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Christ is in our midst!  

 

Icons are often the first thing a visitor notices in an Orthodox church, but they are much more 

than religious art. To understand them, we must start at the very center of our faith: the 

Incarnation of Jesus Christ. 

 

WHY ICONS EXIST: THE INCARNATION 

 

The very reason we can have holy icons is because God became man. In the Old Testament, 

God was invisible and without form. Therefore, the Second Commandment forbade any image of 

Him, for how can you depict the invisible? 

 

But as St. John of Damascus, the great defender of icons, explained: "It is obvious that when you 

contemplate God becoming man, then you may depict Him clothed in human form. When the 

invisible One becomes visible to flesh, you may then draw His likeness". Because the Son of God 

took on flesh, a real human body, He can be depicted. An icon of Christ is not a depiction of His 

unseen divinity, but a bold confession that "the Word became flesh" (John 1:14) and that His 

humanity is real. For the Orthodox, to reject icons is to undermine the reality of the Incarnation. 

 

WHAT IS AN ICON? 

 

In Greek, the word eikon simply means "image". For the Orthodox, an icon is not a work of art, 

but a "visual gospel" and a "window into heaven". It is a sacred image that shares in the sanctity 

of the person it depicts, inviting the viewer into direct spiritual communion with them. 

 

The icon is a "theology in color". It uses a distinct, stylized form (two-dimensional, with inverse 

perspective and a golden background of uncreated light) to depict not the fallen world as we see 

it, but the transfigured, deified reality of the Kingdom of God. 

 

THE SCRIPTURAL FOUNDATION 

 

A common question is about the Second Commandment: "You shall not make for yourself a 

graven image" (Exodus 20:4). The purpose of this commandment was to forbid idolatry—

worshipping a created thing as if it were God—not to forbid all religious art. 

 

In fact, God commanded the creation of images for worship in the Old Testament Tabernacle 

(images of cherubim woven into the curtains, carved on the walls, and placed atop the Ark). The 

key is that these images were not worshiped as gods but were holy objects that directed the 

people's hearts toward the true God. 

 

The ultimate biblical foundation for icons is in the New Testament, where St. Paul calls Christ 

the very "image (eikon) of the invisible God" (Colossians 1:15). He is the perfect, living Icon 

of the Father. 
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THE SEVENTH ECUMENICAL COUNCIL (AD 787) 

 

The proper veneration of icons was formally and dogmatically defined by the Seventh 

Ecumenical Council, held in Nicaea in 787. This council was responding to the "iconoclast" 

(image-breaker) heresy, which had violently destroyed icons for decades. 

 

Led by the theological works of St. John of Damascus, the council's fathers decreed that: 

 

1. Icons of Christ, the Theotokos, the angels, and the saints may be made and placed in 

churches, homes, and public places. 

 

2. The faithful may show them a veneration of honor (proskynesis), but not the absolute 

worship (latreia) which is due to God alone. 

 

3. The honor shown to the icon passes to the person it represents ("the prototype"), just as 

honoring a photograph of one's mother honors the mother herself. 

 

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN VENERATION AND WORSHIP 

 

This is the most crucial distinction for non-Orthodox inquirers. Worship (latreia) is the absolute 

adoration, sacrifice, and devotion offered to the one, true, and triune 

God. Veneration (proskynesis or dulia) is the honor, respect, and love shown to holy persons, 

angels, and sacred objects like icons and the cross. 

 

When we kiss an icon of Christ, we are not kissing the wood and paint. We are expressing our 

love for the Person of Christ. When we bow before an icon of the Theotokos, we are honoring 

the Mother of God, not the board on which she is painted. As the great theologian Sergius 

Bulgakov said, the icon is not a window into heaven through which we can gaze at the heavenly 

realm. It is a door through which the grace of the person depicted can come to us in the Church. 

 

A CATECHUMEN'S GUIDE TO ICONS 

 

For those new to the Orthodox faith, here is a practical guide to venerating icons: 

 

1. Approach with Reverence: Stand before the icon, make the Sign of the Cross, and bow 

(either a bow from the waist or a full prostration, depending on the day and local custom). 

 

2. Kiss the Icon (Optional but Traditional): Kiss the icon as a sign of love. For icons of 

Christ, one may kiss His hand, feet, or the edge of His garment. For the Theotokos or a 

saint, kiss the edge of the image or a hand. 

 

3. Say a Prayer: Speak to the person depicted. For an icon of Christ, say the Jesus Prayer. 

For the Theotokos, say "Most Holy Theotokos, save us" or "Rejoice, O Virgin Theotokos." 

For a saint, ask for their intercession with a simple prayer like "Holy Saint [Name], pray 

to God for me." 
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4. Light a Candle (If Available): Lighting a candle before an icon is a tangible offering of 

your prayer, symbolizing your faith and the light of Christ. 

 

THE TRANSFORMATIVE POWER OF ICONS 

 

Ultimately, icons are not ends in themselves. They are tools for our salvation and means of our 

healing. They lift our minds from the earthly to the heavenly, sanctify our senses, and lead us 

into prayer. They are not mere decorations, but active participants in the liturgical life of the 

Church. As the Seventh Ecumenical Council declared, the icon and the Gospel are essentially the 

same, conveying the same truth: one through the written word, the other through color. The Holy 

Spirit can work through them to pour out grace, heal the body and soul, and transform us into the 

likeness of Christ. They are a beautiful and essential part of our journey toward theosis, our 

deification in Christ. 

 


