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Forms of expression – symbol 
and incarnation
Key Christian symbols

Human beings often express thoughts and feelings in pictures or symbols. 
Christianity has a number of symbols to express belief in the incarnation 
(God becoming man in Jesus). These are some examples, and they are all 
monograms – images made up of letters.
l ICTHUS – this symbol forms the outline of a fish, and the word icthus 

means ‘fish’ in Greek. The letters come from the statement: ‘Jesus 
Christ, Son of God, Saviour’ (in Greek this is Iesous Christos, Theou 
(H)uios, Soter). This symbolises belief in the incarnation because Jesus 
Christ is both son of God (the divine second person of the Trinity) and 
saviour (God incarnate in a man who died on the cross.).

l Alpha and omega – these are the first and last letters of the Greek 
alphabet. Jesus called himself the ‘Alpha and the Omega’ in Revelation 
1:8. This means that he was and is and will be forever. It symbolises 
Jesus’ divinity – the fact that he is God. 

l Chi-Rho – This is made up of the first two letters of ‘Christ’ in Greek. 
‘Christ’ is a Greek translation of the Hebrew ‘messiah’ which means 
coming king and redeemer of the world. Old copies of the Gospels, 
such as the Lindisfarne Gospels, used this symbol alongside images of 
the birth of Jesus.

The incarnation and Catholic views about art 
and imagery

Christians in general have been largely happy with the use of religious 
images. This is not the case in some other religions, for example 
Judaism and Islam do not allow images of God in case the images are 
worshipped instead of God. Christians, sometimes, have followed this 
idea. The iconoclasts in the eighth and ninth centuries ce removed 
mosaics and icons of Christ and the saints, sometimes replacing 
these with an image of a simple cross. Christians at the time of the 
Reformation who followed Protestant views also rejected images, often 
destroying statues or whitewashing walls where paintings of Christ and 
the saints were depicted. 

However, Catholics believe that because of the incarnation, religious 
art is acceptable. They believe that because the invisible, transcendent 
God made himself known and visible in human form in Jesus, then it 
is perfectly acceptable to have images of Christ and the saints. These 
are human beings and not the mysterious, unseen God himself. This 
was the argument put forward by St John of Damascus at the time of 
the iconoclasts. 

Alpha and omega are the 
first and last letters of the 
Greek alphabet.

Chi-Rho are the first two 
letters of ‘Christ’ in Greek.

The crucifix is an image of 
Jesus on the cross.

Incarnation is the belief that 
God became man in Jesus.

ICTHUS is the fish sign that 
spells out ‘Jesus Christ, Son 
of God, Saviour’.

An idol is any object that is 
worshipped instead of God. 

A monogram is a symbol 
made up of letters.

Iconoclasts were a 
movement to remove 
images from Churches. 

Incarnation
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However, images are not worshipped themselves; only God is 
worshipped. Images are respected and honoured. They help people to 
focus and pray or meditate as blessed objects, sacred signs and visual aids. 

Sculptures and statues

Catholic religious art also allows three-dimensional images (i.e. statues 
and sculptures), whereas the Eastern Churches only allows two-
dimensional paintings. Two common statues are ones of the Sacred Heart 
and of Christ on the cross (a crucifix):
l The Sacred Heart is a statue of Jesus and a symbol of the eternal love 

of God as revealed by Jesus. Jesus points to his heart, which is wounded 
by thorns, and fire rises and burns from within it. It is not meant to be 
taken literally:

 the heart represents love
 the thorns show that Jesus suffered for humanity 
 the fire shows the everlasting love and presence of God. 

l The crucifix showing Jesus hanging on the cross reminds Catholics of 
his death and sacrifice. It reminds Catholics of his forgiveness of sins, of 
his love for all, even though he was cruelly treated and rejected. 

Different Christian views on sculptures and  
images of Jesus

Protestant Christians tend to think that there is a danger that having 
images and sculptures of Jesus leads people to be superstitious and to 
worship them as idols. 
l They might find the Sacred Heart rather upsetting and violent, taking 

it too literally, rather than as an image of the love of God. 
l They may react to the crucifix by arguing that Christ is risen and not 

still on the cross. This is to misunderstand the symbolism, and they 
themselves will have readings, poems and hymns that speak of Jesus on 
the cross.

