
 

 

1 
 

The Power of Christian Symbols: Understanding the Chi (X) and the Cross 

D. Gene Williams Jr., PhD 

Defend the Word Ministries 

NorthPointe Church 

 

CHRISTIAN SYMBOLS ARE FOUNDATIONAL 

Christian symbols, particularly the Chi (Χ) and the cross, are foundational to 

understanding Christianity's spiritual and cultural history. These symbols have evolved 

over time, and their meanings have shifted based on theological, cultural, and historical 

contexts. By exploring their origins and development, we can gain deeper insight into 

their enduring significance. 

 

CHI (X) AND ITS ORIGINS 

The Chi (X) symbol has roots in both pre-Christian traditions and Christian 

theology. In ancient Greek philosophy, specifically in Plato's writings, the letter Chi 

symbolized the cosmic intersection of the celestial equator and the ecliptic, representing 

divine order. Early Christians, influenced by this imagery, adopted the Chi as an 

abbreviation for Christ (Χριστός). This transformation from a cosmic symbol to a 

representation of Christ highlights the way early Christians adapted existing symbols to 

articulate theological truths. 

A major moment in the history of Chi (X) came after Constantine's vision before 

the Battle of the Milvian Bridge in 312 AD. He famously used the Chi-Rho (☧), a 

combination of Chi and Rho, as his military standard. This symbol, representing Christ's 
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sovereignty and victory, became a cornerstone of Christian iconography and is still 

widely used today. 

 

THE CROSS: FROM SHAME TO VICTORY 

In the early days of Christianity, the cross was not openly used because it was 

associated with the Roman method of execution — crucifixion — which was a form of 

punishment reserved for the lowest criminals. However, over time, the cross evolved 

from a symbol of shame to one of hope, redemption, and victory. The crucifixion of Jesus 

Christ became the central event in Christian theology, symbolizing not only Christ's 

sacrifice but also His triumph over death and sin. 

The cross eventually became the most important Christian symbol. Variations of 

the cross, such as the Greek Cross (equal-length arms) and the Latin Cross (longer 

vertical bar), emerged as Christianity spread across different regions. Each variation 

carried unique theological meanings, reflecting the diverse ways in which Christians 

understood the significance of Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. 

 

CROSSES AND THEIR THEOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE 

Throughout history, many different types of crosses have been used, each 

representing various theological ideas and cultural traditions. Here are a few prominent 

examples: 

• The Celtic Cross: Featuring a circle around the intersection of the arms, this cross 

symbolizes eternity and reflects the blending of Celtic culture with Christianity. 
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• The Greek Cross: This cross with equal arms represents balance, unity, and the 

universality of Christ's sacrifice. 

• The Latin Cross: The most recognizable Christian cross, it emphasizes the centrality 

of Christ’s sacrifice for mankind. 

• The Patriarchal Cross: A cross with two horizontal bars, symbolizing Christ’s 

authority, often used in the Eastern Orthodox Church. 

These crosses, among others, have been used to communicate various aspects of 

the Christian faith, from Christ’s divinity and sacrifice to His victory over death. 

 

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE CROSS AND CHI (X) 

Today, the Chi (X) and the cross continue to be powerful symbols within 

Christianity and the wider culture. They appear not only in religious settings but also in 

everyday life, from churches to jewelry, to public symbols of faith. Even modern 

abbreviations such as Xmas (Christmas) and Xtian (Christian) continue to reflect the 

ongoing influence of these symbols. The Chi (X), especially, remains a visible reminder 

of Christ’s central role in Christian faith and culture. 

Both symbols continue to serve as bridges between Christianity’s early history 

and modern expressions of faith. They remind us that symbols can transcend time, 

culture, and theology, offering a way to connect believers across generations and 

denominations. 
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APPENDIX A: CHRISTAGRAMS: THE NOMINA SACRA 

The Nomina Sacra is a system of abbreviations used in early Christian manuscripts to denote 

sacred names and titles, particularly in the New Testament. These abbreviations were used to 

honor and highlight the sacredness of specific words. The presence of the titlo, a horizontal line 

placed above the letters (e.g.,    found in 𝔓1 (P. Oxy. 2), representing ΙΗΣΟΥΣ (Iēsous-Jesus)), 

was essential, as it clearly indicated that the letters beneath it were shorthand for a sacred name 

or term, marking the term as significant and sacred. The practice of using Nomina Sacra was 

widespread in early Christian texts and plays a key role in the history of Christian manuscript 

traditions. Here are some of the most notable abbreviations in this system: 

 

1. ΑΩ (Alpha and Omega) 

The first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, symbolizing God as the beginning and the 

end (Revelation 1:8, 21:6, 22:13). First used in Christian art and manuscripts in the 2nd 

century CE, emphasizing God’s eternal nature and sovereignty. 

