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“CHURCH SYMBOLS” 
– HOW MUCH DO YOU KNOW? (Part II)

In my last week’s article, I spend about half a page, describing the meaning of some of the church symbols that are still common in the churches today. 

This morning, I want to describe on another 3, which are just as common, to add on to our knowledge on church symbols. After which, I will share with us some of the thoughts I have on church symbols.
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Well, you may have seen something like this, especially in pictures of the crucifix. (It was usually found written on the wooden board on the Cross, above Jesus’ head.)

These are not Greek alphabets. These are the initial letters of the 4 Latin words, ‘Iesus Nazarenus Rex Iudaeorum’, which means ‘Jesus of Nazareth King of the Jews’ (Jn 19:19). It is later used as a symbol for Jesus.
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The next symbol on the right is not as common as the previous. But, you can still find it on the paraments (i.e. the piece of cloth hanging in front of the pulpit or lectern) in some of the traditional churches.

Well, this symbol has got nothing to do with the Olympics, or the Singapore People’s Association! It is simply a sign of 3 interwoven circles which represents the Co-eternal nature of the Trinity.

The third symbol is even more uncommon than the first two. But I believe some of us might have come across it in some of the Christian Arts.
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This symbol is called the ‘Hand of God’. It is a symbol of the Father as One who blesses. It is found in scenes of Baptism of Christ where the hand of the Father reaches down from a cloud in blessing over the Son.

And what do those fingers symbolize? The 3 extended fingers symbolize the Trinity, while the 2 closed fingers symbolize the twofold nature of the Son (i.e. fully God and fully human).

Now, the question of what church symbols are all about:-

I think, first, we have to understand that we, human beings are, in fact ‘picture-people’. We react to pictures more than words. Come to think of it, we actually learnt through our eyes, more than through our ears. 

That was why since the early days of man, pictures and symbols have been drawn or carved on walls or in tombs, to symbolize something, to represent something, to capture a thought, to communicate or express something. 

Symbols or signs were then tangible expressions of what was inward that had become the outward. Through the use of material things, men were able to present their thoughts in the form of something they can see or feel.
And come to think of it, symbols sometimes convey feelings better than words. They can make us think and feel deeply. They communicate the invisible. They can help us remember important events. They engage different senses.

By the grace of God, the Christian church has had many cherished symbols through the centuries. These symbols are the ‘sign language of our faith’. They communicate spiritual ideas and thoughts. They are used to aid worship. Their purpose is, however, not to be admired as an end in themselves but rather lead us beyond themselves to God. 

Today, how do we view church symbols? To me, I view them as creative expressions of something that were in the hearts of Christians in the early church, on what they felt about their belief, and what they knew about God.  

Sad to say, many modern church’s logos or symbols that we see today don’t actually communicate that. They reflect a trend, a preferred ‘taste’ of worship or a desired outlook of the church, more than God. They hardly draw us to worship. 

And a question to think about is, today, how do we use our creativities? Are we able to turn them into something that inspires others to worship the God we know, or prepares hearts for worship?

Are we able to apply our God-given creativities in our worship, in the way that it expresses something that is felt, or believed in our hearts about the God we know? 

If there is a symbol that represent how we feel about our belief, or what we know about God, what symbol would it be? (You may want to take some time to draw it out, and share with the person sitting next to you.)

The next question to think about is, today, what do we do to prepare our hearts for worship?
In the past, church-goers had the habit of going to church early, to sit quietly, look and meditate on the pictures or carvings of symbols, thus preparing their hearts for worship. 

Today, what do we do to prepare our hearts for worship?

by Pastor Evan Seah
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