Very rightly the fine arts are considered to rank among the 
noblest activities of man’s genius, and this applies especially to 
religious art and to its highest achievement, which is sacred art. 
(Sacrosanctumconcilium 122)

Whoever venerates an image venerates the person portrayed in it. 
The honour paid to sacred images is a ‘respectful veneration’ not the 
adoration due to God alone. (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2132)

Now test yourself
1  What does the ICHTHUS symbol stand for?
2  What does the alpha and the omega symbol show about Catholic belief in the incarnation?
3  What is the meaning of images of the Sacred Heart? Why do some Christians find this difficult?
4  What does the crucifix remind people of, and why are some Christians opposed to using it?
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Beliefs and teachings
Jesus as the incarnate Son

Incarnation literally means ‘made f lesh’ and refers to God becoming 
human as Jesus.

Jesus is shown to be God incarnate in various ways in the Scriptures.  
St Luke and St Matthew’s gospels describe the ‘annunciation’ which was 
when Mary was told by the angel Gabriel that despite being a virgin she 
would give birth to a baby who would be the son of God.

Luke 1:26–38 tells the story from Mary’s point of view. He begins with 
the Annunciation as the angel greets Mary and the Holy Spirit comes upon 
her. She is obedient and the child she will have is to be the Son of God. 

Matthew 1:18–24 tells the story of the birth and is told from Joseph’s 
(Mary’s husband) viewpoint. He was afraid and wanted to divorce Mary 
secretly, for a pregnancy outside of marriage was a scandal that could have 
you stoned. An angel tells him it is God’s doing in a dream. Matthew 
refers to the prophecy ‘a young woman shall conceive and bear a son, and 
shall call his name Immanuel.’ (Isaiah 7:14)

Jesus as the divine Word

John’s gospel starts with a description of the Word of God.

Catholics believe that the Word of God refers to Jesus and the passage 
from John’s gospel:
l Shows Jesus, as the eternal Son, has existed along with God for all 

time: ‘In the beginning was the Word.’
l Distinguishes between God as Father and Jesus as the eternal Son: ‘The 

Word was with God.’
l Shows that Jesus was divine: ‘the Word was God.’
l Shows that Jesus lived as a human on earth: ‘The Word became f lesh 

and made his dwelling among us.’

The Gospel of Mark describes Jesus revealing that he was the son of God 
through the miracles he performed and his teaching.

Jesus as fully human and divine

Jesus was not a demigod; half human and half God. Nor was he God 
appearing as a man in disguise, or as a man inspired by God. He was both 
fully God and fully man at the same time.

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. He was in the beginning with God; all things were 
made through him, and without him was not anything made that was 
made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men. [...] 

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and 
truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the 
Father. (John 1:1 and 1:14)
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Somehow there was a joining of the human and the divine in Jesus, like 
two sides of a coin that cannot be separated. 

Son of Man

Jesus is seen as fully human in the Gospels as he eats and drinks, he wept 
when Lazarus died, was troubled and he suffered on the cross.

Jesus is recorded in the Gospels as referring to himself as ‘the Son of Man’. 

This could have different meanings:
l That he was an ordinary human being who suffered the same suffering 

and joy as any other human. 
l That he is a divine figure who had control over the whole world. 

Son of God

The Gospels describe the miracle of the virgin birth, other miracles 
performed by Jesus and Jesus’ resurrection and ascension. All of which 
indicate he was fully God as well as fully man.

The Gospel of Mark describes how after his arrest Jesus is asked by the 
High Priest ‘Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?’ Jesus replies 
that he is.

‘Son of God’ was a term that had been used in the Old Testament to refer 
to holy or saintly people, but Catholics believe that when the term is used 
for Jesus it means that Jesus was God incarnate. He is seen as the most 
holy man, and the fullest revelation of God in a human life. 

To refer to Jesus as Son of God is about God becoming incarnate, taking 
f lesh as a human being. It was the eternal Son, the second person of the 
Trinity, who became incarnate. He was sent by the Father through the 
power of the Holy Spirit, to take on human nature for our salvation. The 
incarnation therefore leads us back to the Holy Trinity. The language of 
the Holy Trinity uses analogies of human nature and relationships to 
describe God’s actual, mysterious nature, which is beyond our fullest 
abilities to understand. Catholics (and all Christians) see Jesus as fully 
human and fully God. There is that which is earthly and that which is 
divine, united in Christ.

