treatise, On Baptism, in a 

passage directed against what he calls ‘the Cainite heresy’ that apparently involved 

disparaging baptism, he affirms its importance in colourful imagery: 

                                                 
26

 Minucius Felix’s Octavius is probably to be dated a bit later than Tertullian.  So, e.g., Moreschini and Norelli, 

Early Christian Greek and Latin Literature, 1:361-63. 
27

 See, e.g., Erik Peterson, ‘Das Kreuz und das Gebet nach Osten‘, in Frühkirche, Judentum und Gnosis: Studien 

und Untersuchungen (Rome: Herder, 1959), pp. 15-35; D. Plooij, ‘The Attitude of the Outspread Hands 

(“Orante”) in Early Christian Literature and Art’, Expository Times 23 (1912), 199-203, 265-69; Thomas Ohm, 

Die Gebetsgebärden der Völker und das Christentum (Leiden: Brill, 1948).  The early Christian prayer-posture 

is, of course, an adaptation of the “orante” posture depicted visually in many ancient scenes. 
28

 There is an impressive amount of scholarly literature on early Christian fish-symbolism.  The classic study by 

Franz Josef Dölger remains important (although some of his contentions are less than persuasive):   Das Fisch-

symbol in frühchristlicher Zeit:  ΙΧΘΥΣ als Kürzung der Name Jesu, ΙΗΣΟΥΣ ΧΡΙΣΤΟΣ ΘΕΟΥ ΥΙΟΣ ΣΩΤΗΡ, 

2nd ed. (Münster: Aschendorf Verlag, 1928).  In addition, the series of articles by C. R. Morey are important:  

‘The Origin of the Fish Symbol’, PTR 8 (1910), 91-106, 231-46, 401-32; PTR 9 (1911), 269-89; PTR 10 (1912), 

278-98.  Lawrence Kant’s multi-volume PhD thesis ranges widely over many matters, including fishing as an 

industry, the place of fish in ancient meals, and many other matters:  Lawrence H. Kant, ‘The Interpretation of 

Religious Symbols in the Graeco-Roman World:  A Case Study of Early Christian Fish Symbolism’ (PhD, Yale 

University, 1993), proposing that this helps account for how fish-symbolism was so important in early 

Christianity. More recently, Gedaliahu G. Stroumsa has proposed a possible Aramaic background, in the 

meaning of Jesus’ Old Testament namesake, Joshua ben Nun (the Aramaic word ‘nun’ = ‘fish’):  “The Early 

Christian Fish Symbol Reconsidered,” in Messiah and Christos, ed. by Ithamar Gruenwald et al. (Tübingen: 

Mohr Siebeck, 1992), pp. 199-205. 
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But we, little fishes, after the example of our ΙΧΘΥΝ [Greek = ‘fish’] Jesus 

Christ, are born in water, nor have we safety in any other way than by 

permanently abiding in water; so that most monstrous creature, who had no right 

to teach even sound doctrine, knew full well how to kill the little fishes, by 

taking them away from the water! (On Baptism, 1)
29

 

 We have another reference to believers as fish in Origen’s Commentary on Matthew 

(early third century CE).  At 13.10, Origen discusses the episode in Matthew where, on Jesus’ 

instructions, Peter casts a hook into the water and takes up a fish with a coin in its mouth, 

with which he is then to pay the Jerusalem temple tax (Matt. 17:24-27).  Here, Origen takes 

the fish figuratively as believers who become adherents of the gospel, ‘those which were 

caught by them who have learned to become fishers of men’ (alluding to Matt. 4:18-19, 

where Jesus summons Peter and Andrew to ‘fishers of men’). 

