
 

 

 

 

 

The Orthodox icon of the Baptism of Christ (Theophany) is one of the most 
symbolically rich icons in the Church. Every element is deliberately painted to 
teach the mystery: not only Christ’s baptism in the Jordan but the revelation of the 
Holy Trinity. 
 

Christ in the Jordan 

• Christ is shown standing (sometimes waist-deep) in the river Jordan, 
nearly naked except for a cloth. 

o His humility: though sinless, He submits to John’s baptism “for the 
remission of sins.” 

o His nakedness recalls Adam in Paradise before the Fall — Christ is 
the New Adam who restores humanity. 

o The descent into water symbolizes His future burial and descent into 
Hades, foreshadowing the Cross and Resurrection. 

• The water is often shown as dark, even black. 
o This is not just the Jordan River, but the chaos of the abyss, the waters 

of death. 
o Christ sanctifies the waters, making them life-giving rather than 

destructive. Baptism becomes the “death of the old man” and the birth 
of the new. 

The River Jordan and Its Creatures 

• In some icons, personifications of the river (like small figures or fish) are 
shown fleeing. 

o This symbolizes the cosmic renewal of all creation through Christ’s 
entry into the waters. 

o Demonic powers are cast out; the waters, once feared as chaotic and 
deadly, are now blessed. 

 

The Baptism of Jesus 



St. John the Forerunner 

• John is on the left bank, bending toward Christ, his hand over the Lord’s 
head. 

o His gesture shows obedience to God’s command and his role as the 
last prophet. 

o He is clothed in his camel-hair garment, in earthy colors — 
contrasting with Christ’s radiant humility. 

o His posture is reverent, for he recognizes his unworthiness: “I need to 
be baptized by You.” 

 
The Angel(s) in the Baptism Icon 

Typically, angels appear on the right side of the icon (from the viewer’s 
perspective, Christ’s left hand). But sometimes one angel may appear on the left, 
or a group on both sides. 

When we see an angel on the left, it is not accidental — the painter-theologian is 
expressing something important. 

Symbolism of the Angel on the Left 

1. Service and Ministry 
o Angels in the Baptism icon are shown reverently, often with veiled or 

covered hands. 
o This gesture means: “We serve the Lord; we are not worthy to touch 

Him directly.” 
o The angel on the left balances the composition, but also expresses that 

all of heaven — from every side — attends Christ as He descends 
into the waters. 

2. Witness of Creation 
o In Scripture, angels are “ministering spirits” (Hebrews 1:14). 
o Their presence in both heaven (above) and on earth (beside the 

Jordan) shows that all realms of creation are present at Theophany 
— heaven, earth, and even the waters. 

o The left-side angel represents this cosmic witness, that the whole 
angelic host acknowledges the revelation of the Trinity. 

 
 
 



Angels on the Right Bank 

• A group of angels stand reverently, often with veiled hands, ready to serve 
Christ. 

o Their veiled hands symbolize that Christ is not just a man but the 
divine Lord whom they worship. 

o They represent creation itself standing in awe of the mystery of the 
Incarnation and God’s condescension. 

Balance of Roles 

o John the Forerunner is on the left, baptizing Christ. 
o An angel on the left opposite John underscores the two responses to 

Christ: 
 John represents the prophetic witness of humanity. 
 The angel represents the heavenly witness of creation. 

o Together, they form a dialogue of earth and heaven converging upon 
Christ, the center of salvation. 

Color of the Angel 

• Angels are usually painted in light colors (white, blue, or rose): 
o White = purity and divine worship. 
o Blue = their heavenly origin. 
o Rose/Red tints = joy and love in serving Christ. 

• The contrast with John’s brown garment highlights that John belongs to the 
earth, while the angel belongs to heaven — yet both bow before Christ. 

The Opening of the Heavens 

• At the top, the heavens are shown opened, with rays of divine light shining 
down. 

o This signifies that at Christ’s baptism, heaven and earth are reunited. 
o It recalls the prophecy: “O that You would tear the heavens and come 

down” (Isaiah 64:1). 