Christians have often spoken of Jesus as ‘Son of God’ and ‘Son of Man’, 
referring to the divine and human natures of Jesus. ‘Son of Man’ has 
richer meanings in the Scriptures, though.

And he began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many 
things [...] (Mark 8:31) 

Now test yourself
1  What does the beginning of John’s gospel teach about Jesus?
2  What is meant by ‘Son of God’?
3  What is meant by ‘Son of Man’?
4  Give one way in which the gospels show that Jesus shows that he was fully human.
5  Give one way in which the gospels show that Jesus shows that he was fully divine.

Son of God is a title that 
could mean a human being, 
a holy person, a king, and 
also, with Jesus, the unique 
Son of God, God incarnate. 

Son of Man is a title that 
could mean a representative 
human being, a prophet or a 
cosmic saviour. 

Word is God acting in the 
world, speaking and sending 
his power. Jesus is seen as 
the Word of God made flesh.
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Sources of authority
Jesus as the fulfilment of the law

Tradition

Many early Christian writers, called the Church Fathers, wrote about 
the incarnation. St Irenaeus of Lugdunum (Lyon, France) wrote Against 
the Heresies (Adversus Haereses) in the second century ce. The following 
extract is from Book 4, Chapter 20, Section 7.

Magisterium

In the history of Christianity various beliefs have been held about Jesus 
including:
l that he was half man, half God
l that he was simply a very holy and spiritual man
l that he wasn’t really f lesh and blood but only an appearance of God.

However, the Catholic Church believes that these are incorrect and that 
Jesus was both fully human and fully divine.

Two recent documents sum up Church teaching about the incarnation. 
l Dei Verbum (‘God’s Word’) – a document published in 1965 from 

Vatican II: ‘For he sent his Son, the eternal Word, who enlightens 
all men, so that He might dwell among men and tell them of the 
innermost being of God […] Jesus Christ, therefore, the Word made 
f lesh, was sent as ‘‘a man to men’’.’ This explains that Jesus becoming a 
man was the only way for humans to truly understand God.

l Verbum Domini (‘The Word of the Lord’) – a document written by 
Pope Benedict XVI in 2010: ‘The Son himself is the Word, the Logos: 
the eternal word became small – small enough to fit into the manger. 
He became a child, so that the word could be grasped by us. Now the 
word is not simply audible; not only does it have a voice, now the word 
has a face, one that we can see: that of Jesus of Nazareth.’ This explains 
that Jesus’ incarnation made God visible to us on earth.

Now test yourself
1  What are the Beatitudes?
2  Which of the Church Fathers wrote about the incarnation in Adversus Haereses? Quote one point he 

taught about Christ.
3  How does Jesus fulfil the Old Testament law?
4  How does Jesus model Christian virtues in the gospels?
5  What did Pope Benedict XVI teach about the incarnation in Verbum Domini?

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.

Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on 
my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets 
who were before you. (Matthew 5:1–12)

From the beginning the Son is the one who teaches us 
about the Father; he is with the Father from the beginning.
The Word became the steward of God’s grace for the 
advantage of men, for whose benefits he made such 
wonderful arrangements. The glory of God is a human 
being, fully alive and what brings life to a man is the vision 
of God. If the revelation of God through creation gives 
life to all who life upon the earth, much more does the 
manifestation of the Father through the Word give life to 
those who see God.

The Beatitudes are nine 
sayings in the Sermon on 
the Mount about being 
blessed or happy.

Vatican II was the Second 
Vatican Council where all 
the Catholic bishops met 
with the Pope in the early 
1960s.

The Old Testament describes how God gave Moses 
rules that people should live by including the Ten 
Commandments. This is what is meant by Old 
Testament Law. However, the Jewish people did not 
always live by law. 

Jesus is seen as fulfilling the Old Testament Law, 
because he is God made man and the perfect human 
being (because of the incarnation). He says:

‘Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law 
or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but 
to fulfil them.’

Jesus models the Christian virtues of faith, hope and 
love, helping the poor, weak and the sick. 