 As indicated in the quotation from Tertullian, however, Jesus can also be represented 

as a fish, or the great fish par excellence.  Another early text that reflects this Christ-symbol 

is the famous Abercius inscription, discovered in 1883 in the ancient site of Hieropolis, the 

inscription commonly dated to the early years of the third century CE.
30

  Indeed, this 

inscription is rich in imagery applied to Jesus and believers, both individually and 

collectively.  Abercius seems to have been a Christian traveller (perhaps a merchant?), and in 

the inscription recalls his journeys and experiences, using a number of images.  Although, to 

cite Margaret Mitchell, ‘nothing about the Abercius inscription – text, translation, 

interpretation – is straightforward’, there seems to be sufficient scholarly agreement about the 

things that I shall address here.  I will draw upon Mitchell’s proposed text and translation 

(with adaptations) in what follows.
31

   

 Among the imagery in the inscription is a reference to Abercius being served ‘fish 

from a fountain, utterly huge and pure [ἰχθύν ἀπὸ πηγῆς πανμεγέθη καθαρόν], which a holy 

                                                 
29

 Ernest Evans, Tertullian’s Homily on Baptism:  The Text edited with an Introduction, Translation and 

Commentary (London:  SPCK, 1964). 
30

 The name is also sometimes written as ‘Avircius’ or ‘Aberkios’.  For basic information, Johannes Quasten, 

Patrology, Volume 1: The Beginnings of Patristic Literature (Utrecht:  Spectrum, 1950; reprint, Westminster, 

MD:  Christian Classics, 1983), pp. 171-73; Moreschini and Norelli, Early Christian Greek and Latin 

Literature, pp. 221-22.  For in-depth discussion, see the recent studies by Margaret Mitchell, ‘Looking for 

Abercius:  Reimagining Contexts of Interpretation of the “Earliest Christian Inscription”’, in Commemorating 

the Dead:  Texts and Artifacts in Context, Studies of Roman, Jewish, and Christian Burials, ed. by Deborah A. 

Green and Lauri Brink (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008), pp. 303-35; id., ‘The Poetics and Politics of Christian 

Baptism in the Abercius Monument’, in Alution, Initiation, and Baptism in Early Judaism, Graeco-Roman 

Religion, and Early Christianity, ed. by David Hellholm (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2011), pp. 1739-78.  Both articles 

include copious citations of earlier literature on the discovery of the artefact and subsequent scholarly discussion 

about it.   
31

 Mitchell, ‘Poetics and Politics’, pp. 1748-49, with references to previous editions and translations. 
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virgin grasped and freely distributed to friends to eat always’.  This large fish is likely 

another use of the symbol for Christ.  The text goes on to refer to Abercius having 

‘good/Christ-wine’ (οἶνον χρηστὸν, ‘oinon chrēston’, the latter word probably a word-play 

with ‘christos’) and bread, these terms commonly taken as allusions to Christian eucharist-

meals.
32

 

 There is a related matter that requires notice here.  In addition to depictions of, and 

references to, Jesus as a fish visually, there is also the use of the Greek word for ‘fish’, 

ΙΧΘΥΣ, as a ‘graphic sign’ for Jesus, and as a compressed (coded?) expression of Christian 

faith.
33

  The letters of ΙΧΘΥΣ formed for early Christians an acronym of the declaration 

Ἰησούς Χριστός Θεοῦ Υἱός Σώτηρ, ‘Jesus Christ, God’s Son, Saviour’.
34

  An early and 

elaborate example of this is in a Christian portion of the ancient composite work known as 

the Sibylline Oracles.
35

  In book 8, the initial letters of lines 217-50 form an acrostic of 

ΙΗΣΟΥΣ ΧΡΕΙΣΤΟΣ ΘΕΟΥ ΥΙΟΣ ΣΩΤΗΡ ΣΤΑΥΡΟΣ.
36

  The additional word at the end, 

σταυρός, is the Greek for ‘cross’, and was likely an addition to an earlier and more familiar 

acrostic of ΙΧΘΥΣ. 

