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    For everyone who has ever looked at art and wondered.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made…"—Romans 1:20 (KJV)

      

    


Prologue: Seeing the Gospel in Stone

––––––––
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GERTRUDE SILL, AUTHOR of A Handbook of Symbols in Christian Art, once wrote that one of the most important things any Bible student with an interest in early Christian art should remember is this:

“In addition to creating impressive environments and beautiful objects, a major purpose of Christian art was to instruct, to inspire, and to solidify Christian faith. From its inception, this art was didactic. Its purpose was to teach Christian lessons to a largely illiterate public through precise and literal visual images.”

This book is written for the Christian who may have never given early Christian art more than a passing glance. Yet many meaningful lessons can be drawn from these images when they are approached with a desire to understand and a questioning mind. Where did the Christian fish symbol originate? Why was the image of Noah in the ark so important to early Christians? What messages did our brothers and sisters in the early church hope to communicate about their faith through the art they left behind? How do these images relate to Scripture—and what do they mean for our lives today?

It is my hope that through this study you will gain a deeper appreciation for early Christian art and a clearer understanding of important biblical truths.

—Susan Elliott
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Chapter One: Understanding Early Christian Art
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According to the Encyclopedia Britannica, “Early Christian art, also called Paleo-Christian art or primitive Christian art, includes architecture, painting, and sculpture dating from the beginnings of Christianity until about the early sixth century. It is focused particularly on the art of Italy and the western Mediterranean.” The Encyclopedia Britannica also notes that “the earliest identifiably Christian art consists of a few second-century wall and ceiling paintings found in Roman catacombs.”

Most Bible students have never participated in an in-depth study of Christian images. Perhaps this is because for many years Christians have recoiled at the word iconography, equating it with the veneration of images or paganism. The truth, however, is that iconography does not imply idolatry, nor does it necessarily have anything to do with religion at all.

Iconography simply refers to the use of images or symbols to represent ideas. While you may not have given the subject much thought, iconography is something you encounter every day. My daughter, for example, is a huge fan of a game where players guess the logo. Her success in the game comes from her familiarity with contemporary iconography—symbols that represent companies, ideas, or products. I suspect you have a greater understanding of signs and symbolism than you realize as well.

Let’s try a quick exercise. For a moment, consider the following companies and concepts. Does the mention of these names or ideas create a visual image in your mind?

Exercise: Visual Symbols in Everyday Life

Consider several well-known companies you encounter in daily life. Without drawing exact logos, describe the symbols, colors, or images commonly associated with each company and write what ideas or feelings they bring to mind.

	Fast-food restaurant

	Social media platform

	Automobile manufacturer

	Coffee company

	Retail store


Exercise: Symbols and Abstract Concepts

Below are several abstract ideas. For each one, describe an image or symbol that commonly represents the concept. You may describe the image in words rather than drawing it.

	Happiness

	Sadness

	Love

	Affection (hugs and kisses)

	Luck


Exercise: Symbols in Biblical Events

The following biblical events and ideas have often been represented through symbols or imagery. For each one, describe an image or symbol that could represent the concept. You may describe the image in words rather than drawing it.

	The Flood in the days of Noah

	God’s promise to mankind

	The first Passover

	The birth of Jesus

	The death of Jesus


Reflection

Through your participation in this exercise, what did you discover? Were you surprised that images came to mind at the mere mention of certain words or ideas? Were some images easier to identify or describe than others?

The relationship between images and the ideas they represent is called symbolism. In the next few lessons, you will explore some of the most common symbols found in early Christian art, why they were important to early believers, and how they relate to the teachings of the Bible.
Entering the Catacombs

Beneath the bustling streets of ancient Rome lies a hidden world carved from stone—the catacombs. These underground burial chambers served as places of interment, remembrance, and quiet worship for early Christians during times of persecution. Long, narrow corridors stretch through soft volcanic rock, lined with recessed tombs cut into the walls. Some chambers open into small rooms where families gathered to mourn, pray, and remember their dead.

One of the most well-known of these burial sites is the Catacomb of Domitilla, which dates back to the late first and second centuries. Like many catacombs, it contains frescoes, carvings, and symbols etched into the stone—images left behind by believers who lived and died in a world hostile to their faith. These were not decorative flourishes meant for admiration, but messages of hope meant to be understood by fellow Christians.

Within these dim corridors, early believers expressed their faith visually. They told stories of salvation, deliverance, resurrection, and eternal life through simple images that reflected their trust in God’s promises. To an outside observer, these markings may have appeared ordinary or even meaningless. To a Christian, however, they spoke volumes.

As we step into the catacombs through this study, we are stepping into the faith and courage of the early church—men and women who clung to Christ in life and in death, and who left behind a visual testimony of the gospel carved in stone.

Religious Symbolism

Early Christian art relied heavily on symbolism to communicate faith, hope, and doctrine in a world where many believers could not read and where open expressions of Christianity could be dangerous. Rather than depicting detailed narratives or realistic portraits, early Christians used simple, recognizable symbols to convey profound spiritual truths.

These symbols were intentionally uncomplicated. A cross, a fish, an anchor, or a shepherd could communicate
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