He also gives definitive moral teachings about how 
people should live, in the Beatitudes and in his 
parables.
l The Beatitudes (Matthew 5:1–12) – these nine 

sayings, are part of the Sermon on the Mount and 
sum up the Christian lifestyle as taught by Jesus. 
Jesus tells people to remember the weak, the poor, 
have mercy, make peace and bless someone if 
they persecute you (‘beatitude’ comes from the 
Latin beatus to be blessed or happy). Jesus invites 

his followers to seek the kingdom of God and 
to begin to put themselves into it spiritually by 
changing their attitudes. 

l The Sheep and the Goats (Matthew 25:31–46) 
this parable imagines God as a shepherd sorting 
out his sheep from the goats and is about how 
people should respond to those in need. The 
sheep represent people who have cared for others, 
and helped their neighbours, these are the people 
who will go to heaven. Jesus teaches that he is to 
be found in those who suffer and are poor and in 
prison.

The actions praised in the parable of the Sheep 
and Goats above are similar to the teaching of the 
Catholic Church about how people should respond 
to those in need: 
l feeding the hungry
l giving drink to the thirsty
l welcoming strangers
l giving clothes to those who have none
l visiting the sick
l visiting those in prison
l burying the dead if people die a long way from 

home and any civilisation. 
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Tradition

Many early Christian writers, called the Church Fathers, wrote about 
the incarnation. St Irenaeus of Lugdunum (Lyon, France) wrote Against 
the Heresies (Adversus Haereses) in the second century ce. The following 
extract is from Book 4, Chapter 20, Section 7.

Magisterium

In the history of Christianity various beliefs have been held about Jesus 
including:
l that he was half man, half God
l that he was simply a very holy and spiritual man
l that he wasn’t really f lesh and blood but only an appearance of God.

However, the Catholic Church believes that these are incorrect and that 
Jesus was both fully human and fully divine.

Two recent documents sum up Church teaching about the incarnation. 
l Dei Verbum (‘God’s Word’) – a document published in 1965 from 

Vatican II: ‘For he sent his Son, the eternal Word, who enlightens 
all men, so that He might dwell among men and tell them of the 
innermost being of God […] Jesus Christ, therefore, the Word made 
f lesh, was sent as ‘‘a man to men’’.’ This explains that Jesus becoming a 
man was the only way for humans to truly understand God.

l Verbum Domini (‘The Word of the Lord’) – a document written by 
Pope Benedict XVI in 2010: ‘The Son himself is the Word, the Logos: 
the eternal word became small – small enough to fit into the manger. 
He became a child, so that the word could be grasped by us. Now the 
word is not simply audible; not only does it have a voice, now the word 
has a face, one that we can see: that of Jesus of Nazareth.’ This explains 
that Jesus’ incarnation made God visible to us on earth.

Now test yourself
1  What are the Beatitudes?
2  Which of the Church Fathers wrote about the incarnation in Adversus Haereses? Quote one point he 

taught about Christ.
3  How does Jesus fulfil the Old Testament law?
4  How does Jesus model Christian virtues in the gospels?
5  What did Pope Benedict XVI teach about the incarnation in Verbum Domini?

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.

Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.

Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God.

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on 
my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets 
who were before you. (Matthew 5:1–12)

From the beginning the Son is the one who teaches us 
about the Father; he is with the Father from the beginning.
The Word became the steward of God’s grace for the 
advantage of men, for whose benefits he made such 
wonderful arrangements. The glory of God is a human 
being, fully alive and what brings life to a man is the vision 
of God. If the revelation of God through creation gives 
life to all who life upon the earth, much more does the 
manifestation of the Father through the Word give life to 
those who see God.

The Beatitudes are nine 
sayings in the Sermon on 
the Mount about being 
blessed or happy.

Vatican II was the Second 
Vatican Council where all 
the Catholic bishops met 
with the Pope in the early 
1960s.

Jesus is the fullest revelation 
of God possible in human form.

Jesus as the Word incarnate 
brought grace and forgiveness.

God’s glory (greatness) is seen 
in human beings forgiven.

Jesus brings life from God to 
those who trust him.
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Practices
Sacraments, grace and the nature of reality

Grace means a free gift of love, a blessing that we 
have done nothing to deserve. The word comes 
from gratia meaning gift. Christians believe that 
God’s love, his grace, is given to all people.

They believe that there are some actions that bring 
God’s presence and grace and these are known as the 
sacraments. St Augustine defined a sacrament as ‘a 
visible sign of invisible grace.’