 For another example of this Christian acrostic, consider the Pectorius inscription, a 

poem of three distichs and five hexameters, the first five verses beginning with letters that 

form the acrostic ΙΧΘΥΣ.  Scholars continue to differ about the date of this inscription, from 

the second to the fourth century, but the phrasing, especially in the verses that comprise the 

acrostic, reflects the sort of imagery that we see also (and earlier) in the Abercius 

inscription.37  As well as comprising this acrostic, these verses repeatedly refer to Jesus with 

                                                 
32

 As Mitchell proposes, ‘Looking for Abercius’, p. 304 (n. 5), there is likely word-play intended in the use of 

χρηστόν, and, indeed, there is a corresponding variation in ancient Greek spellings of ‘Christ’ and ‘Christian’. 
33

 Peter Lampe refers to an example of the acrostic, ΙΧΘΥΣ, with a T-shaped cross engraved between the iota 

and the chi, which he dates ‘perhaps around 200, perhaps also earlier’, which is in the middle mausoleum in the 

burial complex under S. Sebastiano:  From Paul to Valentinus:  Christians at Rome in the First Two Centuries, 

trans. by Michael Steinhauser (Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 2003), p. 29.  A depiction of this particular acrostic 

appears on the dedication-page of Lampe’s book. 
34

 To my knowledge, the most detailed investigation of the origin of this acrostic is Dölger, Das Fisch-symbol, 

esp. pp. 351-422. 
35

 I cite the edition in Johannes Geffcken, Die Oracula Sibyllina, Die griechischen Schriftsteller der ersten drei 

Jahrhunderte  (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs, 1902). 
36

 The spelling of “Christ” as Χρειστός is a spelling-variation found often in ancient Christian texts. 
37

 Cf. Quasten, Patrology, pp. 173-5; Moreschini and Norelli, Early Christian Greek and Latin Literature, 1:222 

(positing a fourth century date); Christoph Markschies, “Pectorius Inscription”:  

http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/brill-s-new-pauly/pectorius-inscription-e912290?s.num=10 (a 

possible second-century date for the first part and the fourth century for the full inscription); John Behr, 

Irenaeus of Lyons:  Identifying Christianity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 71 (a third-century 

date), and a similar view now in Graydon F. Snyder and William Tabbernee, ‘The Western Provinces and 

Beyond’, in Early Christianity in Contexts:  An Exploration across Cultures and Continents, ed. by William 

Tabbernee (Grand Rapids:  Baker Academic, 2014), p. 449 (433-75). 

http://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/brill-s-new-pauly/pectorius-inscription-e912290?s.num=10
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the fish-symbol:  e.g., in references to ‘the heavenly Fish’, ‘the Fish, Lord and Saviour’, and 

‘the peace of the Fish’.  

 Tertullian’s statement cited earlier (On Baptism, 1) is yet another reflection of this use 

of the word, ΙΧΘΥΣ, not simply the use of the fish as visual symbol for Jesus.  Notice that in 

this Latin text Tertullian preserves the Greek word written in Greek letters, referring to Jesus 

as ‘ἰχθυν nostrum Iesum Christum’ (‘our ἰχθυν Jesus Christ’, using here the accusative form 

of ἰχθύς).
38

  This suggests that Tertullian (and his intended Latin-speaking readers) were 

familiar with ΙΧΘΥΣ as a symbol for Jesus, and that he knew that the Greek word was itself a 

symbol of Christian profession. 

Conclusion
39

 

I conclude this discussion with a few general observations.  The first one is that the symbols 

discussed in this survey of early Christian writings were nearly all adapted from pre-Christian 

usage.  This is also true of almost the entire body of other early Christian symbols as well.   

For example, as noted earlier, among the several monogram-like devices often referred to 

‘Christograms’, the tau-rho, the chi-rho, the iota-chi and the iota-ēta, all but the last are 

demonstrably found in pre-Christian usage.  Should we see this as reflecting an inability to be 

more creative?  Or should we see it as reflecting a bold readiness to appropriate and re-define 

symbols in the ancient environment, a confident and creative adaptation of symbols to serve 

as vehicles of Christian beliefs?  Given other information about the attitude of early 

Christians, I am inclined toward the latter view.
40

 

 My second observation is that in their pre-Christian usage these symbols and images 

all had what we should see as an inoffensive meaning, which likely made it easier for 

Christians to take them on and re-define them for their purposes.  None was so particularly 

linked with other deities that there was likely to be any serious risk of confusion of Jesus with 

them.  Indeed, many of the early Christian symbols had a rather utilitarian function in pre-

                                                 
38

 The accusative form of ΙΧΘΥΣ used here does not make up the acronym fully, which suggests that the readers 

did not know Greek but, nevertheless, knew that the Greek word served as the acronym in question. 
39

 I have omitted discussion of a much-noted passage in Clement of Alexandria (Paidagogos 3.59.2), where he 

identifies images that are acceptable for Christians to choose for their signet rings.  Though often cited by art 

historians, the passage is not actually about early Christian symbols or Christian attitudes toward art.  Cf., e.g., 

Paul Corby Finney, ‘Images on Finger Rings and Early Christian Art’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 41 (1987), pp. 