 

 

 



The Holy Spirit 

• The Holy Spirit is depicted descending in the form of a dove within the rays 
of light. 

o The dove symbolizes peace, purity, and the anointing of Christ as 
Messiah. 

o The Spirit descending also fulfills the messianic prophecy: “The Spirit 
of the Lord is upon Me” (Isaiah 61:1). 

The Voice of the Father 

• In many icons, the rays of light from heaven symbolize the Father’s voice, 
proclaiming: 
“This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” 

o The Father is not depicted (He is never shown in human form in 
Orthodox tradition), but His presence is real and audible. 

o Thus, the icon reveals the Trinity: the Father’s voice, the Son in the 
waters, the Spirit descending as a dove. 

 
The Mountains 

• The mountains on either side are stylized and often lean inward. 
o This is not natural perspective, but theological perspective: creation 

itself inclines toward Christ. 
o The “bending” mountains symbolize the world recognizing its Creator 

entering into it. 

�� In summary: 
The icon of the Baptism of Christ is a visual proclamation of the Theophany — 
the manifestation of the Holy Trinity and the beginning of Christ’s saving ministry. 

• Christ descends into the dark waters to redeem creation. 
• John fulfills his mission as Forerunner. 
• Angels and creation stand in awe. 
• The Spirit descends, and the Father speaks. 
• Heaven is opened to mankind. 

 
Looking at the Baptism of Christ (Theophany) through the lens of color symbolism 
deepens its meaning, because in Orthodox iconography, color is never decorative; 
it’s theology in pigment. 
 



Here’s how the colors work in this icon: 
 
Christ’s Colors 
White or radiant light-colored garment (sometimes almost transparent): 
White symbolizes purity, divine light, and resurrection. Christ needs no cleansing, 
but He descends into the water to cleanse us. 
 
Sometimes Christ is depicted almost naked, wearing a simple white loincloth, 
which emphasizes His humility and identification with fallen humanity. 
 
White also anticipates the “robe of glory” that baptism gives to Christians, 
echoing the Paschal hymn: “As many as have been baptized into Christ have put 
on Christ.” 
 
The Waters of the Jordan 
Dark blue, even black at times: 
This symbolizes the abyss, the waters of chaos, death, and sin. 
Christ’s entry sanctifies and transforms them — He “tramples down death by 
death.” 
The deep blue is also a cosmic color: the infinite depths of creation now filled with 
divine life. 
 
John the Forerunner 
Brown / Earthy Garments: 
Brown is the color of the desert, earth, and humility. 
It reflects John’s ascetic life and his humanity in contrast to Christ’s divinity. 
The subdued tones highlight John as the “voice” pointing away from himself 
toward Christ, the Light. 
 
The Angels 
Bright, light garments (often blue, white, or pink): 
Their lighter colors contrast with the darker Jordan and John’s earth tones. 
Blue indicates their heavenly nature, white their purity, pink or rose their joyful 
service. 
Their reverent postures combined with light colors highlight awe before the divine 
mystery. 
 
  
The Heavens 
Gold background / rays of light descending: 



Gold symbolizes the eternal, uncreated light of God. 
The rays show the Father’s voice and the Spirit descending. 
Gold is timeless and beyond nature, meaning the scene is not just historical but 
eternal reality breaking into time. 
 
The Holy Spirit (the Dove) 
White Dove: 
White here is purity, peace, and the presence of the Holy Spirit. 
It also ties visually with Christ’s white garment, showing the Spirit’s resting upon 
Him. 
 
 The Mountains and Landscape 
Earth tones: ochres, greens, and browns: 
These symbolize creation itself, waiting for renewal. 
The mountains often bend toward Christ, showing the cosmos “leaning” toward 
its Creator. 
Their muted, natural colors contrast with the gold of heaven and the radiance of 
Christ. 
 
�� In summary of the color dialogue: Christ in white: purity, divinity, resurrection. 
Jordan in deep blue/black: death and chaos transformed into life. John in 
brown/earth tones: humility, earth, the prophetic witness. Angels in light 
blues/whites/pinks: heavenly purity and service. Heaven in gold: eternal divine 
light breaking into history. Spirit as white dove: peace, anointing, divine presence. 
Together, these colors proclaim that the Light of God descends into the darkness 
of creation, sanctifying all things. 
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