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Abstract

Christianity as a Semiotic System

My discourse deals with analogies between linguistics and theology, in other words the 
possibility to regard Christianity as some kind of language. The common thing for the 
language and the Christian Theology is that it is a question in both cases of combined 
effect of the immaterial and the material. It is a matter of transmission of meanings.

In linguistics, especially in the theory of the linguistic sign and the theory of 
communication, it has been successfully explained how the material and the immaterial 
are entwined so that undeniably the result is a linguistic action, a communication.

The language has an important role in Christianity: God created the world through his 
word and he made man in his image. The Revelation of God is transmitted in the Old 
Testament through the human language. The message becomes ever clearer, but it will 
not be completely understood before the Word (Logos) “became flesh” (John 1:1-14) in 
the New Testament and would be “found in fashion as a man” (Phi 2:8). This is an 
example of what it means to be an image, in other words symbol, of God. It gets 
gradually clearer that in Christianity it is a matter of a system, which has the nature of a 
language, but which is, in many respects, more extensive - f. ex. it exceeds the limits of 
time and place – than the human language.

In the “linguistic system of God”, Father, Son and Holy Spirit constitute a semiotic 
triangle (Ogden/Richards). (Charles Peirce already alludes briefly to the possibility of the 
Holy Trinity being a semiotic sign.) The Holy Spirit, which effects the belief in the 
Church, makes from the figure of the three a system of meaning. Symbols (in this case f. 
ex. people, sacraments) have a meaning only inside the system of meaning (among the 
believing congregation), elsewhere they are only empty signs.

“The system of God” and the human language are concentric systems. Signs (signifiants) 
are produced or actualized performatively (J.L. Austin; J.R. Searle) with the natural 
language (f. ex. Baptism, the Eucharist).  However, the meaning in the “language of 
God” is realized in the life of each human being, in accordance with the example of 
Jesus. The life inside the system gets an eternal meaning.



Christianity has, i.a., following features, which are typical of a linguistic system: 1) 
double entity of the sign (inseparable), 2) triple nature of the symbol, 3) linearity of the 
message (the meaning is realized in the time), 4) social nature of the system (community 
is a necessary condition), 5) dichotomy langue/parole (doctrine/practice), 6) système clos 
(closed system) (the system does not need new features) 7) importance of tradition (the 
system passes always as inheritance).
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