2. X (Chi) 

A Greek letter representing Christ, used in early Christian symbolism and associated with 

the cosmic intersection in Plato’s Timaeus. Its Christian usage began in the 1st century 

AD, as an abbreviation for Xριστός (Christ). 

3. XΡ (Chi-Rho) 

This Christogram combines the Greek letters X (Chi) and Ρ (Rho) from XΡΙΣΤΟΣ 

(Christ). The X is the first letter, and Ρ comes from the second letter of the word 

“Christ.” The XΡ abbreviation was used to represent Christ and is one of the most 

famous Christograms in Christian history. 

Note: The Chi-Rho symbol also appears in another form as ☧, where a cross is added to 

the Ρ (Rho), signifying Christ’s crucifixion and victory over death. Both versions were 

used interchangeably in Christian iconography, with the ☧ form gaining popularity after 

the vision of Constantine before the Battle of the Milvian Bridge in AD 312. 

4. IC XC NIKA (   ) 

A Christogram that combines the Greek letters IC (for Ἰησοῦς - Jesus) and XC (for 

Xριστός - Christ), representing the full name Jesus Christ. The titlo is placed above the I, 

C, X, and C in manuscripts to indicate they are abbreviations of ΙΗΣΟΥΣ XΡΙΣΤΟΣ. 

NIKA (νικά) means “conquers” and signifies Christ’s victory over death. This 

iconographic form became prominent in Byzantine art from the 6th century AD and 

continues to be a significant symbol of Christ’s cosmic victory in Eastern Orthodox 

theology. The orthographical use of the lunate sigma is employed instead of the standard 

sigma in this abbreviation. 
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5. ἸXΘΥΣ (Ichthys) or ἸXΘΥϹ (     ) 

The Greek word ἸXΘΥΣ (Ichthys), meaning “fish,” was used by early Christians as an 

acrostic representing “Ιησοῦς Xριστὸς Θεοῦ Υἱὸς Σωτήρ” (Jesus Christ, Son of God, 

Savior). This symbol was widely used by early Christians as a secret sign of 

identification during times of persecution. 

Earliest known use: The Ichthys symbol and acrostic date back to at least the 2nd 

century CE, appearing in early Christian art and inscriptions. It became a well-known 

Christian symbol during the period of persecution by the Roman Empire. 

6. IX (Iota-Chi) 

This is a Christogram combining the Greek letters Ι (Iota) from Ἰησοῦς (Jesus) and X 

(Chi) from Xριστός (Christ). In manuscripts, the titlo is placed above the letters Ι and X to 

indicate that they are abbreviations for the full names of Jesus and Christ. The IX 

Christogram is commonly seen in early Christian texts and iconography, emphasizing the 

unity of Jesus as both the Messiah and the Savior. 

Earliest known use: Found in early Christian manuscripts like P66 (c. 2nd century AD). 

7. IHS (Iota-Eta-Sigma) 

This abbreviation represents ΙΗΣΟΥΣ (Jesus) and is derived from the first three letters of 

the Greek name. The letters Ι (Iota), Η (Eta), and Σ (Sigma) are taken from the initial part 

of the name. IHS became widely used in Christian liturgical contexts and is commonly 

seen in religious symbols and inscriptions. While IHS is not a typical Nomina Sacra 

abbreviation that uses only the first and last letters, it still functions as a shorthand for 

ΙΗΣΟΥΣ (Jesus) and is often accompanied by the titlo to signify its sacred nature. Earliest 

known use: Appears in Christian manuscripts by the 6th century AD. 

8. ΙΣ (Iota-Sigma) 

This abbreviation stands for ΙΗΣΟΥΣ (Jesus). The Ι represents the first letter of the name, 

and the Σ represents the last letter. The ΙΣ abbreviation is used in early Christian texts as 

a shorthand for Jesus, indicating the sacredness of the name. 

