
 
 
The fish symbol, known as the Ichthys (Greek for "fish"), has a 
fascinating history in early Christianity. Here is an explanation of its 
origins and significance. 
 
The fish became a secret symbol for Christians during the period of 
Roman persecution (roughly 1st-4th centuries CE). The Greek word 
for fish - ΙΧΘΥΣ (ichthys) - worked as an acrostic, with each letter 
representing words in a declaration of faith: 
 
Ι (Iota) - Ἰησοῦς (Iēsous) - Jesus 
Χ (Chi) - Χριστός (Christos) - Christ 
Θ (Theta) - Θεοῦ (Theou) - God's 
Υ (Upsilon) - Υἱός (Huios) - Son 
Σ (Sigma) - Σωτήρ (Sōtēr) - Savior 
 
When Christians needed to identify themselves to each other while 
avoiding detection by Roman authorities, one person would draw one 
arc of the fish symbol in the dirt. If the other person was Christian, 
they would complete the symbol by drawing the second arc. This 
served as a discreet way to recognize fellow believers. 
 
The fish also had deeper biblical significance. Several of Jesus's 
disciples were fishermen, and he told them he would make them 
"fishers of men." Jesus also performed miracles involving fish, such 
as the multiplication of loaves and fishes and the miraculous catch of 
fish. The fish symbol appeared in early Christian art in the Roman 
catacombs and on ancient Christian artifacts. 
 