Christians believe that as creator of the world, God 
is present within it and it is a gift of love. Through 
the incarnation of God in Jesus, this takes on a fuller 
meaning. Catholics see that physical things can be 
vehicles of spiritual things. Very ordinary things can 
become instruments of God’s love and grace, things 
such as water, oil, bread and wine. God uses them 
and comes through them.

The seven sacraments

The Catholic Church recognises seven sacraments. 
These are:
l Baptism
l Confirmation
l Eucharist (Holy Communion)
l Marriage
l Holy Orders
l Confession (also Penance or Reconciliation)
l Sacrament of the sick

The Catechism describes the sacraments as 
efficacious signs, this means that they do something 
and are not just symbolic. For example, marriage 
joins a husband and wife, confession brings 
forgiveness. These effects ‘sanctify’ the receiver – 
they make them more holy.

Sacraments have two aspects, the matter and the 
form. The matter is the physical thing or action; 
the form is the words used and their meaning. The 
seven were all begun (instituted) by Jesus. 

Sacrament Matter Form Effect

Baptism Water ‘I baptise you in the name of the Father, 
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.’

Baptism cleanses from sin 
and joins the person to the 
Church, the body of Christ.

Confirmation Holy oil 
(chrism)

‘Be sealed with the gift of the Holy Spirit.’ Confirmation strengthens the 
person by the Holy Spirit.

Eucharist Bread and wine ‘The words of Jesus, ‘‘This is my 
body,this is my blood…’’

Eucharist brings the 
presence of the risen Christ 
in his body and blood.

Marriage The consent of 
the couple

The exchange of vows Marriage joins a couple as 
husband and wife.

Holy orders The candidate The laying on of hands by the bishop with 
certain words

Holy Orders makes a man a 
bishop, priest or deacon.

Confession The sins of the 
penitent

The words of Absolution: ‘I absolve you 
from your sins in the name of the Father, 
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.’

Confession brings 
forgiveness of sins.

Sacrament 
of the sick

Oil ‘Through this holy anointing may the 
Lord in his love and mercy help you with 
the grace of the Holy Spirit. May the Lord 
who frees you from sin, save you and 
raise you up.’

Sacrament of the sick brings 
forgiveness, comfort, inner 
strength and sometimes 
physical healing.
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Imago Dei

Catholics and all Christians believe that human beings are made in the 
image of God (imago Dei). This means that every individual is valued 
and uniquely loved. For Catholics this includes unborn children. This is 
so from the moment of their conception in the womb. This is when an 
egg is fertilised by sperm. This begins life and, unless there are medical 
problems, will form into a baby ready to be born.

The soul is believed to be present from the moment of conception, as can 
be seen in the Gospel story of the Annunciation. When Mary receives the 
message of the angel there is a touch of life in her womb and the single 
cell is Jesus, growing gradually into a baby. 

The Gospel of Luke describes how when Mary was pregnant with Jesus 
she visited her cousin Elizabeth who was pregnant, too. Elizabeth’s 
baby ‘leaped in her womb’ because he recognised the presence of Jesus 
in Mary’s womb. Catholics believe that this is evidence that Jesus was 
recognised as a living person from conception.

Catholic views on abortion

Catholics argue against abortion because
l They believe that every person is made in the image of God and so 

should be valued, this includes unborn children because life begins at 
conception.

l Catholics believe in protecting the weak and innocent.
l Even though a brain and organs have not yet developed, they will 

do, and the zygote has all the potential for this to happen, like a seed 
growing into a plant. 

Grace is a free gift of divine 
love and blessing.

Sacrament is an action and 
words that convey a spiritual 
blessing.

Efficacious means having 
an effect, and generally 
used in reference to the 
sacraments.

Matter is the physical or 
mental thing used in a 
sacrament.

Form are the words 
used when performing a 
sacrament. 

Chrism is holy oil used at 
Confirmation

Imago Dei is Latin for the 
‘image of God’.

Zygote is a fertilised egg in 
the womb.

For behold, when the voice of your greeting came to my ears, the babe 
in my womb leaped for joy. (Luke 1:44)

From the moment of its conception life must be guarded with the 
greatest care while abortion and infanticide are unspeakable crimes. 
(Gaudium et spes 51)

Now test yourself
1  What is meant by grace?
2  How should a sacrament be defined?
3  List the seven sacraments.
4  What is the matter and form of the sacrament of confirmation?
5  Give any two reasons why Catholics oppose abortion.
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