Earliest known use: Found in manuscripts like P45 (circa 3rd century AD). 

9. ΚΣ (Kappa-Sigma) 

Abbreviates ΚΥΡΙΟΣ (Lord). Κ (Kappa) is the first letter, and Σ (Sigma) is the last letter. 

This abbreviation is used in early Christian manuscripts to denote the Lord, specifically 

referring to Jesus Christ in a divine context.  

Earliest known use: Appears in early Christian papyri and inscriptions, dating back 

to the 2nd century AD. 

10. ΠΣ (Pi-Sigma) 

This abbreviation represents ΠΝΕΥΜΑ (Spirit). The Π (Pi) is the first letter, and Σ 

(Sigma) is the last letter, referring to the Holy Spirit. 

Earliest known use: Found in Christian texts from the 4th century AD. 

11. ΘΣ (Theta-Sigma) 

Used to abbreviate ΘΕΟΣ (God). The Θ (Theta) represents the first letter of the word 

“God,” and Σ (Sigma) represents the last. This abbreviation signifies the divine nature of 

God. 

Earliest known use: Found in Christian manuscripts from the 3rd century AD. 
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12. Xmas  

n abbreviation for “Christmas,” where X represents Chi (X), the first letter of ‘Christ’ in 

Greek. First recorded usage dates to the 16th century AD in English writings, notably in 

The Christmasse Booke (1551), where “Xmas” was used as a shorthand for “Christmas.” 

The use of X as an abbreviation for Christ has roots in early Christian manuscripts, where 

Chi was commonly employed to represent Christ’s name. 

Earliest known use: 16th century AD. 

13. Xtian  

An academic and informal shorthand for “Christian,” preserving the symbolic 

connection to Christ through the Greek letter Chi (X). First documented in English usage 

in the 17th century AD, particularly in scholarly and clerical contexts. The term became 

common in theological writings, such as Richard Baxter’s Christian Directory (1673), 

where it was used as an abbreviation while maintaining the Christian symbolism of 

Christ. 

Earliest known use: 17th century AD. 
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APPENDIX B: CROSSES  

The cross stands as the most central and iconic symbol of the Christian faith, representing both 

the sacrifice and the victory of Jesus Christ. Over the centuries, the cross has evolved into 

numerous forms, each carrying its own theological, cultural, and historical significance. From the 

Greek Cross with its equal arms to the Patriarchal Cross symbolizing ecclesiastical authority, 

each variation has played a role in expressing different aspects of Christ's work and the Christian 

faith. 

Early Christian reluctance to openly display the cross, due to its association with Roman 

execution, eventually gave way to the cross becoming the preeminent symbol of Christian 

identity, redemption, and hope. The adoption of different cross forms, including the Celtic Cross, 

Latin Cross, and Russian Orthodox Cross, reflects regional and doctrinal diversities within 

Christianity, while still underscoring the common theological foundation of Christ's atoning 

death and resurrection. 

This appendix highlights various crosses used in Christian tradition, examining their origins, 

meanings, and uses across different periods, from early Christianity through the medieval period 

to their contemporary significance in both religious and secular contexts. 

1. Celtic Cross (  ) 

• A cross with a circle, representing eternity and the integration of Celtic culture into 

Christianity. First appeared in the 8th century AD as part of Christian missionary 

efforts in the British Isles. 

2. Greek Cross (  ) 

• A cross with arms of equal length, symbolizing balance and unity in Christian 

tradition. Found in early Christian art and architecture from the 4th century AD, 

especially in Eastern Orthodox contexts. 

 

3. Iron Cross (  ) 

• Originating from the Christian Teutonic Order of knights in the late 12th century AD, 

the Iron Cross later became a military emblem. While its original use symbolized 

faith, protection, and chivalry under God, it was secularized in the 19th century as a 

German military decoration. 

 

 

 



 

 

8 
 

4. Latin Cross (  ) 

• The most common Christian cross, symbolizing the crucifixion and resurrection of 

Jesus Christ. First widely depicted in the 4th century AD following Constantine’s 

promotion of Christianity. 

5. Maltese Cross (  ) 

• A cross with eight points, symbolizing the eight Beatitudes and the virtues of a 

Christian knight. First associated with the Knights Hospitaller during the 11th century 

AD and later with the Order of Malta, it represents Christian service and sacrifice. 