181-86; James A. Francis, ‘Clement of Alexandria on Signet Rings:  Reading an Image at the Dawn of Christian 

Art’, Classical Philology 98 (2003), 179-83. 
40

 Note, e.g., Jas Elsner, Art and the Roman Viewer:  The Transformation of Art From the Pagan World to 

Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1995), p. 4, who judged that early Christianity produced ‘one 

of the most remarkable and comprehensive transformations of culture that took place in the Western world 

before the Renaissance’; and Eric Osborn’s study of the bold efforts of some early Christian writers to engage 

their intellectual world:  The Emergence of Christian Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
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Christian usage.  Of the several ‘Christograms’, for example, the tau-rho often served as an 

abbreviation for ‘three’ or ‘thirty’, the more familiar chi-rho was an abbreviation for the 

Greek word ‘chiliarchos’ (an officer over a troop) or sometimes for the word ‘useful’ (from 

chrēstos), and the iota-chi likely derives from the frequent use of six-point stars as 

decorations.  As for the fish-symbol, its main pre/non-Christian use was decorative, along 

with many other images in Roman-era art.
41

  The cross-mark, too, (sometimes T-shaped, 

sometimes X-shaped) had a diverse pre-Christian usage, sometimes as a sign of protection, 

and sometimes simply with a utilitarian function, such as enabling the correct alignment of a 

lid on a box.
42

  In short, early Christians may have avoided imagery that was too ‘hot’ with 

pagan religious associations, preferring to appropriate and boldly re-define more utilitarian, 

mundane symbols.  Moreover, as André Grabar noted some time ago now, perceiving the 

distinctive Christian meaning of he called ‘image-signs’ in this early period depended on ‘the 

training of the viewer’.
43

  That is, to outsiders the symbols in question were likely seen 

simply as relatively familiar decorations.  This may have been particularly so for the ‘graphic 

signs’, as distinguished from representational art such as we have in the catacombs.  But to 

fellow Christians these graphic signs were truly expressive of the piety and beliefs shared 

with their faith-community. 

 My final observation, particularly relevant for this project, is that in this very early 

period Christian symbols seem not (yet) to have functioned as expressions of power and 

authority, but primarily (or perhaps entirely) as expressions of Christian identity and beliefs.  

This may well have changed in later times, particularly after the political and social 

ascendency of Christianity.  The frequent use of the chi-rho under (and after) Constantine as 

an expression of imperial Christianity is a prime example of a pronounced shift in the 

function of one well-known graphic symbol.  But in the period of the manuscripts and texts 

examined here, these and other Christian symbols seem to be simply expressive of Christian 

faith and hope, and were, thus, indicative of an emergent ‘visual culture’ in early Christianity, 

an attempt to express faith and piety in simple visual forms. 

 

                                                 
41

 Dölger’s proposal that early Christian use of the fish as a symbol for Jesus may have been influenced in some 

way by various ways that fish functioned in some pre-Christian religions has not won much support, justifiably. 
42

 On the various uses of cross-marks, see, e.g., Jack Finegan, The Archeology of the New Testament:  The Life 

of Jesus and the Beginning of the Early Church (rev. ed.; Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 339-

89. 
43

 André Grabar, Christian Iconography:  A Study of Its Origins (Princeton: Princeton Univesity Press, 1968), p. 

9.  Grabar focused more on what is more commonly regarded as ‘art’,, i.e., paintings in the catacombs, which he 

also called ‘pictorial signs’ (10, and more broadly, his discussion of ‘The First Steps’, pp. 7-30).  But his 
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