6. Patriarchal Cross (  )  

• A cross consisting of a vertical bar with two horizontal bars, one near the top and 

another further down. This cross is often associated with the Eastern Orthodox 

Church and represents the authority of Christ. It is also used to signify the patriarchal 

office in Eastern Orthodoxy. Its use dates back to the 4th century AD, with its 

prominence increasing in the Byzantine Empire and continuing to symbolize 

ecclesiastical authority within Eastern Christian traditions. 

7. Russian Orthodox Cross (  )  

• A cross with three horizontal bars: the topmost bar represents the inscription placed 

above Christ on the cross, the middle bar represents the place where Christ’s hands 

were nailed, and the bottom bar represents the footrest (or “stipe”) during the 

crucifixion. This cross became distinctive in Eastern Christianity after the 4th  

century AD and is widely used in the Russian Orthodox Church and other Eastern 

Orthodox Churches. It signifies Christ’s sacrifice, the victory over death, and the 

salvation He offers, symbolizing Christ’s redemptive work. 

8. St. Peter’s Cross (Inverted Cross) (  ) 

• A cross traditionally associated with St. Peter, who was crucified upside down around 

64 AD during the reign of Emperor Nero. According to tradition, Peter did not 

consider himself worthy to die in the same manner as Jesus and requested to be 

crucified in this reversed position. The Inverted Cross symbolizes humility and 

martyrdom, reflecting Peter’s unworthiness and devotion to Christ. Initially a symbol 

of the apostle’s sacrifice, the cross has been controversially adopted in various 

contexts, particularly in the 20th century, where it has been associated with the 

rejection of authority or anti-Christian beliefs, especially in secular and pop culture. 
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9. Staurogram (⳨) 

• Also called the Monogrammatic Cross or Tau-Rho symbol, it is composed of a tau 

(Τ) superimposed on a rho (Ρ). First used in the late 2nd to early 3rd century AD and 

appears in very early New Testament manuscripts such as P66, P45, and P75. It was 

used to abbreviate the Greek word for “cross” (σταυρός) and may visually represent 

Jesus on the cross, functioning almost like a nomen sacrum.1 

10. Templar Cross (  )  

• A red cross on a white background, representing the Knights Templar, a Christian 

military order founded in AD 1118 during the Crusades. The Templar Cross 

symbolized faith, protection, and service to Christ, specifically in the Holy Land. The 

order’s mission was to protect Christian pilgrims and defend Christian territories. 

While similar in shape to the Teutonic Cross, it is distinguished by its red color and 

its association with the Templars’ unique mission. The Templar Cross became an 

enduring symbol of medieval chivalry and the Crusades. 

11. Teutonic Order Cross (  ) 

• A black cross on a white background, representing the Teutonic Knights, a Christian 

military order founded in AD 1190 during the Crusades. Although similar in shape to 

the Templar Cross, which featured a red cross, the Teutonic Knights chose black to 

symbolize their distinct mission. Originally formed to protect pilgrims in the Holy 

Land, the Teutonic Knights later focused on military campaigns in the Baltic, 

particularly in the Christianization of pagan peoples. Over time, the Teutonic Cross 

became associated with their unique military and religious identity, distinguishing it 

from the Templar Cross. The Teutonic Cross later influenced the design of the Iron 

Cross as a military symbol. 

12. T-shaped Cross  

• A representation of the cross in early Christian tradition, reflecting its association 

with crucifixion. Likely used as a symbol in the 2nd century AD, it reflects the T-

shaped structure of Roman execution devices. The T-shaped cross later became 

associated with St. Anthony of Egypt (4th century AD), who adopted it as a personal 

emblem of faith. This connection led to its alternate name, Anthony’s Cross, in the 

context of Christian monasticism. 

 

 

 

 
1 Larry W. Hurtado, “The Staurogram in Early Christian Manuscripts: The Earliest Visual 

Reference to the Crucified Jesus?” in New Testament Manuscripts: Their Texts and Their World, ed. 

Thomas J. Kraus (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 207–26, https://hdl.handle.net/1842/1204. 
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13. X-shaped Cross (  ) 

• Often linked to St. Andrew, this cross represents variations in the depiction of 

Christ’s crucifixion. Tradition attributes its use to St. Andrew’s martyrdom in the 1st 

century AD, though its symbolic adoption occurred in later centuries. 
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